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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Tydornen approached the Hatchery with a determined step, smoke swirling around him. He paused briefly as he made his way along the street in the center of the capital, testing to ensure that he still had the connection to the smoke dragon, feeling the power as it flowed out around him. Now that he was aware of the smoke dragon, he could use that connection. He let it swirl around him to control it better. It was a matter of trying to understand what the dragon wanted from him at all times. Now that he had a better understanding of it, he could use that to create a layer of power around him. Protective power.

      “You have to stop swirling like that,” Ty said, speaking to the dragon, though not knowing whether the dragon could even respond.

      The streets were empty. There weren’t nearly as many Dragon Touched as before, though they still had a presence in the city. Ty knew the dangers of the Dragon Touched, though. They had been corrupted. Roson James had turned many of them against the king, and though the Tecal searched for them, they proved elusive. The Tecal were testing them, though, trying to find those who would be loyal to the king.

      This part of the city was quiet in general, though. The buildings were old, built when the Dragon’s Jaw first drew settlers. The stone was all black, charred, and looked like it might have come from Ishantil itself. The air smelled different than it did in his home and now had become familiar to him.

      He felt the dragon’s power surrounding him. There were times when it seemed like the dragon responded, such as when the energy shifted when he asked it to. In this case, he asked for its power to become less noticeable. The smoke swirled around him differently, trailing up and into him.

      He laughed softly as the dragon flowed down inside of him, taking up a presence internally. “I’m not so sure that’s better,” he muttered.

      The two Dragon Touched standing guard at the Hatchery watched him, and Ty imagined that he looked ridiculous standing in the middle of the street, with buildings lining either side of him space out on the wide cobblestone road. As he always did, he questioned whether he could trust any of these Dragon Touched. How many of them had been with Roson James? Probably more than they knew. He wanted to think that they were not and could be trusted, but it hadn’t proven easy. These guards were dressed in the deep blue of the Dragon Touched, and several of them had dragon remnants, carved artifacts that held power for them. How many would be crossbows like the one he used to wield?

      It was early evening, and a pale blue light glowed along the street leading toward the Hatchery, powered by something the king held trapped within the city. Power of some sort, though Ty didn’t know how it was created.

      He had avoided returning to the Hatchery, which he knew was a mistake. In the time since Roson James had been defeated, he had not returned to the Hatchery. He should have, though. This was where he had proven himself, even if he was no longer sure what he had demonstrated. The only thing that he knew with any certainty was that he had learned something almost unbelievable about the king that night. That the king was a dragon, like Zara. Perhaps that was why he had avoided returning.

      Ty focused on the smoke around him again, pulling it in and letting it wrap around him until he was convinced the smoke dragon wouldn’t reveal himself before he was ready for it. Others like Gayal and Dorian could keep their dragons around, but he had struggled with it. Partly because he didn’t want to reveal himself too soon, but also because he had never been able to use the smoke dragon quite the same way the others could use their dragons—certainly as well as Gayal used her shadow dragon. The dragon itself was different than the others, though. His dragon seemed to be more greatly connected to him if something like that could even be said. Gayal had a strong connection to her dragon, but Ty suspected that his dragon wanted him to have a different direction as if the dragon wanted him to know him in ways that the other Tecal did not know theirs. He suspected that was only his imagination, but it wasn’t the first time he felt that way. He had a unique connection to dragons.

      Ty straightened, and he headed toward the Dragon Touched standing guard.

      As he approached, he considered them carefully. He didn’t recognize either of them, though he hadn’t been in the city long enough to know all the Dragon Touched, despite his desire to try to peel away any who might betray them. There weren’t many people in the city that he knew at all. Other than the Tecal, the only other person he truly knew was Esme. He was still waiting for Albion and Zara to return to the city from the fire fields, but they had not shown up yet.

      Then there was Gayal and Dorian. The other Tecal were helpful, and they wanted him to understand his connection to the dragons better, but Ty had struggled with feeling as if he were a part of them. He felt different, and as far as he knew, he was different.

      “Stop,” one of the Dragon Touched said, holding out a hand. There was no other dragon remnant on him, thankfully. At least, none that were visible. The guard had on deeply dyed blue leathers emblazoned with the symbol of the king, a dragon, printed on his chest. A matching leather helm sat atop his head, a dragon pressed into the leather on either side. Black hair protruded outward, and his broad, muscular build was meant to be imposing.

      “I just need to go inside the Hatchery,” Ty said.

      “No one is permitted inside of the Hatchery,” he said.

      The other guard turned and slid his hand forward, mimicking the first man’s motions. They hadn’t posed any real threat, which Ty was appreciative of. Still, they created an imposing presence that attempted to push him away. The Hatchery was guarded so that it had not been when he first came to the capital.

      Ty reached into his pocket, and both men tensed, one of them holding out his other hand, shoving a pale white item toward Ty. He immediately wrapped the dragon around him, using the smoke to create a buffer of a barrier. Thankfully, the smoke dragon was protective by nature, and the barrier formed would work quickly. He didn’t think their weapons could even penetrate it, though he had never tested it.

      The men watched him, and Ty fished a small leather band with a silver medallion out of his pocket. He held it up.

      The two men frowned at him. “Where did you get that?”

      Ty flicked his gaze to the medallion. “You don’t recognize it?”

      “I recognize the king’s mark, but where did you get it?”

      “From the king,” Ty said.

      The two men shared a look for a moment and then turned toward him, though they didn’t move their staffs out of the way.

      “Why would somebody like you have that?”

      Ty wasn’t dressed like one of the Tecal, preferring a black jacket and pants that blended in the city better, along with the fact that it fit his thief background better, but given everything that he had done for the king, he figured he would have been treated differently.

      He rolled his eyes, approaching them when he learned he didn’t need to prove himself.

      “Because he is a Tecal,” a voice said behind him.

      Ty turned to see Gayal striding down the street toward him. Her dark cloak hung around her shoulders, unmoving. Now that he knew that it was a shadow dragon, it wasn’t quite as impressive as he had once believed. Ty didn’t have any idea what the shadow dragon was capable of, other than obscuring things in darkness. The shadow dragon seemed more about stealth, concealment, and hiding, whereas his smoke dragon was about protection.

      It would’ve been nice for him to be able to get into the Hatchery without Gayal coming, though. As much as he enjoyed seeing her—not that he’d seen her much since saving the king—he wanted to do something on his own. He didn’t need Gayal to feel like she had to protect him. He was certainly capable enough of that. Still, there was something about having Gayal help him that he appreciated. She had challenged him when they first met, and now she was a friend. That was it. With everything that had happened, Ty felt as if he had precious few friends and needed to take care of everything he did.

      “I didn’t realize.” The Dragon Touched stepped off to the side, drawing back the dragon bone remnant, slipping it into some unseen sheath. Ty had to give the man credit for how quickly he reacted, drawing the weapon out and replacing it. The speed had been impressive.

      Gayal strode past him and slapped her hand along the door, twisting, and the door came open. As far as the soldiers knew, Gayal had a key, which in some respects she might. Ty suspected that he could do the same thing if he could fully master his connection to the smoke dragon but had never truly tested it. There were other ways he could reach the Hatchery.

      He followed Gayal inside, and darkness swallowed them. He closed the door and paused for a moment, the darkness persisting.

      “Are you going to stop that now?”

      “I’m sorry about that,” Gayal said. “It is a matter of habit.”

      Ty glanced over to the door. The shadows swirled, rejoining Gayal, forming her cloak once again and draping over her shoulders. He could see a glow faintly around the shadow dragon, but only when he paid heavy attention to it, tapping into some deeper power and part of himself. Ty couldn’t exactly tell how well connected she was to her dragon but could see a faint tracing of its connection to the Flame.

      That wasn’t the only thing that he noticed about her, though. The other part was something different—newer. There was another dragon. It was faint, subtle, and he had not been sure when he had first seen evidence of it, but increasingly, he came to believe that what he saw was real.

      “Why did you come here now?”

      Ty looked over at her. The inside of the Hatchery was unique. It was domed, and alcoves lined the walls, many of them filled with items that he had once believed were eggs, but now he didn’t know if that was the case or not. Maybe they were dragon pearls, or perhaps something else entirely. A pale white glowing light emanated from behind the shelves.

      A series of small sculptures were scattered around the inside of the Hatchery, lining the walls. Most of them took on the shape of dragons, though not all. Ty had no idea whether those dragons were like his mother, Zara, or even the king, dragons that had moved on and placed their essence into a vessel.

      “Can’t I come to the Hatchery?”

      “You know you’re permitted to come here.”

      He looked over, arching a brow. “Permitted.”

      “This is the king’s. He decides who is allowed here. For now, he allows you, especially after what you did to save him.”

      Ty didn’t think that Gayal knew the truth about the king. He didn’t think that anybody within the kingdom knew it other than him. That was only because he could see the dragon quality to him. Had he not connected to the Flame the way he had, Ty wouldn’t have known.

      In the days since the attack, Ty hadn’t the opportunity to speak to the ghost king, though he’d wanted to. He had questions about what it meant for the kingdom to be ruled by a dragon. Then again, since learning that the ghost king was a dragon, the fact that he did not come out of the palace very often made much more sense.

      What would happen if he lost the ability to take on human form? What would happen if he needed to pour himself into a vessel—the same way Ty’s mother had needed to do so—to stabilize himself?

      Then who would rule?

      Ty paused in front of one of the alcoves, looking at it. The eggs inside the alcoves were irregular here, shaped strangely or streaked with colors. He reached out, holding his hand just above the surface of the egg, and could feel the warmth radiating from the egg. It was pleasant and not hot, though he wondered if others would feel unbearable heat to it. He didn’t know if his connection to the Flame permitted him to tolerate it better than others would have been able to do.

      “You wanted to see the eggs,” Gayal said, joining him. He could feel the heat radiating off her, something that was more than the dragon—or dragons—that she connected to. It was the heat coming off Gayal himself. There was an energy to her as well, something pleasant and powerful and overwhelming.

      “Should I not have wanted to see the eggs?”

      “There isn’t anything that can be done for them,” she said, her voice low and soft.

      “What if there could be?”

      Gayal looked over, smiling tightly and shaking her head. “The king has searched for answers for decades, and we have not come up with an answer.”

      “We?”

      “There’s a reason that the Tecal have searched. At least, a reason that we have searched for specific items.”

      Dragon relics, Ty knew. He didn’t know whether she had known the truth about the king for long.

      He looked around the yard that was just visible through the back door of the Hatchery. That was where he’d fought Roson James to save the king.

      Before that, there had been a time when the yard was filled with small, stunted dragons, their power still unique to their creatures and their kind, but the size nothing like dragons of old, today only stories. But stories fit with what he knew of the lava dragon up inside Ishantil.

      “He’s gotten eggs to hatch, though.”

      “It’s been a long time since any of the eggs have hatched for him. You’ve seen that. It seems like there should be an easier time of it, but the king, and those he has studying such things, have not managed to succeed.”

      Ty looked at the eggs. There was almost something that he could feel. Perhaps it was just the energy that was here, or maybe there was something that he should be able to detect.

      Gayal watched him, staying quiet until she reached for one of the eggs out of the alcoves, holding it carefully. “Even a single egg is difficult to find these days. Others like the Lothinal have scavenged most. We have managed to keep them out for a long time. The Tecal and the Dragon Touched have done all that we can to ensure our lands remain free of their influence, but you have seen how powerful they can be.”

      Powerful because of their strange and dark magic different from the Flame.

      “I’m sure that the power of the Flame could hatch the eggs. I don’t know how, but….” He had experience with the Flame, didn’t he? For a while after the attack and saving the king, Ty had thought himself the Manifestation of the Flame, but hadn’t managed to connect to that power again—or anyplace other than the Hatchery.

      Not the Manifestation but simply connected to dragons.

      It had been a difficult realization, but not because he’d necessarily wanted power. The realization had pained him because he had wanted to help his brother and Zara. His mother, if he could ever find her vessel. All dragons—including the king.

      Only everything that he’d felt since that time suggested he was not that person.

      A Tecal.

      The dragons had reacted to save the king—another dragon. And that was enough.

      That didn’t mean that he couldn’t use some of what he understood to help the dragons. He couldn’t deny that he had a connection to dragons that was discretely different than even that of the Tecal.

      And now that Roson James was gone, he had to believe that they had time. That was what they needed more than anything else.

      “I wish we understood how to hatch the eggs,” he said, taking one from the alcoves the way that Gayal did, holding it in hand and turning in place. It was warm, much like he had felt when he had kept his hand against it, but the surface was smooth, slightly ridged, and a little bit slick to the touch.

      “Many Tecal have tried,” Gayal said. “We have attempted to use the energy of our dragons to hatch them, but that isn’t enough.”

      Ty smiled. He had a rising suspicion that the connection to the dragons that he shared with the Tecal was tied to dragons that had sent their essence into a vessel, giving them time to reconnect to the Flame, but he couldn’t prove it. If that were the case, then those dragons may not be powerful enough for them to hatch a dragon egg. If he were wrong, it wouldn’t even matter.

      “What if we bring the eggs to one of the sources of the Flame?” Ty asked.

      “We tried that, as well.” Gayal put her egg back on the alcoves, and she turned him. “There have been many attempts to try to understand what was involved in helping these eggs hatch. We have brought them to the steam fields, to the fire fields, even to Ishantil. Places of power within the kingdom places where the Flame was most potent, but none of them have been fully effective.”

      There had to be some reason that it hadn’t worked in the past. Ty didn’t think there was any intrinsic reason that the eggs shouldn’t hatch. Unless there was something wrong with the connection to the Flame within, perhaps it was, and nothing more. But if it was some connection flame, could it be restored?

      Dragons like Zara, and her people, had attempted to try to restore that connection for a long time. If there was going to be some way to recover it, wouldn’t they have already uncovered it?

      He placed the egg back in the alcove. “I could try. I can’t say whether I know anything more, but I do have some increasing connection to the Flame.”

      He tried to ignore how she watched him, that hint of amusement that lingered in her gaze. “Not the way that you—or Albion—would like to believe, but there is something.”

      Perhaps it was his connection to the smoke dragon or Ishantil. When he said as much to Gayal, she shrugged.

      Ty walked around the inside of the Hatchery.

      She nodded. “I have to admit that I find it incredibly difficult to know what to make of it. It, and by that, I mean Ishantil, is impressive and amazing, the kind of power that I would never have expected to have existed in that place.” She started to smile. “When I was young, only just learning about my connection to the dragons, I was told about massive and powerful creatures that once roamed but that had been lost over time. Now, all we have are these smaller dragons.” Her cloak fluttered for a moment, taking on the brief shape of the dragon before it fell back to a simpler form. Still. Quiet. “I never would’ve imagined that I would see anything quite like that, and then when I did, I never would’ve imagined that somebody would’ve had some sort of connection to it that could be useful.”

      “I have a connection, but I don’t know how to use it fully,” Ty said, shaking his head.

      “Any connection is useful,” Gayal said.

      Ty tried to focus on the power of Ishantil. Every so often, that energy was there, as if a conduit between him and the dragon within the volcano was opened. It was a burning sensation that he felt deep within him, a connection that filled him, but then it faded, as if he reached too hard, pressing too much, or perhaps the dragon didn’t want to allow that connection.

      He had learned that connections between the dragons were two-sided and required that both the dragon and the dragon bonded share something within that. He still couldn’t figure out what he had to offer Ishantil.

      He understood it with the smoke dragon. In the case of the smoke dragon, he offered the dragon a place and a way of holding its form, a measure of protection. Once he had uncovered that, he had welcomed the dragon inside, letting that sense of energy filled him, and he had felt a connection to the dragon that he hadn’t before.

      But with Ishantil…

      He could offer that dragon nothing. How could he? Ishantil had more than enough power within the volcano, more than enough energy where he lived.

      “I tried to reach for Ishantil, but the energy isn’t there consistently,” Ty said.

      “Does he know that you call him Ishantil?” Gayal asked, smiling slightly.

      “What else am I supposed to call him? I can’t keep referring to him as lava dragon, can I?” He looked down and summoned the smoke. It swirled out and around him. “Sort of like you,” he said to the smoke dragon. “I’m tired of just calling you smoke dragon. You have to have some name.”

      Gayal laughed. “Why must the dragons have any name? They are a connection to the Flame.”

      “We have names,” Ty said. His mother had a name. Zara had a name. Dragons should be named.

      With the question, he had a faint sensation of the smoke dragon separating from him, swirling away from him and forming a pattern as it did. There was something within that smoke. It seemed to take a shape in the air.

      “What are you doing?” Gayal asked.

      “This isn’t me.”

      “What do you mean it’s not you?” She looked over. Her shadow dragon cloak remained motionless.

      “I’m not in control of it. I’ve told you that the dragon reacts in his own way, and I am not always in control of it. I’m trying to gain a measure of direction, but how can I control a dragon?”

      “It’s easy,” Gayal said.

      He arched a brow at him. “Easy? You’re talking about a dragon. You don’t just tug at a creature that is connected to the power of the Flame. You’re talking about….”

      Ty trailed off as he realized with the smoke dragon was doing.

      The trail of smoke formed letters. The letter formed a word. And the word…

      A name.

      Fezel.

      “Tell me you’re seeing this,” Ty said.

      “I see it,” Gayal said.

      “That’s your name?” Ty asked, looking to the smoke dragon. The smoke had dissipated and taken on a dragon-like shape for just a moment before then swirling back toward him, working its way around him, and then down inside. “Fezel?”

      There was a surge of warmth, a surge of energy, and then it flowed through him. Ty knew that it was right. He smiled to himself.

      After all this time working with the smoke dragon, calling it nothing but smoke dragon, and now he had a name…

      It felt right. It felt the way that it should be. It felt powerful.

      “I’ve never seen a dragon do that,” Gayal said.

      “Have you ever tried?”

      “Not the way that you have.”

      “Maybe that’s your problem.”

      She looked over, arching a brow. “Maybe it is.”

      He focused on the energy of the dragon, feeling that power. What if the other dragons had a way of sharing with him? And maybe they had. Maybe Ishantil had shared with someone, which was how the mountain was named.

      He looked over to Gayal. “Maybe you should ask your dragon what he wants to be called?”

      “I don’t know that he would answer in quite the same way.”

      “You could ask,” Ty said.

      “It feels… strange.”

      “Just because it feels strange doesn’t mean it’s the wrong thing to do,” he said.

      “I’m not like you, Tydornen,” she said.

      “I’m asking you to be like me. I’m asking you to try something even though it doesn’t feel comfortable.”

      She closed her eyes, and the cloak swirled for a moment. Gayal looked down at the swirling of the cloak and the fluttering that took on a brief dragon shape. “What do you think? Should you have had a name all this time?”

      The shadow cloak fell still for a moment.

      Gayal looked up. “See?”

      “You aren’t giving him a chance to react,” Ty said.

      “I’m giving him a chance. He just doesn’t want to react.”

      “And I’m telling you that you need to give him a chance.”

      Gayal chuckled. “If he wants to provide me a name….”

      The shadow started to swirl and then took on a shape. It was challenging to make it out. The darkness was different than the smoke, but Ty was undoubtedly aware that there was something within that, some shape, some letters, something that would help him understand what the shadow dragon was trying to say.

      Asarra.

      Gayal frowned. “What sort of language is this?”

      “Language?”

      “Asarra? That means nothing.”

      “It’s a name,” he said.

      “What kind of a name is that?”

      Ty looked at the shadow dragon, and a smile came to him. “A girl’s name.”

      Gayal frowned.

      Ty started to laugh softly. “You didn’t know.”

      Ty laughed even more, and he smacked his thigh in amusement. “I can’t believe it. All this time and you thought you had a boy dragon connected to you.”

      “Does it matter?”

      Ty shook his head. “Of course, it doesn’t matter, but it matters to the dragon. It matters that you didn’t even bother to try to ask the dragon.”

      “There was nothing that the dragon would’ve been able to say to me.”

      “Only because you didn’t bother to ask,” he said. He looked up to the shadow dragon, and he chuckled again. “I’m sorry for her,” he said. “I’m sorry that she is too foolish to have tried to understand you. I’ll work with her, and I’ll do what I can to help her understand that even shadow dragons have feelings.”

      Gayal shook her head. “It’s not like that.”

      “I think it is more than you realize,” he said.

      “The dragons work with us.”

      “Then work with the dragon,” Ty said. “That’s my point.”

      Gayal seemed to glow ever so slightly brighter with the power of the Flame, something that Ty suspected she did intentionally. “None of that is the reason I came to find you in the first place.”

      “And why did you come to find me?” Ty had thought that it was all about intervening when he had needed help getting into the Hatchery, but maybe that wasn’t it at all.

      “It’s time.”

      Ty pulled his gaze along the inside of the Hatchery, skimming along the line of eggs as he turned his attention back to Gayal. “What do you mean that it is time?”

      “I mean that it’s time for you to meet with the king.”
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      Ty looked over to Gayal, wanting support from her, but she kept her gaze fixed straight ahead as they marched through the street toward the palace in the distance. The building was massive, rising from the empty surrounding streets, giving off an image of power and majesty, and beauty. A huge domed structure in the center of it reminded him somewhat of the Hatchery, though there were spires off to either side. The stone itself glowed with a light of its own, rivaling that of the sun itself, showing off power and majesty that he couldn’t even imagine.

      “How many times have you come to the palace?” he asked.

      “Not many,” Gayal said.

      “I suppose that’s not surprising. He is called the ghost king for a reason.”

      Gayal smiled tightly. “The king keeps his own counsel, and he avoids interfering with others, so yes. He sends word to Dorian and the other Tecal, and he sends word to the Dragon Touched about what he wants to be done, but more than that….”

      “How many times have you been here?”

      “I can count them on both hands,” she said.

      Her gaze was fixed straight in front of her, and she didn’t even look over. The shadow dragon—Asarra—remained motionless, staying immobile around her, as if just as nervous as Gayal seemed. Though Asarra likely understood exactly what the king was.

      “What do you think, Fezel?”

      “The dragon isn’t going to speak to you,” Gayal said.

      “You don’t know that,” he said.

      “Dragons have not spoken to any of the Tecal in the time that we have connected to them.”

      “And they haven’t given you names, either.”

      Ty focused on the smoke dragon, the connection between them, he could feel the strange burning within him. It was the heat of the smoke dragon, the energy that came from him, and the way that he filled him, flowing within him.

      That power was significant, even if he didn’t fully understand his connection with Fezel. There was a protective instinct to the dragon. That had been there from the very beginning, the dragon choosing some way to protect Ty and doing so to defend him from the dangers of those with Roson James.

      Having learned the dragon’s name left Ty feeling a different sort of connection to him. More than that, it meant that he needed to learn the lava dragon’s real name. Maybe he truly was Ishantil.

      They reached the end of the street. A massive stone wall surrounded the garden around the palace. The palace sat up on a hillside, looking down upon the rest of the city, situated at the edge of the capital itself. It was near enough to the far side of the Dragon Jaw that the fingers of rock loomed over it, giving shadows that the palace somehow managed to burn through.

      “Did he say what he wants from me?”

      “He wanted to speak with you. He’s recovered from the attack and finally had an opportunity to call to you.”

      “That’s all he said?” Ty asked, looking over.

      “Should he have said more?”

      Ty had no idea whether the king knew that he knew his secret. The king had kept it from him, but he kept it from Dorian and Gayal as well. At this point, it was hard to know.

      “I just wanted to know if he had mentioned anything more about what had happened.”

      “He’s distraught about the attack,” she said. “There is nothing more than that.”

      “What do you think he’s going to ask of me?”

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “But he’s going to ask something.”

      Gayal looked over at him. “He is the king, Tydornen. He will ask what he needs to ask of you.”

      And it was more than just him being the king. He was a dragon. He was connected to the Flame. Then again, he was also the ghost king, a man who had not been seen outside of the palace in a long time. Long enough that rumors had spread about him. Ty had heard so many of those rumors over the years, and the idea of having an opportunity to meet the ghost king, to sit and talk with him, still surprised him.

      What would happen if Ty were to refuse the king now? He was connected to the Flame. Perhaps he was precisely what Albion and Zara wanted him to believe, the Manifestation of the Flame—he laughed at the idea. Still, he could feel the power, and he had used that of Ishantil, that of the steam fields, even the fire fields, to unite that power.

      They reached a massive iron gate, the shape of a dragon worked into the metal on either side of the gate, and even the stone pillars were shaped like a dragon’s head. The king had long had a fascination with obsidian relics, and it wasn’t until learning the truth of the king that Ty understood. Before, they had been simply valuable sculptures to the king. Now, they could be vessels that carried some essence of dragons.

      And if they did, perhaps they could be saved.

      The gate swung open.

      “He knows we’re here,” Ty whispered.

      “He’s known we were coming,” Gayal said.

      “Because he is connected to the Flame.”

      Gayal looked over then, and she nodded. “He is.”

      “He’s not Dragon Touched,” Ty said.

      “No,” Gayal said.

      He was waiting for her to expand, for her to share more about the king, but she never did. Ty wasn’t going to push the issue, either, especially as he didn’t want Gayal to be placed into a position that she would be uncomfortable with.

      They started along the street leading up to the palace, and Ty stared for a moment, feeling as if there was something here that he was missing. He didn’t understand all he saw, but partly that came from inexperience here. The palace was enormous, towering before him, but strangely, it felt as if there was some energy of the Flame coming from it.

      “I don’t know anything about the king,” Ty said, glancing over to Gayal. “Do you?”

      Gayal smiled tightly. “There aren’t many who claim to know the king. I’m not sure that anyone can. He is—”

      “The ghost king,” Ty said.

      She shrugged. “You met him once. Was he a ghost?”

      “No. But he also didn’t make it clear that he was….” Ty looked around but lowered his voice regardless of seeing no one near him and turned to Gayal, “something else. Does he have any connection to the dragons?”

      He hadn’t told Gayal the truth about the dragons, but at the same time, there was no point in doing so, especially as he doubted that she would understand. Until he had an opportunity for her to see the dragons’ truth and learn about people like Zara and the king, he didn’t know whether it was his place to share.

      “Most would say that he has some,” Gayal said, seeming to pick her words carefully. “Though I can’t say with any certainty whether he does or not. Given what we know about him and what we know about his interest in the dragon connections through the Dragon Touched and the Tecal, we can only assume that he has some connection to the dragons.”

      “Just some?”

      “That’s all I would say,” she said. “I wouldn’t commit to him having anything more than a little. But who is to say that he isn’t at least Tecal?”

      Maybe that was what it was, though Ty had felt more than that.

      Of course, Gayal didn’t know the truth, and how long had she been working for the king?

      She smiled at him as they walked through the streets, heading toward the palace proper. “He and his family have ruled for centuries. To do that, facing the threat of Lothinal, and others that we have around us, suggest that they have some way of countering it. It’s not all about the power in the city.”

      If it wasn’t all about the city’s power, what was it?

      Though he wasn’t exactly sure that he had any answer for it. How many of the king’s family had been dragons all this time? How many vessels would be there?

      That was the part that Ty worried about. It left him thinking that perhaps the king might know more about what happened to dragons once they passed on. He would have to, wouldn’t he? Maybe it was the kind of thing that he might learn by having this visit with the king. Maybe Ty could finally understand what had happened to his mother when she had moved on.

      He kept thinking that he might have a chance to visit with his father again, but having left him behind, with his people that were much like the Tecal, only served a different purpose. It left him thinking that maybe his father preferred what h was doing and staying absent. He had certainly had no difficulty keeping away from Ty.

      He shook his head to clear away the thoughts. “Why has he not been seen?”

      “It’s not just him,” Gayal said, glancing over to him. “His family has always been reclusive. Those from Carn know that he’s here but rarely see him. There was a time when more had access to the palace, but that has changed over time, as well. And because of it, rumors spread.”

      Ty stopped and looked up at the palace off in the distance. What would happen if people in the city knew the truth about the king? Would it make any difference? Probably, he decided. It might even lend him more authority. Then again, it might also make him more of a target. Lothinal already targeted the kingdom, and if they knew that the king was a dragon—the one thing they had been targeting with their strange magic, he had to think that they would do whatever they needed to continue to attack until they forced the king to use the rest of his connection, the rest of his magic, and pressed him into a vessel.

      Maybe that was what Roson James had been after all along. He had learned the truth about the king. How long would it be before the rest of Lothinal learned and sent their people to the kingdom? How long before the kingdom was under ongoing attacks because of the dragon presence here?

      “Can the Tecal defend the kingdom?”

      Gayal glanced over to him. “Why are you worried about that?”

      “Only because I know how few Tecal remain. After Dorian lost his dragons, and after we lost a few more Tecal dealing with Roson James, there can’t be that many.”

      “Now,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “And from what you told me of your father….”

      Ty had needed for her to know that part of it. At least a part of it where he had found his father, especially as Gayal had promised to help him look. He had said nothing about his mother. That would be his secret. Then again, knowing what he did of the king now, Ty wondered if perhaps that wasn’t going to be his secret for much longer. But she had needed to know about the others working with his father, others who had been essentially Tecal. That mattered. If they could be pulled into service for the kingdom, they might help against the Lothinal threat. Wasn’t that what they all wanted and needed?

      “Dorian sent others looking for them, but I’m not exactly sure that we will find them. Hopefully, if Lothinal decides to attack, they will resist.” Gayal watched him, seemingly waiting for his response.

      “I don’t know. I’m not exactly sure what my father might do, nor his people.”

      “When it comes to dealing with the threat of Lothinal, we might all need to fight.”

      Ty took a deep breath before letting it out slowly. It meant he might have to fight again.

      And he had, but he had done so because he had little choice. Now that he had a connection to the dragons and increasingly thought he understood that connection better than ever, Ty wondered if the connection to the dragons even mattered. He could feel that power. Fezel was there with him, but there was another aspect as well, that of Ishantil that burned deep beneath the surface. Every so often, Ty was aware of that dragon as well, even though he could not connect to had nearly as well as he could Fezel. He wished that he had a better connection to it, or at least a more consistent one, but couldn’t figure out how to deepen their bond. Maybe it didn’t matter so long as he had Fezel.

      Fighting Lothinal with a smoke dragon at least meant he was not helpless. When he could feel the power of Ishantil, he was far less than hopeless.

      Gayal motioned for him to follow, and they made their way toward the palace, nearing the door. “I don’t know what he wants you for,” she said as shadows swirled away from her. The shadow dragon, Asarra, seemed to react more the longer that they were here. “It might have something to do with what you claim you are not.”

      Ty nodded. That had been his concern, though he wasn’t sure how to address that with her. “I’m not the Manifestation of the Flame, regardless of what my brother and others might think. But I do have a connection to my dragon, and perhaps that’s enough.”

      She regarded him. “You have a connection. It’s considerable. Even when the Tecal were more numerous, you would have been considered quite capable.”

      “How long ago was that?”

      “It’s been many years since the Tecal were found in any real numbers.”

      “Why? What changed?”

      They had stopped at a road leading toward the palace, and for whatever reason, Ty had a feeling that he needed to have those answers now before they headed inside. He wasn’t sure why, though. Maybe it was just a curiosity, or maybe it was simply that he would see the ghost king, and he wanted to have as much information as he could before he did.

      “I can’t say why Tecal have decreased in frequency. The potential is probably unchanged. There are always those who can connect to dragons, but the number of dragons has likely decreased. Again, I’m not exactly sure why that should be. Perhaps the king knows.”

      “Or maybe he thinks that I do because he will think that I’m some Manifestation of the Flame. I thought I might be…”

      She touched his arm. “It’s possible you are.”

      “If I were, I would be able to reach that power. It was the dragons, not me.” That had been a difficult realization.

      “You don’t have to worry about that.”

      “And if the king forces me to reveal the dragons?”

      “I doubt that the dragon could be revealed,” Gayal said, looking down. “Asarra,” she said softly. The shadow fluttered softly, and Gayal shook her head. “I still can’t believe that I have a name for the dragon.”

      “What about your other dragon?”

      Gayal frowned at him. “What do you mean?”

      “I just figured that you have more than one dragon,” Ty said quickly. What did he think that he should reveal the fact that he could see the faint traces of the Flame around another dragon bonded to Gayal? That was dangerous.

      After what he’d been through, he didn’t want people to think he concealed things from them.

      Stupid.

      He knew better, and he knew that he had to be careful, especially as things like that would only end up getting him in trouble and drive a wedge between him and Gayal—something that he most definitely didn’t want.

      Ty wasn’t even sure that what he saw from her was another dragon. There had been a secondary glowing aura, and it was that which had seemed significant to him. Only, when he spent time around her lately, he was less sure of what it was that he saw. There was still the occasional glow around her, but it was less frequent—less intense. Maybe it wasn’t real. Either that or what he had seen was not what he thought he had seen. Maybe what he had seen was her ability to connect to the dragon and not a secondary dragon.

      But if she did have another connection…

      Shouldn’t she know about that?

      “Dorian had more than one dragon connection, and I just assumed that somebody like yourself, somebody who has such a prominent role within the Tecal, would have more than one.”

      Gayal smiled at him. “And you believe that I’ve been keeping this from you?”

      They were standing before the palace, almost as if Gayal were debating whether to continue toward it. Maybe she was waiting on something more.

      “I’m not concerned,” Ty said hurriedly. Then again, it wasn’t as if he believed that she would intentionally try to keep something from him. He didn’t know whether she had another dragon. And he had only seen her using the shadow. Maybe he was just wrong.

      “I have but Asarra,” she said. “I wouldn’t have any problem having another dragon connection, but Dorian was unique. At least, it has always been unique.” She arched a brow as she looked over to Ty. “I suspect that if we can learn how to free the dragons, we might be able to resurrect the number of Tecal.”

      Ty tried to remember the very first time that he had connected to Fezel, even though he didn’t understand what it was at the time. At this point, the only thing that he could hope for was to understand the Flame, understand his connection to Fezel and Ishantil, and learn what that meant for him.

      “If you know how to find a dragon….”

      “If we know how to find a dragon, there are others who have the potential that’s needed for us to be successful. And we would ensure that those who were most capable were given that opportunity.”

      Such as Dorian, he didn’t say. Maybe even Gayal. But then again, they were capable, weren’t they? Why should he not want them to be allowed to connect to another dragon? Given their understanding of the dragon connections and what they understood that power to entail, it seemed to him that it made the most sense that they would be given that chance.

      He wasn’t sure whether Gayal would keep pushing him as they ventured closer to the palace, but she seemed as if she were in no hurry. Maybe the king had not given a specific time, or perhaps they were too early.

      “Part of that is the reason the king wanted to hatch new dragons,” she said, her voice soft.

      She got like that anytime they talked about the dragons that had been lost, destroyed by Lothinal as they had attempted to attack the Flame. And Ty understood her sadness. Even though those dragons had been small, there had been something special about them nonetheless. And yet, he knew that had not been the way to reach for a Tecal connection. Those dragons were smaller versions of the dragons of old, and even those dragons might not have been what had existed. Learning what he had about Zara left him thinking that perhaps their understanding of dragons was far less than even the Tecal believed.

      “It’s probably tied to the relics the king always wanted, too,” Ty said. She looked over to him. “Bingham always targeted sculptures. And my mother liked collecting relics.” He smiled at himself, thinking about her. He found himself missing his mother more than he felt that he would. Maybe it was learning about her connection to the Flame and the truth about her. But more and more, he found himself thinking about her wistfully. He would have loved to know the truth when she was still alive. He would’ve loved to have known what experiences she had in Carn, especially now that he knew that she had been here and knew that she had possibly even known the king.

      But maybe it wouldn’t have made any difference for him. Ty had plenty of memories of his mother, and those were the ones that mattered. Memories of her searching for dragon relics, of her giving him lessons on how to find them scattered throughout the mountains around Ishantil, and her teaching him how to move through the jungle itself. All those lessons stayed with him even now. What would it have mattered had he known that she had lived here? It wouldn’t have changed anything for him.

      “How did you choose your targets?” Gayal asked. They started toward the palace again, and Ty looked past her, toward a small temple of the Flame. There were not nearly as many in the capital as in other places. The priests were not well regarded here, which he found surprising. Knowing that the king was a dragon made it even more surprising, though perhaps it was fear of being discovered that made it so that he did not want any of the priests of the Flame in the capital.

      “Why are you asking that now?”

      “Casual conversation, I suppose. And curiosity. You were a thief. Like your brother. That must run in the family.”

      “My father was never a thief.”

      “And your mother?”

      “Not a thief, either,” he said.

      Gayal looked as if she wanted to press before changing her mind and falling silent. “You don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine. I just wanted to take your mind off visiting with the king.”

      Ty chuckled. “You don’t seem all that motivated to bring me to the king.”

      “We’ll get there. It’s just that I figured that we have time.”

      They turned a corner, and Ty caught sight of a pair of Dragon Touched in the distance. Their dark blue clothing was distinctive even from a distance. Every time he saw one of them, he found himself tensing up nervously. Gayal noticed, and she shook her head.

      He might be the only one who believed that the Dragon Touched needed to be tested. How many more would betray them? Maybe more than Gayal knew, and certainly more than she thought.

      “We preferred to go after relics,” Ty said. “The king put a value on them, and Bingham also valued them.”

      “As did you?”

      Ty shrugged. “Only because my mother did. No other reason than that.”

      “Did she steal them?”

      All this questioning about his mother?

      Did Gayal know?

      He didn’t think so. If Gayal had known about his mother, wouldn’t she have said something?

      Unless this was her Tecal way of questioning to find those answers.

      He wouldn’t put it past her.

      “She liked the dragon relics, but I never really understood why.”

      “I see.”

      “She knew they were valuable,” he said. “And to her, they were also something else. She appreciated the dragon relics, and she appreciated the power within them. Even if she couldn’t use it.”

      Gayal watched him before nodding slowly as if trying to decide whether he was telling her the truth.

      “You stole from those who had wealth.”

      “Well, there were some within Zarinth who use wealth as a weapon.”

      “Wealth can give power.”

      “Wealth can, but is that the reason that someone should have power?”

      Gayal glanced over before flicking her gaze to the palace for a moment. “You should be careful. Saying something like this so close to the palace is bound to have the ghost king overhear you, and you wouldn’t want that, would you?”

      He frowned. He couldn’t tell if she was serious. “Can he hear me?”

      Her cloak fluttered for a moment before falling still. Asarra was active. Was that her way of telling him that the king could use the dragons?

      Deep within him, Fezel stirred as well, a bit of warmth rolling through him, as if the dragon wanted to give him some measure of protection. And maybe that was what it was. Or maybe it was just a bit of comfort.

      He tried to connect to that, trying to feel it. He wanted to reach beyond just the connection that he shared with Fezel and to the connection that he had with Ishantil. As he focused on it, that sense was there, but it was distant as if the burning from that dragon remained vague and difficult for him to reach. And it was.

      He stopped trying.

      “You look worried,” Ty said, looking over to Gayal.

      She inhaled deeply before letting it out. “Maybe I am, a little. It’s uncommon for the king to summon one of the Tecal to him. Even me.” She turned her attention back to the palace. “When he called you here and asked me to accompany you, it raises questions. Perhaps it’s nothing more than a reward for you having saved him from Roson James and from Lothinal, but this is the king.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that we can’t know his mind, nor can we know what he wants. All we can hope to do is serve as he asks. Are you willing to do that?”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      She chuckled. “That’s the only reason?”

      “That’s not the only reason, I’m just saying that I am here, and to be honest, I’m hoping that the king might have some answers for me.”

      “We’ve already been through this. The king will not help you reach your connection to your dragons any better. And if you are the Manifestation of the Flame—”

      “I wish I were. I am not,” Ty said.

      Gayal brushed off his immediate dismissal. “If you are,” she went on, “then I doubt that the king will help you with that, either. Regardless of what happened here, you have to be ready for whatever he asks of you.”

      “And what if he asks something of you?”

      “I’m sure that he will,” she said, her voice soft.

      She set her shoulders as a deep sigh worked through her and then motioned for him to follow.

      They made their way up the steps, heading toward the palace. The shadow cloak around her began to flutter, stirring more than it had before. Ty smiled. He could feel Fezel bubbling within him, ready to be released.

      “You are going to have to get better control of your dragon,” Ty said.

      “It is strange,” Gayal said, looking down at the darkness. “Ever since she spelled out her name,” she started and seemed to stumble over saying she, “the connection that I have feels different.”

      “Because you recognize that the dragon shouldn’t be controlled?”

      “It’s never been completely about control. It’s been a matter of trying to work together, trying to understand the power of the dragon, trying to find common ground. Isn’t that what happened with you?”

      “When I realized what the dragon needed from me, I felt a greater connection between the two of us,” Ty admitted.

      “And now?”

      Ty focused on what he could feel of the dragon. “The connection is there, but I’m not exactly sure what to make of it. I haven’t had a connection to dragons long enough.”

      The smoke swirled within him as if Fezel were trying to provide him with guidance.

      “My exchange with the dragon has always been one of power,” Gayal said. “I could feel the power within the dragon, and I was aware that there was something there, and I could use that power. It was connected to some part buried within me, but that is about it,” he said.

      “You haven’t ever connected to the uniqueness of the dragon?”

      “It’s a uniqueness in the way that the dragon power exists, but it’s not a uniqueness in anything else,” she said. “I would never have imagined that uniqueness existed within the way that I was to connect to the dragon.”

      “Because you haven’t tried.”

      “I hadn’t tried,” Gayal agreed.

      “Let’s do this,” he said.

      “You are ready, then?”

      Ty could feel the smoke dragon swirling, trying to offer him a bit of reassurance. Perhaps that was what he needed. And by holding onto that uniqueness, that protection, he knew that he didn’t have to fear the dragon or his connection to it. He had only to share that bond, use it, and enjoy the safety Fezel offered him.

      He nodded. “I’m ready.”
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      The doors came open, and the air smelled of heat. Everything gleamed with black stone that could be obsidian, though Ty wasn’t entirely sure if that was. It was fitting. A place of dragons—and increasingly, Ty believed that was what the palace was—should be filled with volcanic obsidian. It was the power of the Flame. But over top of everything was the heat. He breathed in, and for a moment, Fezel stirred as if unsettled by what was taking place. He tamped down that energy, trying to hold onto that connection to the dragon, letting that energy fill him, and used that to bond to the dragon.

      “I feel you doing something,” Gayal said as they stood in the doorway. She looked over. “I don’t know why I should be aware of that.”

      Ty wasn’t exactly sure that he was doing anything, though perhaps he had been. He had been drawing upon the dragons. Not just his connection to the smoke dragon but also to that of Ishantil. Maybe that was a mistake, though as he focused on that connection and could feel Ishantil there with him, energy flowed through him. He had begun to do so more easily. Smoke and lava building together.

      Gayal touched his arm, guiding him forward.

      They headed into a massive open chamber. It was at least three stories tall, all a gleaming black. Dragon symbols worked into the marble, darkened shapes of dragon heads, lanterns in the form of dragons, and even a pair of massive obsidian dragon sculptures that looked at him from either side of the entryway. Power radiated from the statues, filling the room with oppressive energy.

      Ty approached, but Gayal caught his arm. “We are not to do anything but go where he would like us to go.”

      “We can’t even explore?” He tried to make a smile, but he knew there was no point in laughing about it now. He didn’t even feel as if he wanted to laugh, not really. At this point, all he wanted was to try to get through the meeting with the king and then move on.

      “We can’t explore. The king is quite explicit in that.”

      “Where are the servants?”

      “There are none,” Gayal said.

      “The king takes care of everything on his own?”

      The ghost king. Someone who had hidden from others within the kingdom and had the potential to do so much for dragons, though, had remained separate. Could he have helped Ty’s mother?

      Another thought came to him, and it was one that he hadn’t even considered before. He should have. Could Ty’s mother have known the ghost king?

      Zara didn’t, at least not from what Ty knew, though Zara also hadn’t known Ty’s mother. Perhaps the dragons didn’t know all the other dragons.

      “I should clarify. There are none that you will see. He has others here, but no one has ever seen them.”

      “So he doesn’t take care of himself.”

      “He’s the king, Ty.”

      Ty chuckled. “Wouldn’t it be nice to have that kind of power?”

      “I don’t know if it would or not,” Gayal said softly.

      They headed along the hall, and he looked over to the nearest obsidian statues, feeling the heat and energy radiating off it. If only he could reach through his connection to Ishantil and connect to the power of the Flame, he thought that he might be able to find something more within that sculpture, but he couldn’t feel it.

      He pushed on Fezel and let his connection to that dragon flow out from him. A hint of smoke trailed off him, streaming toward the obsidian sculpture, and then began to wrap slightly around it, probing gently. There was a bit of resistance to what he was doing, and enough that he recognized that the sculpture itself tried to push back against him.

      There was power in there.

      Was this just a dragon relic, or was this the essence of the dragon?

      Given the pair of dragons stationed at the entrance to the palace, they would have to be mighty dragons considering that size.

      “What are you doing?” Gayal hissed.

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      “I see it.”

      “Then you know that’s not me.”

      “Your dragon is you,” she said.

      He looked down. “Do you hear that, Fezel? She says that you’re me.” The smoke started to stir, and Ty looked over the cloak hanging from Gayal’s shoulders. “I bet Asarra would not like you to say that he is you.”

      “You need to stop, Ty,” Gayal said.

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      “You need to take this seriously. You’re within the palace of the king.”

      “And I think you need to take it a little bit less seriously,” Ty said.

      Even as he said it, he wasn’t sure he believed that. He felt as if he needed to take it seriously. With everything that he saw around him, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was a considerable power here, some power that all he wanted to do was to tap into, to understand it, and to try to know if the king had access to aspects of the Flame that were greater than any that he had seen elsewhere.

      They passed another pair of massive dragon sculptures, though these were slightly smaller than the last. He hesitated. Could he detect anything of the Flame from within the sculptures? He had been trying, though he had also failed at it.

      “What are you doing?” Gayal asked.

      “I’m just thinking,” he said softly.

      He knew the king was a dragon. He knew that dragons like him would put their essence into vessels. And he knew that his family had ruled here for generations. What if these were the vessels of his family? What if these were the past kings?

      “You’re admiring the artwork,” a deep, booming voice said from the end of the hall.

      Ty looked up. Though the marble gleamed softly, there were still shadows at the end of the hall that made seeing the king difficult. It was almost as if he had a shadow dragon, as Gayal did. Or he was using his power and connection to the Flame to conceal himself.

      Ty straightened, turning toward him. But he didn’t need to see through the shadows for him to make out the king. The glowing around him told him everything he needed. He could see his dragon form.

      It was so much like Zara in the way that the wings spread out behind him, curled back, the tail streaming backward, made from a glowing light that barely brushed along the marble, but it was different, as well. Whereas Zara’s were tight and confined, the king’s radiated a massive amount of energy and power, enough that Ty could practically feel his connection to the Flame, something he doubted should be possible, though he was discreetly aware of it.

      “Sire,” Gayal said, bowing her head and dropping to one knee.

      Ty started to do so, but a soft peal of deep laughter echoed down the hall.

      “That’s not necessary,” he said.

      He strode forward. The king was tall. He was at least a hand taller than Ty and practically seemed to tower over Gayal. He hadn’t seemed that enormous when Ty had met him in the Hatchery yard. He had dark black hair hanging down to his shoulders and deep black eyes that reflected a firelight. His skin was darkly tanned, unlike Zara’s pale and milky skin, and he was dressed in a black jacket and pants, everything about him looking regal and powerful.

      “Tydornen,” he said, tipping his head politely to him. “I’ve heard quite a bit about you.”

      Ty tensed. “Have you?”

      “I have. Ever since you saved me from the Lothinal attack, I have asked many questions about you.”

      “I did what any one of your servants would do.”

      He offered a hint of a smile. The wings behind him fluttered slightly. “I think that you have done far more than most would have.”

      “I only did what I needed to do.”

      “Needed.” He clasped his hands together in front of him. “Now that is quite a bit different, isn’t it?” He smiled at him. “I seem to have heard that you were interested in the palace.”

      Ty glanced over to Gayal before looking back at the king. “I am a little bit,” he said.

      “It is quite the structure. I must say that I don’t have the opportunity to share it with many people, though perhaps I should share it with you.” He smiled again. “Considering all that you did for me.”

      He said it knowingly, and for a moment, Ty wondered if he was aware of what he knew about him. He was the king, after all. He was powerful.

      “Why don’t you follow me,” he said, waving for them to head along the hallway with them. “I must say that the palace gets a little lonely at times. It is far too large for a man like me.”

      “You could invite others in,” Ty said.

      He had to be careful. This was the king. The ghost king. And no one had seen him or interacted with him. Ty didn’t know what sort of temperament he might have. Then again, he was also a dragon, something Ty had a little bit more experience with.

      Gayal shot him a look, and he ignored it.

      “I could invite others in,” he said, glancing over to Ty. “But others pose unique challenges.” He smiled tightly, and he pushed open a pair of doors without even touching it. Ty recognized how he had done it and had seen his wings wrap around him, though he suspected they were invisible to anybody else. The doors spread wide, revealing a massive hall with enormous pillars stretching from floor to ceiling, lantern shaped like sculptures of dragons jutting out from the pillars, glowing with an orange light, illuminating the entirety of the hall. It was enormous and impressive, and a strange energy from within it.

      Heat and power, though perhaps it wasn’t the Flame. Here he saw no sign of sculptures like the ones in the hallway, so there was nothing here to look at.

      Where had he placed all the sculptures accumulated over the years? There would have to be others scattered throughout his palace, but Ty didn’t see any. His mind immediately started to work through how he might get some of the relics out of here before he had to push those thoughts aside. He wasn’t a thief anymore.

      “This was once the banquet hall,” the king said.

      “Once?” Ty asked, frowning at the king. “Why don’t you use it this way anymore?”

      “Much has changed in the time since the city was founded, Tydornen.” He grinned at him slightly and then slipped his hands around him, motioning to the inside of the hall. “There were once stories told about the festivals held here.” He smiled wistfully. “And I could imagine how they might appear.”

      “Who would come?”

      “Oh, many people would come. This was a place that welcomed much from outside of the kingdom. This was where we greeted dignitaries from other countries, where we greeted royalty. Where we greeted even commoners, people who wanted to see the palace itself.” His voice had a soft, mournful tone to it.

      Ty realized he had read the king wrong. This was a powerful man, but this was somebody who recognized the world had changed and that he was almost a captive here.

      “My predecessors found this to be a bit stuffy at times, but they did enjoy the art.” He tipped his head back, looking up.

      Ty followed the direction of his gaze, and his eyes widened, and his mouth dropped open. An enormous mural was painted on the ceiling of the domed room. It had dozens of dragons frolicking in the sky, a bright blue background, the sun shining, and a hint of the mountains rising along one edge. He could practically feel the warmth radiating from that sun; he could feel the breeze fluttering through as if the dragons were inviting him to fly along with them. Each of the dragons was depicted differently. There was one that was a massive, black-scaled dragon, wings spread apart, talons outstretched in front of it, fire stretching from its nostrils. Others flew on either side of that enormous dragon, and then a few others were behind.

      Deep within him, he could feel the smoke dragon starting to stir, but there was something more than just a smoke dragon stirring. He could feel the energy in the connection with Ishantil pushing out of him. Energy began to bubble up, creating power, surging across the distance. The dragons fed off the power and majesty of that mural.

      “It’s incredible,” Ty whispered.

      “Quite incredible,” he said. “From what I understand, painting it took the better part of fifty years. The artist was quite gifted.”

      “Who painted it?”

      “One of my ancestors,” he said, looking over to him. “But you didn’t come to see the banquet hall, Tydornen.”

      They stepped out of the banquet hall, and once again, the doors closed, the king’s fiery wings stretching behind him, wrapping energy around the doors and pulling them shut behind him. He headed along the hallway, leaving Ty and Gayal to follow.

      Gayal stayed a step behind Ty. They reached the end of the narrow hall, and the king pushed open a pair of massive double doors, with a long chamber with another series of sculptures lining it, each of them not quite as tall as the ones out in the rest of the hall, but each of them radiating energy and power. At the end of the hall was a black high-backed chair. The throne.

      “I’ve never seen the dragon throne,” Gayal whispered.

      He looked over to her. “Even the times that you been here?”

      Gayal nodded slowly. “I’ve been here before, but I’ve only gone into one of the side rooms.” She looked over to him. “You have been given a great gift, Tydornen.”

      “I don’t know if it’s so much of a gift as it is a reward,” the king said, looking to Ty. “Having someone like him serving the kingdom gives me great hope for our future.” He smiled tightly. “The dragon throne. A place of power for my family for generations. As you can see, it is quite austere, and unfortunately, we haven’t greeted anyone in this throne room for many years. There hasn’t been the need to.”

      “Why are you showing me this?”

      “Ty,” Gayal hissed.

      Ty understood that he needed to be more careful, and Gayal’s warning was an appropriate one, but he also couldn’t help but question why the ghost king would reveal so much to Ty now? Did he think to coax Ty into service in some way? He had already proven his willingness to serve, so why would he need to do that—and what more could he think to gain?

      “Why don’t you come with me,” he said, motioning for Ty to follow. He stepped into another room, pulling the doors closed and wrapping his wings around it so that they closed with a soft gush of air.

      He turned, took a left, went down a narrow hallway, and then pushed open a small, simple wooden door. There was the shape of a dragon on the door, but that was the only adornment to it.

      He waved his hand. “And this is where I spend most of my time.”

      Heat wafted out of the room, almost overpowering. A hearth crackled with flame near one end, and the plush maroon carpet covered the floor. A stuffed leather chair was angled near the hearth, with the table setting next to it. A glass of wine rested on the table. Another soft chair sat opposite the first.

      “Gayal. I wonder if you would do me a favor.”

      Gayal tipped her head. “Anything, sire.”

      “I would like to honor Tydornen for his service to the throne, but I’m afraid that I don’t have all of the supplies that I normally would keep on hand. Would you mind gathering fresh bread, cheese, and another bottle of wine from the kitchen?”

      Uncertainty flickered across Gayal’s eyes, and she looked over to Ty. The shadow dragon fluttered for a moment, and then Fezel reacted, sending heat through him.

      “You will find it down the stairs and to the right. The kitchen is quite large, and it will be difficult for you to miss,” the king said.

      Gayal nodded slightly and then strode off.

      The king motioned for him to go inside the room. Ty did and closed the door behind them. He hesitated for a moment, but it wasn’t just that. He also felt for the energy of Fezel, hoping that his dragon might offer him a connection to understand whether there was anything more dangerous going on here. He could not tell whether there was something or not.

      “She is protective of you,” the king said.

      “I think she is concerned about what I’ve been through in the time that I’ve been connected to the dragons,” Ty said.

      “As she should be. You have experienced something unique. Very few people in the kingdom could say that they have an understanding of what you’ve gone through.”

      “I don’t even know what I’ve gone through,” he said.

      The king waved for him to head toward the fire. “Have a seat, Tydornen.”

      Ty hesitated a moment regarding the king. He struck Ty as someone who wanted to put him at ease, but there was still something off, something more.

      He took a seat by the fire, turning toward it. The heat continued to radiate, and he could feel that energy seeming to strengthen the smoke dragon as if Fezel reacted well to the heat and energy that was there.

      The king stood in front of the fire, his hands clasped behind him, staring at the wall. “I called you. Thank you.”

      “And I told you that you don’t need to do that,” Ty said.

      The king glanced over his shoulder, looking at him. “I needed to thank you. Not only for saving me from Roson James but for something else.”

      That raised the question that Ty couldn’t suppress. “I’ve been wondering.”

      The king leaned forward, and it seemed as if he’d glowed slightly more brightly.

      Ty swallowed a lump in his throat. “How did he get you out of the palace?”

      The king turned toward the fire, and his wings stirred before wrapping around him again. How much of that was the king even aware of?

      When he had been around Zara, Ty hadn’t thought that Zara was in complete control of how she stretched out the dragon aspect of herself. The king might be different, though. With somebody like him, he might be even more powerful. He might know how to use that and control it. Why couldn’t the kin help other dragons if that were the case? Zara? Even Ty’s mother.

      Fezel continued to wrap power around him as if he were worried that the king might try something. That energy continued to swirl around him, creating a buffer.

      “That was most difficult,” the king finally said. “Unfortunately, we lost the dragons we had.”

      “He used them.”

      “He used them,” the king said, nodding.

      Something in the way they said it caught Ty off guard. “You knew.”

      The king glanced at him before turning his attention to the fire again. “There are some things I’m aware of, Tydornen. Many things.”

      “You knew Lothinal planned to attack?”

      “The Lothinal have always tried to attack,” he said softly. “It’s why we have struggled as much as we have for as long as we have.”

      “But you have the Tecal, and the Dragon Touched that can offer a measure of protection.”

      “Yes, but only a measure. It is not enough.” He shook his head again. “Not nearly enough. We have needed the dragons, but unfortunately, the connection to the dragons has been different. I have tried to foster that connection, trying to find any way to bridge what they need, but I have not been able to do that.”

      Ty tensed. He suspected where the conversation was going and what the king was going to ask of him, but he wasn’t sure at all if the king was going to accuse him of being the Manifestation of the Flame. Maybe he shouldn’t have told Gayal.

      Of course, the king would hear from Gayal what Albion had accused him of. He would probably want to use Ty the same way Albion and the priests intended to use him.

      Ty was not going to be used.

      “What do you think they need?”

      “Why the same thing I’m sure you are aware that they need,” the king said. “It’s no mystery that the dragons that we’ve managed to hatch within the kingdom have been twisted. Stunted. Unfortunately, there is little that can be done for them other than what we have already done.”

      “You can try to bring them closer to the Flame.”

      He smiled, and he turned away from the fire, taking a seat in the chair opposite him, grabbing a glass and filling it with wine before offering it to Ty. He took it, holding it in hand. Never in his life would he have expected to have sat with the king, holding a glass of proffered wine and sitting in front of the fire.

      The king regarded Ty for a moment, noting how he clutched the wine glass. “There is no poison in it.”

      Ty looked down at it. “I didn’t think that you would. It’s just that I thought that it might be rude to drink before the king would drink.”

      The king chuckled and poured another glass of wine, taking a long slow sip. “Is that better?”

      He nodded, then brought his cup to his lips, taking a tentative sip. It was fantastic. When he lived in Zarinth, he had a knack for finding quality wine, but this exceeded anything he had ever managed. Then again, this was the king to acquire anything within the kingdom.

      It was smooth and carried the flavors of earth, oak, along with a hint of heat and fire that worked its way down into his belly. The overall effect was entirely pleasant.

      The king sighed. He flicked his gaze toward the doors. “There isn’t the need for such formality if these days. Though there once was an advantage in the leverage it provides. Some believed that ensuring the proper image was important.”

      Ty took another sip. He looked up. “But you haven’t presented any image lately.”

      “There has been no opportunity to do so.”

      The fire of the wine worked its way into his belly. Fezel seemed to enjoy it as well.

      That was a strange realization.

      Somehow, Ty had sensed contentment from the dragon. Why would he feel a contentment from a dragon?

      Could he feel the same thing from Ishantil? Probably not, as Ishantil didn’t seem to be connected to him in quite the same way that Fezel was and did not require the bond to survive.

      “Why am I here?” Ty said, looking around the small room. The back of the room was shrouded in darkness, power that he suspected the king had placed to conceal it from him. All he could see were the chairs on the fire, the only part of the image that he must have wanted him to be aware of. It was warm, cozy, and comfortable, but there was something else about it that felt strange and off, but Ty couldn’t quite put his finger on what that might be.

      “I called you here to ask a favor. And to thank you.”

      “You did thank me.”

      “No. I thanked you for saving me from Roson James and the other Lothinal, but I have not thanked you.” His gaze drifted to the door. “You recognized me.”

      “I recognize that you’re the king,” Ty said carefully.

      He gripped the glass of wine, holding onto it tightly, but was afraid to do anything more. He was scared to take a drink. He was scared to look up. He could imagine how the king’s wings might unfurl and how his tail would lash across the floor. Zara certainly could manifest her dragon form, though it took a considerable effort on her part to do so. But it took less of an effort in a place that was connected to the Flame. What was the city other than another place of potential? Ty had seen that potential, seen how that power existed and visited the energy there. He had felt it deep beneath the ground. He knew there was potential here, and somebody like the king could use it.

      “You recognize more than just that.” He smiled at him. “I wasn’t sure at first, but seeing you here, seeing the way that you look at me, I knew.”

      “I’m looking at you as if you’re the king,” Ty said quickly.

      “You can acknowledge the truth.” He tipped his head forward. “And perhaps I can acknowledge the truth.” He took a deep breath and then sipped on the wine. “I knew your mother.”

      He said it so casually, such a throwaway line, that it took Ty a moment to process. “What? You knew my mother?”

      He had wondered whether other dragons knew each other, and this answered it. Definitively.

      But if the king knew his mother, it meant that the king didn’t know any way of helping dragons, either.

      “She was a kind woman. Powerful in her own way, and….” He tipped his head to the side, swirling his wine for a moment before taking a drink. “I hear she is gone. I understand your father did as much as he could for her, but unfortunately, one cannot return from the Flame.”

      “What if they can?” Ty asked softly.

      The king leaned forward, holding onto the glass of wine. “One cannot return from the Flame, Tydornen. When one such as myself, such as your mother, departs the world, we—”

      “Pour themselves into a vessel,” Ty said. He pulled on the energy of the smoke dragon, sending it swirling around him. “I’m aware.”

      He frowned. “Well, yes.”

      “And I’ve begun to question whether that vessel can free the power within it,” he said.

      “Such a thing would not be possible,” he said.

      “But what if it is?” Ty held the king’s gaze and realized that he was far too familiar with him. But so far, the king had not threatened him. The king was powerful, and he could feel the power, he was aware of the energy of his dragon form, but at the same time, he felt strangely at ease.

      “If it is, then many of my kind could return,” the king said softly. He turned the fire. “You ask about what it was like in the palace, and I told you that it has been a long time. Over the years, so many of my kind have been lost. That is the power of the Lothinal magic. Unfortunately. The curse that they created,” he said, glancing over to him briefly. “They have tainted our connection to the Flame. They have twisted it, and they have turned us away from our birthright.”

      “Which has forced you into the vessels,” he said softly.

      “It has,” he said. “You have seen them. I saw the way that you are looking at them.”

      “Dragon relics. You’ve collected them a long time.”

      The king nodded.

      “How many of them are your family?”

      He stared thoughtfully into the fire. “Not as many as you would think. Many of them were once my dragon guard. Or perhaps, I should say, the dragon guard who had served my family. Even those have been lost over time, taking up their position alongside the throne, their lives lost, poured into the vessel, joining with the Flame as best as they could.”

      “Who comes after you?”

      “Ah. You have gotten down to the quick of it, haven’t you, Tydornen?”

      “I’m sorry,” he said softly.

      “Do not be sorry. You ask a valid question. My kind does live longer lives than most, and we are all somewhat related, but there comes a time when even that ends.”

      They were all somewhat related?

      “How much time do you have remaining?”

      “I don’t know.” The king smiled tightly. “Staying here, so close to this power, lets me thrive in a way I wouldn’t have anywhere else, but unfortunately, it also draws upon my strength.”

      Ty looked over. “And you came here to ask me for what?”

      “I need your help.”

      “With what?” He felt like they were going around in circles and that he wasn’t giving him an honest answer. It made him frustrated.

      “With finding the one who comes next—before Lothinal finishes what they have set into motion.”
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      Ty sat silently, watching the king for a long moment, unsure how to react. His mouth had gone dry, and he didn’t know what to say to the king—if anything.

      “Why?”

      “Roson James was just a start. There will be others. And I fear they know the truth now, which means they will know that I’m weakened. We need help. Which means I need help.” He sighed. “For the first time in many years, I feel I must rely upon another.”

      The door to the room came open again before Ty could say anything. Gayal entered, carrying a tray laden with bread, cheese, meat, and she had a bottle of wine stuffed into one pocket. She glanced at Ty, her cloak fluttering for a moment, and then looked over to the king.

      “Will this do?” she asked, holding the tray outward.

      “That will do quite nicely,” the king said, flashing a wide smile. “Now. Why don’t we take a seat, and we can have a discussion?”

      The flames crackled nearby, and they might be warm, but they didn’t put off enough for Ty to feel it. There was a chill in the air, leaving him feeling unsettled. Maybe it was just that he was sitting with the king, or perhaps it was something else, deeper inside of himself.

      The king wanted him to find his successor.

      Which meant that he was going to have to find a dragon.

      Other than Zara, Ty had not known any other dragons. If she and Albion would return to the capital, he might be able to ask for her help, but he wasn’t exactly sure when that might be.

      He could try to use Fezel to find them, but he wasn’t exactly sure that he would be able to do so.

      Gayal pulled a wooden chair over from the rest along the wall. Ty hadn’t seen it, and it had been masked in the shadows, but Gayal had? Unless the king only masked certain things for him and other things for Gayal. She took a seat, leaning forward and resting her elbows on his knees, the tray held in her hand.

      “You can set the tray down, Gayal,” the king said.

      “Of course, sire,” Gayal said.

      It amused Ty to see Gayal so deferential, but it probably shouldn’t. He wasn’t at all surprised that she would be deferential to the king, especially given what he knew about her. Her experience with the king had been one of servitude since she was younger, whereas Ty’s experience with the king had been one of mild confrontation over the years. He had never liked authority, it chafed against his freedoms, even as a child.

      She set the tray down, and the king nodded to it. “Please. Don’t let me be the only one to eat.”

      Ty grabbed a hunk of bread, some cheese and began to chew. Much like the wine, it was exquisite.

      “While you were gone, Gayal, I told Tydornen that I had an assignment for him.”

      There might be someplace of other dragons that Zara would know, but if there was, would she share it with Ty knowing what she did about him? Perhaps she would think that it was necessary.

      Gayal sat with her hands clasped together, staring at the king.

      “In this task, I thought it would be beneficial if you were to go with him, Gayal,” the king said, turning to look at her.

      “Of course, sire. What did you ask for Tydornen to do?”

      He leaned back, taking a sip of his wine, he looked over to Ty. “Tydornen has much to learn about serving as a Tecal. He is relatively new to his position, I recall.”

      Gayal nodded, and Ty watched him, trying to understand what the king was getting at and what he was trying to say. Was he trying to keep things from Gayal?

      “There are places of power within the kingdom. All of them have been influenced.” He looked over to Ty. “And thankfully, all of those have been improved. Lothinal has been pushed out, and the influence they have attempted to place upon the kingdom has been removed, though it has come at great cost. If they were to continue their attacks, the kingdom and all who serve the throne will suffer.” The king watched Ty as he said it.

      “We have pushed them back once before,” Gayal said.

      The king smiled grimly. “We have pushed them back dozens of times over the years,” he said, glancing over to Ty. There was something in the way that he looked at him, something in the way that his fiery dragon wings moved that told Ty that there was something more to it.

      It wasn’t just that the Lothinal had attacked, it wasn’t just that their magic had been pushed back, it was more than that.

      “Over the years, our bravest and most powerful warriors have defeated the threat of the Lothinal and pushed back their magic.” The king looked across the table at Ty, holding his gaze. There was a bright intensity in the way that he looked at him. The king had been a part of that.

      There was more to his kind than Ty had known.

      “And now we’ve grown weaker. They have weakened us even more, destroying the dragons we’ve connected to. Unfortunately, we cannot hatch dragons rapidly enough to gain power, and of those that we have….” His voice trailed off sadly.

      “The Tecal and the Dragon Touched will still defend the kingdom,” Gayal said.

      The king smiled slightly. “Of course, they will,” he said, tipping his head as he took a sip of wine. “Powers that protect the kingdom, but for how much longer?”

      “What do you want from me?” Ty asked.

      “Ty,” Gayal whispered.

      Ty ignored her, looking across the king. “You called me here to ask me something.” He let that hang in the air between them. It was more than just finding the heir to his throne, it was about something else. “And now you are telling me that we need to look for what?”

      The king took a long sip of the wine before setting his glass down the table next to him. “You have visited Ishantil, the steam fields, even the fire fields. Places of power. Places that are close to the Flame. All that power exists within the world, which is meant to connect us to something greater. And there are other such places in the world. Other such places that exist, that bind us to power, and that have a connection to the Flame.” He looked over to the fire. “There was a time when Lothinal knew the Flame. A time when the power that they possessed was like what we possess, but then they embraced something different.”

      “How long have they been connected to that magic?”

      “Long enough,” the king said, glancing from Ty to Gayal. “Long enough that our people have suffered over the years from that connection. Long enough that we have known oppression, and we have only barely managed to fight them off.”

      It was so interesting to Ty that in all the time that he’d been in Zarinth, that he had not known the extent of the battle with Lothinal. Ever since becoming one of the Tecal, he had come to know so much more about the kingdom and what it had been through.

      “You want us to go into Lothinal controlled lands?” Gayal said.

      “I doubt you will find anything there,” the king said. “Anything that would be connected to the Flame there would have long been tainted. It would take somebody far better connected to the Flame to free that.”

      Gayal looked over to Ty, holding his gaze at him.

      “But if we can find other places of the Flame, perhaps we can find those who would work with us.”

      “But Lothinal—”

      “Let me worry about Lothinal and their attack,” the king said.

      “What if we have somebody who is connected to the Flame?” Gayal asked.

      The king turned toward her. “Do you believe that is you?”

      “Not me,” she said, swinging her gaze over to Ty. “You know what he did.”

      “I know what he did,” the king said.

      “Then you know that he could save the kingdom. He prevented the attack on Ishantil, and then he prevented the attack on the steam fields and even upon the fire field. We could use him along the border to keep them back.”

      “Not only that, but he came to the capital and saved me,” the king said, clasping his hands together as he looked across the space between him and Ty. “He stopped Lothinal and their magic.”

      “Ty, you should tell him.”

      “Tell me?” The king asked, arching a brow. The way he said it and the expression in his eyes told Ty that he already knew.

      He snorted to himself. He should have expected that. The king had proven that he knew things. He had proven that he had access to resources, which didn’t surprise him. He was the king, after all.

      And he had known Ty’s mother. Maybe he had known Ty’s father—along with what Ty’s father had been doing.

      No. Ty didn’t think that was the case. His father had never mentioned the king before. Then again, neither had his mother.

      “It’s not true,” Ty said.

      “What is not true, Tydornen?” the king asked, and he felt the hint of amusement in his voice.

      He was enjoying this. It irritated him.

      “What Gayal is alluding to,” he said, glancing over to Gayal before turning his attention back to the king, “is that my brother, a priest of the Flame, has decided that he thinks that I am somehow the Manifestation of the Flame because of the connection that I formed to the other dragons. When I confronted Roson James, I thought maybe I was, but I think it was only my Tecal abilities that permitted me to stop him. Any real connection I have to the Flame comes from the dragons.”

      He made a point of looking at Gayal, but she looked away from him.

      “Interesting,” he said. “There are many who believe that the Manifestation of the Flame is meant to be born within the kingdom.” The king smiled. “I had thought that it would come from my family and that eventually, there would be one who would be able to bridge the Flame, binding that power to the Flame, allowing those of us with our potential,” he said, glancing to Ty before frowning at Gayal, who looked down at her feet, “to know the power that exists in the world.”

      “I’m sure that you would be most thrilled to find the Manifestation of the Flame,” Ty said.

      He looked across to him. The fire crackled in the hearth, it seemed reflected in his eyes, and he smiled tightly. “If we could find the Manifestation of the Flame, then we could bridge power to the dragons.”

      “Then we could hatch the dragons in the Hatchery,” Gayal said. “I’ve tried to convince Ty of that. If he can do that, then we should use it.”

      The king nodded, but Ty understood just what the king was getting at, what he wanted from him. It was more than just trying to rescue and hatch the dragons in the Hatchery. It was more about his kind, finding a connection that would save them.

      It was about finding some way to bridge power between them.

      “What if we can’t find it?” Ty asked.

      “We’ve searched for centuries,” the king said. “We will keep looking.”

      There was a look in his eye, a beseeching quality that suggested to Ty that it was more than just that. It was about his first request. He needed to find an heir. He needed to find somebody like him, another dragon, who could rule within the kingdom, and who could protect it.

      “How much time do we have?” Ty asked.

      “Perhaps not as long as I once would have believed,” the king said. He spread his hands off to the side and rested his hands on his knees. His fiery wings spread around him, curling outward as if wrapping him in a protective layer that reminded Ty of what Fezel did when he protected him. “There was a time when I thought we had many years, a time when I believed that we would be able to take all of the time in the world for us to find the answers, but unfortunately, Lothinal has proven they are willing to keep pressing. Roson James was defeated, but they will know that we are weakened.” The king turned away, looking at the fire.

      Not just the kingdom. The king was weakened.

      “Can you tell me what you want of me?” Ty asked.

      “I want you to find the Flame, Tydornen,” he said. ‘That is what we need to protect the kingdom. You’ve done it once in the kingdom, and now it’s time for you to do it elsewhere.”

      “And you want Gayal to come with me.” This was more than about finding the Flame.

      It was about dragons.

      Find more dragons, and they could push back Lothinal.

      The king nodded deliberately. Ty could see the heat of his dragon form, though he kept it contained. “There is much you need to learn.”

      He couldn’t deny that he needed to learn what it meant for him to be a Tecal, and if he had an opportunity to spend time with Gayal, he could continue to learn about his powers, but he wasn’t entirely sure whether it would be possible.

      “You are new to your position, and somebody like Gayal, somebody who was served for as long as she has, can do a wonderful job. Between the two of you….”

      “What if we’re not fast enough?” he asked.

      The king got up and headed to the far end of the room. Ty could only see his wings and tail glowing in the darkness, nothing more. When he returned, he handed Ty a folded piece of paper.

      “What is this?”

      “A place to start.”

      He unfolded it. It was a map. On the map was the outline of the kingdom, with the capital in the center. Surrounding it, though, were other places. There were markings of cities. Most of them were in the mountains, though there were some far from the kingdom, far enough away that Ty didn’t even know if he’d be able to reach them.

      “These are separated from us. The Lothinal control the lands in between,” he said.

      The king nodded.

      “And you think that I can reach them?” Why Ty and not those who had far more experience than him? It didn’t make any sense to him.

      The king regarded him, and there was a look in his eyes that spoke of knowledge, experience, things that his living as a dragon would have permitted him. Things that left Ty wondering just what he wanted from Ty. And there was no doubting in Ty’s mind that the king wanted something more from him.

      “I think that you have proven that you might be one of the few who can try. You and the other Tecal who remain. Unfortunately, we have lost many. We are short on time.”

      Gayal stepped forward, bowing slightly. “And I will do anything for the throne.”

      The king smiled tightly. “I know that you will. Now, I would offer you anything of my protection for what you must do, but I’m afraid that there may be limitations to it.”

      “I might have something that you can do,” Ty said.

      The king frowned at him. Gayal glared at him. He could feel invisible daggers stabbing him repeatedly as she looked at him incredulously.

      “Can I see one of your sculptures? It’s a curiosity, nothing more than that.”

      Ty couldn’t read the expression on the king’s face. Was it curiosity? He got up, motioned for Ty to follow, and walked away. When Gayal tried to follow, the king motioned for her to stay behind. There was even a greater look of concern in her eyes.

      When they stepped out of the room, the king looked over to Ty. “I don’t know if your theory is correct, but I’ve never thought to release the essence from the vessel. To be honest, I’ve never understood it. None of my kind has. Perhaps that’s been a mistake not to have investigated it more.”

      There had to be something that they could learn from the essence trapped in the vessel. It was just a matter of uncovering what it was, digging into something otherwise hidden.

      The smoke dragon, Fezel, offered a certain level of protection for him. If he could reach for that power, he could come to understand that energy, and if he could have something that would help him fight the Lothinal magic, something that had experience against it, then he wouldn’t have to fear anything else.

      They reached the throne room. The king pushed the doors open and turned to Ty. “These were once the dragon guard. They offered a measure of protection to my family over the years, providing the defense we needed against Lothinal and their magic. If you are searching for some similar measure of protection, then perhaps you will find it here.”

      Ty made his way forward after the king and could feel a power pressing him in from all sides. Something here was powerful. He stopped the king. “Can you feel anything here?”

      The king regarded him for a moment. “The essence of my ancestors. Most of my kind were related.”

      His heart hammered. “If you are, then does that mean….”

      The king looked over, a hint of a smile on his face. “Perhaps somewhat. Not the way the people in the kingdom would believe others are related, but enough to bridge us together in a certain way. You should be proud of that connection.”

      Ty wasn’t sure what to make of that or whether it made a difference for him. His mother had been a dragon, something she had kept from him when he was younger. What did that mean for him? Did it mean that he was a part dragon? The idea seemed impossible to him, and he wished that he understood what it meant, but not having his mother to speak to—something that he had longed for, meant that he might not know.

      As he turned in place, he frowned. “I don’t feel much here.”

      “Perhaps you will if you spend more time here.”

      This was the ghost king, and now he suggested that Ty might spend more time with him?

      “I thought that because I am Tecal that I might have some connection.” Ty glanced back toward the door. He waited for Gayal and wondered if perhaps the king wanted to keep the truth from her. “Why keep this from others?”

      The king smiled sadly. “My family has defended these lands for generations. Generations upon generations. Time when these lands had been protected, and when people thought us little more than powerful rulers. If they knew we were dragons, would it change anything?”

      “I suppose I don’t know. Maybe it wouldn’t.”

      “Those of us who have ruled know the truth, and those who served have often known. Many of the servants in the household are descended from dragons, much like yourself.”

      Was the king implying that he was now a servant?

      Perhaps that wasn’t what he implied, but Ty couldn’t help feeling as if maybe that was what the king had tried to imply about him.

      “No one ever talks about your household servants. They talk about you, but never anything more than that,” he said.

      “They stay hidden as well.”

      The king turned back to the sculptures, resting his hand on the nearest one. There was almost an affection rimming his eyes. “Those who serve in the palace choose to remain here like me. They are not forced, Tydornen. They do so because they recognized what they are and the purpose they have in service.”

      They would be like him. “Could I meet them?”

      “I don’t know that they would welcome you. They fear.”

      “If they are part dragon—”

      “They fear that if they are separated from the Flame, no differently than I, it will be too difficult.” He sighed as he looked at Ty, frowning. “My family has long searched for a connection that will bridge our kind back to the Flame again.”

      “The Manifestation of the Flame.”

      “You could call it that, or you may call it the bridge, a way of linking the power of the Flame together once more. That power has long existed in the world, and we haven’t found a way to link it, but we know it exists and that we will someday eventually find it.”

      His belief was different than that of Zara. At least from what he had seen of Zara. Why would that be? Then again, he suspected that Zara came from someplace else. If she came from here, she would have known the truth about the king, wouldn’t she? And Ty didn’t think that she did.

      “I don’t think I am the Manifestation of the Flame,” Ty said. He felt as if he needed to affirm that to the king.

      “Perhaps not. I don’t even know if such a thing is possible. My people have been looking for the bridge, but no one has found it. Maybe there is no bridge to be found. Maybe it’s just a matter of understanding how to form that connection, and not that it is one particular person.”

      “Then how can we help your kind?”

      “I don't know if it's even possible,” he said. He looked up, meeting Ty's eyes. “Or should I say that I hadn't known if it was possible. Until I met you.”

      “Now you think that I am the Manifestation of the Flame,” he said nervously.

      “Not that. Not at all. I’m not exactly sure that the Manifestation of the Flame is something real. I believe you have some unique connection to power, though. I’ve seen it from you. I have felt the way you used that power to defeat the threat of Lothinal and their magic, stopping something they must have planned for many years. That tells me that perhaps we still have hope.”

      “Even if I’m not, are you sure that I can find your heir?”

      “I can’t leave this land. And others are separated. We need them here.”

      “All of them?” That surprised Ty. Zara had been here. Ty’s mother had been here.

      “Most. And those that are here are connected to my household, though very few have a true dragon form.”

      There was a question Ty had to ask, and he watched the king for a moment. “What about my mother?”

      “Your mother traveled a long way to escape. She settled in the mountains, close to Ishantil, thinking that proximity to the mountain, to the volcano, would give her proximity to the Flame. Many of my kind have done the same over the years. They suspect that staying close to that gives them a bit of power, and a connection, and something that bridges them to the power of the Flame.

      Why would that be? What might they find?

      “You have asked for protection, and I will offer you what I can.”

      He waved his hand around the sculptures. “See what you can find here from these.”

      Ty walked along the line of the sculptures, and he could feel the heat radiating from them.

      It was more than just heat. The heat was a common feeling that he felt radiating from those sculptures, but it seemed to him that there was something else there as well. The heat was comfortable, though. There was an energy coming off all of them, a warmth that filled him. As he paused in front of one of the sculptures, a dragon with wings extended out and around that reminded him of how the king stood. He felt a faint stirring.

      “This one?” the king asked, joining him in front of him. “His name was Colainth. He served many years ago. A powerful dragon's guard and one of the finest who offered service to my family.”

      “Colainth?”

      “It was his name in your language.”

      “I didn't realize you had another language.”

      “We are dragons.”

      “Apparently, I'm part dragon, as well.”

      He smiled sadly. “If only it were so simple. Unfortunately, when dragons mate with humans, the result is not the same.” He held his hand out, tracing along the side of Colainth's culture, and he smiled slightly. “He was formidable back in his day. A powerful man, one who could command great energy, connecting to the power of the Flame.”

      “How long ago did he enter this vessel?” Ty asked.

      The king looked over to him, and he smiled sadly. “It has been almost two hundred years.”

      Ty looked at him. “You sound almost as if you knew him.”

      “I did,” he said.

      Ty looked over to the throne, back at the sculptures, and then to the king. “How could you have known him? No one can live that long.”

      The king smiled sadly. “Those of us who stay in places with the proximity to the Flame find our lives extended. It’s the reason so many of my kind have remained here.”

      Ty found his heart hammering. Could his mother have lived that long? “You’ve ruled that long?”

      “In one form or another,” he said, smiling to himself. “The people believe that it was my father and my grandfather, but I have ruled for the last one hundred and fifty years in various forms.” Ty looked over to him and saw his features shifting ever so slightly, his height changing, before returning to the shape it was now. “It takes considerable effort for us to hold a form, so when we change, we maintain it.”

      “I didn't realize that you could do that.”

      “Then there are those who choose to leave the Flame,” the king went on, speaking softly. “It's not that they leave it intentionally, it's more that they find that they aren't able to draw upon the power the way that they once were.” He shook his head. “We’ve tried to reach them, and we’ve lost others as well. I offered services to your mother when I knew she was there but could do nothing for her. She wasn’t connected to the Flame in the same way any longer.”

      “How long had my mother lived?”

      “I can’t answer that with any certainty.”

      “But longer than any human would have.” The idea of that seemed impossible.

      “Of course.”

      Ty frowned. His parents had only been together for fifteen years, as far as he knew. How could his father not have known that his mother hadn’t changed? How had he not seen that?

      Unless he had known all this time. He had searched, though.

      “And Colainth?”

      “Colainth lived for the better part of a hundred years,” he said.

      “But he lived here. How come he hasn't the same lifespan as you?”

      “The dragon's guard serves the throne. They offer themselves, and their life, on behalf of the throne.”

      Ty thought he understood. They shortened their lives by leaving powerful and connected places to the Flame.

      “What if you don't live anywhere near the Flame?” He thought of Zara and what connection she might have to it.

      “Then your life becomes even shorter,” he said. The king strode down the row of statues before pausing near the throne. “If you can claim any of these dragon essences as a dragon for yourself, you are free to do so. If not, then perhaps it's time for you to begin the journey that I've asked of you.”

      Could he claim them? Ty believed the dragons had to have a choice in it. “What would happen if I don’t do this?”

      The king’s sad smile persisted. “Then I will eventually fail. Eventually, Lothinal will realize that the kingdom is no longer protected the way it once was, and they will succeed in their attempt to overwhelm the Flame.”

      Ty swallowed. He couldn’t be responsible for ensuring the safety of the Flame. The idea seemed laughable. The king watched him with an intensity in his gaze that suggested that he genuinely believed Ty could and should be responsible for it.

      “I will do what I can.”

      “I know that you will, Tydornen.” He took a seat on the throne and rested his elbow on its arm. “It is quite lonely here. There was a time when the dragon guard, my family, and the servants all roamed the halls. It was less lonely then.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “If only I were able to find the bridge to the Flame.”

      “If you were able to find that now, what would happen for you?”

      “I would live,” he said. “Or I would become connected to the Flame.” He smiled sadly. “I don't truly know. Eventually, I will enter my vessel if that bridge is not found. The last of my line will depart, and there will be no others.”

      “You need more than just an heir. You need a mate.”

      The king looked up. His wings fluttered just a little. “And again, you’ve proven yourself cleverer than I gave you credit for.”

      It seemed… almost an insult. “What if I can’t find you one?”

      “Then it will be as I told you.”

      It was an unfortunate weight on his shoulders. Not only was he starting to question whether he was the Manifestation of the Flame—something Ty doubted—but now he had to find a dragon the king could meet with. Zara was out there, and she had already married Ty’s brother. There had to be others.

      “I will do what I can, and perhaps even see if there are any of the sculptures that will work with me.”

      The king bowed his head slightly. Now there was no doubt that his wings fluttered. “I will find it fascinating whether you can do anything with those sculptures. If you can, it will give me hope for a future that I didn’t know existed.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He shook his head and then leaned down, looking at his hands. “There is nothing for you to be sorry about, Tydornen. You offered hope that I hadn't believed existed and a possibility that I had not thought to be there. You offered me a chance to see this to the end in a way that I have not even considered.”

      Ty walked along the sculptures, feeling for the energy within them, and other than the faint fluttering that he had detected from Colainth, there was nothing else. Maybe Colainth was the sculpture he was supposed to connect to.

      As Ty tried to reach for that energy, he could detect nothing from it. Perhaps there was a hint, little more than that, or maybe that was only his imagination. He didn’t know. He made his way from sculpture to sculpture, and when he didn’t find anything more, he looked back toward the entrance hall.

      “What of those dragons?” Ty asked.

      The king shook his head. “Those dragons must remain where they are.”

      “But if I could connect to them—”

      “No,” the king said, his voice thundering. He lowered it. “They will remain.”

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to upset you,” he said hurriedly. “I realize they must be family.”

      The king sighed. “Yes. Family.” He took another deep breath that out. “I think it is time for you to go.”

      Ty wouldn’t connect with any of the dragons here. As much as he might want to, he couldn’t feel anything forming between them. Gayal might know how to show him how to do that, but he didn’t even know if that was something that he should do.

      He bowed his head. “I will find them.”
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      Ty had been on his way back to his room, making his way along the street, when the smoke dragon began to swirl with much more force than it had before. He hesitated a moment, waiting to see what Fezel might show him. The smoke dragon didn’t often react like that, so for him to suddenly begin to course with power, and send a stream of smoke shooting away, streaking along the street through the city, told Ty that something was going on.

      Gayal walked next to him, seemingly unmindful. She had been quiet ever since they left the palace, though Ty understood. He didn’t know quite what to say to her, nor did he know quite what to share about what the king asked.

      “Fezel is reacting to something,” Ty said, directing her attention.

      Gayal blinked, and she peered off into the distance. “Is he speaking to you now?”

      “It’s not that he’s speaking to me.” It would be so much easier if Fezel were to speak to Ty, though having him spell out a name was a significant advance compared to what he had done before. “In this case, it is more about how he has reacted. Look.” Ty motioned down the street toward the smoke trailing into the distance.

      He wasn’t the only one who could see it. He knew that she would be able to see it just as well as he could, so as that smoke swirled, he felt drawn by it.

      He focused inwardly, wondering if there might be some way to detect Ishantil, as well. He didn’t detect anything from that dragon. He rarely did these days.

      When he had defeated Roson James, Ty had been far more connected to Ishantil, though perhaps that was the conduit formed by Fezel, creating a connection that helped bridge him to the volcano power. There was little more than that burning sense of Ishantil within him for the most part. As much as Ty wanted to believe that he might be the Manifestation of the Flame, his inability to reach Ishantil proved to him that he was not and that he was simply connected to the Flame no differently than any other Tecal.

      “If it’s unusual, then we should follow,” Cael said.

      “Or I could let Fezel investigate.”

      “It’s been my experience that when the dragons guide us, we have to be aware enough to listen. It’s when we refuse to listen to what they tell us that we miss opportunities.” She looked over to him. “You haven’t received as much Tecal education as you should have. Unfortunately. There has simply not been the time. But now that Lothinal has become less of a threat, perhaps we have the time.”

      “I’m not so sure we do. The king did give me a deadline.”

      “I suppose he did,” she said, still sounding troubled.

      A surge of heat came within Ty’s belly, and he frowned. That wasn’t Ishantil. That came from Fezel.

      “Okay. Now that is different,” he said.

      He started along the street. He passed a row of shops, many of them older, some with fading signs, others that looked in need of fresh paint, and most of them quiet. A few Dragon Touched patrolled the streets, which always drew his attention these days, though Ty made a point of ignoring them. He knew better than to give them too much of his focus. The more he paid attention to them, the more likely he would react the way that Gayal had warned him against.

      He started jogging. The draw from Fezel continued to flow, pulling him along the street. The thread of smoke that drifted away from Fezel was faint, and he worried that if he were to let it dissipate too much, he would miss out on the opportunity to track him at all.

      Gayal stayed next to him. Her shadow cloak began to flutter again, and then it swirled around her. With a sudden surge, her shadow dragon latched onto her, then it latched onto Ty, and it lifted both into the air. She flowed above the ground, which allowed Ty to follow the general smoke that trailed from him.

      They passed beyond the Dragon’s Jaw, carried out of the city, and then into the plains beyond. The air had changed, growing cooler. The sense of the Flame was not nearly as potently as it had been before, and as Gayal brought them north, following after Fezel, Ty began to feel something different. It was almost as if some sense in the air had started to shift.

      “Something’s not quite right,” Gayal said.

      “Dragons?”

      “Tecal,” she said. “It’s almost as if I could feel something, but it is not there as it should be.” She looked over to Ty. “Be ready. I don’t know what task you to be ready for but be ready to try to draw upon your connection.”

      There was a time when Ty would’ve thought he would not have been able to do anything with his dragon connection, but now he understood it in a way that he had not before. He could open himself to it, at least to that of Fezel, even if he couldn’t fully connect to the draw of Ishantil. That energy continued to build around him, and he noticed something else.

      It wasn’t just Gayal’s and her dragon connection that he could feel—and see. There were others up in the distance.

      “Tecal,” Ty said, motioning.

      She moved more rapidly. Ty didn’t know what she did to command the dragon that way, though he had felt the shifting power before. He recognized the change and had Fezel not moved away from him the way he had, Ty might have also drawn upon his connection to that dragon to help them move.

      Then they started descending. The landscape was rocky, with small scrub trees growing all around. Unlike the trees of his jungle homeland, a few taller trees branched upward, with wide canopies stretching their shade above the ground. They landed near a small stream, and the dark shadows of Gayal’s dragon connection flowed around her.

      The connection to Fezel was stronger. Ty could feel him flowing away from him as if this was exactly where Fezel had wanted him to go.

      “Here?” Ty asked.

      He waited for Fezel to respond, thinking the dragon might offer him some connection, but nothing came.

      Gayal scouted around them. She made a steady circle, and the dragon followed, expanding outward evermore the further they went. Ty followed, focused on his connection to Fezel, thinking about the smoke swirled deep within him, and tried to let that connection flow outward. It began to work, gradually expanding, and as it swirled away from him, he could feel that energy, and he could feel something else.

      He and Gayal shared a look at the same time.

      “Beyond the ridge,” she said.

      Ty hurried, chasing her. He realized that they had gone much further than expected as he traveled.

      “I’m not familiar with this,” he said, keeping his voice low. It probably didn’t matter. With the shadows swirling around them stretching off Gayal, it was likely that their voices wouldn’t travel very far anyway.

      “We are near the border,” she said.

      “With Lothinal?”

      “Just the border. There’s a vast empty region in between. Uncontrolled, or it had been.” She frowned, and her shadow cloak fluttered. “Perhaps Lothinal has decided to move more aggressively.”

      Ty snorted. “I would say that Lothinal has already made it clear that they intend to move more aggressively. If they have been willing to attack the king—”

      “This is different. It feels different.”

      After what the king had asked of them, coming out here and possibly dealing with a Lothinal threat, felt almost as if he were abandoning some assignment. Find dragons—and the help they offered to stop Lothinal. First, they needed to know if Lothinal posed an immediate threat.

      He followed her, letting Gayal take the lead. The shadows swirled, stretching out from her, layered in such a way that they expanded out and around and created a ring of masking energy. He remained hidden in the shadows, though he could do something similar with Fezel and his smoke. Then again, the shadows looked more natural than Fezel’s smoke.

      They reached a small ridgeline, and the ground dropped off in front of them. It ended in a deep gash of a valley. There was something down there. Ty could feel it, though he didn’t know why.

      He motioned, and when he did, Fezel swirled away from him, floating down into the valley, where there was a strange reverberation of energy. Fezel had found something.

      “Something’s there,” he whispered.

      “I can feel it,” Gayal said.

      “Should we call for help? I’m sure Dorian would—”

      “There is unlikely to be that kind of time,” she said.

      She darted forward, gliding on the shadows.

      She left Ty behind.

      But he didn’t need to be left behind. He had enough control over his smoke dragon now that he used that and wrapped himself and that power, which carried him on a cloud of hazy gray smoke. It wasn’t the same speed as Gayal moved, though Ty suspected that he could travel far faster if he were to add Ishantil to it.

      While traveling, he sensed the connection he shared with Fezel and recognized the warning. Some of that smoke began to wrap around him, constricting in such a way that left Ty feeling as if the dragon were trying to hide him from battle altogether. Given what he had experienced with Fezel, that was entirely possible.

      “What is it?” Ty whispered.

      He probably didn’t even need to speak for Fezel to know what he wanted. He didn’t know what kind of connection he had with the dragon, only that there was some connection there. He could feel it. And within that connection, he recognized the dragon creating a hint of the protective barrier while leaving Ty with a limited ability to defend himself if it were to come down to it.

      Then they landed.

      A river ran through the valley that he had not seen from above. Ty could hear it rushing past him, even though this area was obscured in the hazy gray smoke of Fezel’s power. He could feel Gayal in front of them, and he strode toward her.

      She stiffened as he neared.

      “Something happened here,” she said.

      “What?”

      “I can’t say. Something happened here. Power, perhaps, or….”

      She didn’t finish and instead continued forward until she reached the edge of the river. Her shadows parted, and Fezel even retreated enough for Ty to see what she had done. In doing so, he could feel the strangeness here and recognized that they would have to cross the river. With a surge of shadows, she leaped across the river, leaving Ty to follow more carefully.

      When he did, he landed on the far side, and smoke swirled more densely than it had before.

      “Bodies,” Gayal said, her voice coming distantly to him. “A dozen. Perhaps more.”

      “You have to let me see,” he said to Fezel.

      The smoke started to clear, but it wasn’t enough.

      “You have to let me see,” Ty said again, this time his voice much firmer than it had been before. “If I’m in any danger, you have my permission to carry me away.”

      Gayal looked over to him, arching a brow, and Ty wasn’t exactly sure what to say in response. It wasn’t as if he wanted to go, but he also recognized that he had to give Fezel permission. Otherwise, he knew what would happen. The dragon would not permit him to see as much as he needed to.

      “Now,” he muttered, though it felt strange commanding the dragon.

      Finally, the smoke started apart, and it cleared enough that he could make out the bodies.

      As Gayal had said, there were at least a dozen. All of them were dressed in similar colors to the kingdom. He started to bend down when Gayal caught him with a swirl of shadow, which pushed him up and away.

      “We don’t know what happened here. Do you see any sign of violence?”

      “You mean other than the dead?” Ty asked.

      “These are Dragon Touched,” she said, her voice a whisper. “I felt Tecal, or thought I did, but I don’t see any sign of them.” She paused and stood with her hands down her sides, and the shadows began to flow out from her, stretching quickly and rapidly as they swept out and away, touching upon the ground.

      The measure of control that she had over the shadow dragon still left him marveling at her connection. Regardless of what she might claim about her ability with the dragon, she connected skillfully. He didn’t know if she had some other connection as he could still see the soft glow of what he believed to be another dragon, though she had denied that she had any other connection. All he saw might have been her general connection to the Flame.

      But if that was what he saw, what did it mean for him? What kind of power did he have? He no longer believed that he was the Manifestation of the Flame, but that didn’t mean he didn’t see a connection to the Flame. And I didn’t mean that he didn’t understand those connections.

      “Come,” she said. “Be careful. Stay above the ground as much as you can.”

      “What are you afraid will happen if I don’t?”

      “We have the dragon to protect us, much like they have dragon remnants. Or had. It did not protect them.” She turned to Ty. “Our dragons may ensure our safety, but it’s also possible that whatever Lothinal has developed to attack us is greater than what we can defend against. I want us to be careful, and I want us to be safe.” She glanced behind her. “I will have to report this back to the king. Perhaps this will keep him from wanting us to pursue this other assignment.”

      “I don’t think so,” Ty said. “Even with Lothinal posing a threat, I still think that he is more concerned about what’s going to happen to the kingdom in the long term.”

      And if that meant finding an heir—and having Ty be the one to do so—then that was what is going to have to do. Somehow.

      “Careful,” she said again.

      They floated. Ty followed Gayal, staying on the smoke, and Fezel didn’t require much direction to offer him protection, nor did he need much suggestion to keep them floating in the air above the ground. It was almost as if Fezel knew exactly what he needed to do and knew exactly how to protect them both.

      They didn’t fly very high, and they didn’t fly with the same sense of energy that he had felt in the past. It was simply a matter of Fezel holding them above the ground in this case. When Gayal slowed, they slowed. When she sped up, so did they. They reached a change in the landscape, where the rocky ground met up with tall, broadleaf grasses. She floated even higher, and then she pointed.

      She darted toward a small pond up ahead and then came to land along the shore. The water lapped at the shore, gentle breeze gusting in the air, and he could feel Fezel constrict around him until he squeezed back deeper inside of Ty. Then that sense of faint burning began to fade.

      Ty frowned.

      “Fezel is—”

      Ty couldn’t finish.

      He saw a body. One of the Tecal.

      “Justine,” Gayal said, hurrying over to the fallen woman.

      She had gray hair, was short, wide of build, and dressed in the dark grays of the Tecal. One hand rested in the water, with the rest of her lying on the shoreline. Her eyes were closed, and there was no sign of injury. She was gone, though. Ty didn’t need to crouch down, nor did he need to feel for a pulse, to know that she had already passed.

      Gayal leaned close to her, and then the shadows cradled Justine.

      “What dragon was she connected to?” Ty asked.

      He didn’t know many of the Tecal. He had fought alongside several others, but not all of them, and he had not known Justine. Given Gayal’s reaction, it was clear that she knew this woman well.

      “She had a unique connection. A water dragon,” she said. “There were not very many of them, and it was challenging for her to remain connected, so she served mostly as a scout.” She crouched at this edge of the water, tracing her finger through the stream. The shadows began to extend from her, drifting into the water, before plunging into it with the ripple. Ty stood, looking at the water, though he didn’t see any sign of any dragon in the pond. “There’s nothing here.”

      “Not that I can tell, either.”

      “Does Fezel tell you anything else?”

      Ty shook his head. “When we reach the pond and Justine, Fezel retreated. It’s like… it’ like this is where he wanted us to go.”

      Ty hadn’t put that together until just now, but it made a particular sort of sense.

      “We have to see if we can’t find the dragon in the pond.”

      “There’s nothing there,” Ty said. “If there was something, I….”

      She looked up at him.

      “I can see what I can find,” Ty said.

      He crouched down next to her, and he focused on Fezel, waiting for the smoke dragon to react, and when he did, he pushed outward and into the pond. He did not expect to feel any dragon connection, but he would try for Gayal and a fallen fellow Tecal.
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      They had searched for evidence of the dragon for a long time and found nothing. Eventually, Gayal had scooped Justine up with the shadows and had returned to the city. Ty had wandered for a bit longer but had not felt anything further and used Fezel to help guide him up and away and back to the city. He debated where to go when he landed before deciding that he needed a familiar face.

      Ty looked up at the tavern. He hadn’t been here in quite some time, and his work with the Tecal had kept him preoccupied, But he still should have checked in with Bingham. The old thief had been his mentor for a long time, and now that Ty knew the truth about his mother, he probably should have visited sooner to learn whether Bingham knew anything more.

      Some of his reticence had come from a desire to stay closer to the Hatchery, especially after what had happened to the king, but a part of it came from feeling as if Bingham had kept certain truths from him that Ty believed that he should have learned before now. Why had it taken all of this for him to learn about his mother?

      He let out a frustrated sigh. He couldn’t hold onto that irritation with Bingham. There was no point in it, especially as Bingham was not the one responsible for what he had gone through, and it was only because of Bingham’s commitment to Ty’s mother is that he had avoided sharing anything with Ty. He probably hadn’t known anything, anyway.

      Music drifted from the closed door of the tavern, the sound jaunty and happy. It didn’t fit his mood. Having visited with the king, Ty wasn’t sure how he should feel, only that what he did feel was uncertain. That much, he knew. And he didn’t know if his uncertainty was simply due to not knowing what the king wanted from him or if his uncertainty was more about what the king was and how that fit into what Ty knew about himself.

      The king wanted him to find dragons—and his heir.

      That thought had plagued him ever since leaving the palace. He wasn’t at all sure why the king would have chosen him, other than the fact that the king knew that Ty had seen the truth about him. But that might not be all of it. Could it be that the king believed Ty to be the Manifestation of the Flame as well? If so, it complicated things even more than he had known.

      As he stood there, the door came open, and a man came stumbling out. He looked up at Ty, his eyes widening slightly, and then he staggered back. Ty waited, watching him for a moment, before stepping forward and into the tavern. It was dimly lit, only a few lanterns providing illumination inside, but there was something about the tavern itself that was comfortable. Maybe it was Esme and how she occupied her tavern, or perhaps it was simply because this was a place that Ty believed friendly to him, more so than other places within the city. At least there weren’t going to be any Dragon Touched here.

      He took a seat at an open table and turned toward the musician. The song was a fun, fast-paced tune, but not one that he recognized. He tapped his foot, listening, while glancing over to the door to the kitchen every time it opened, waiting for somebody that he recognized. Several different servers came out, but Ty waved them all away until the person he hoped to see emerged.

      Esme was an older woman, thin, with graying blond hair, and it was obvious that she had once been quite lovely. She still was, he supposed. She was carrying a tray in one hand, clutching six mugs together in another as she wound through the tavern, dropping off drinks first, before handing over plates of food to two other tables while visiting with people seated around them. She was a typical tavern owner, quick-witted and easy-going, but also strong, characteristics that Ty suspected Bingham appreciated.

      Finally, she made her way over to him. “I haven’t seen you here in quite a while. Bingham tells me that you’ve been traveling quite a bit?”

      There was a bit more to the question than what she said, almost an accusation about why he would leave Bingham worrying about him. Ty ignored it.

      “I have been busy. I have new responsibilities.”

      She sized him up, sweeping her gaze from his head to his feet. Ty had taken to dressing like the rest of the Tecal, though it wasn’t a traditional uniform like the Dragon Touched. Still, there was enough to his clothing that would identify him as one of the king’s servants, especially to somebody familiar with such things in the city of Carn.

      “I see.” She pulled the chair out, glancing around the tavern before taking a seat and leaning back while watching him again. Wrinkles formed in the corners of her eyes, though there was a twinkle there, along with a hint of a smile that was perpetually present. Her blue dress was slightly stained, and she had a leather wrapping around one wrist. “Aren’t you going to ask about him?”

      “I figured that from the way you were hesitating, you had something to share. Either that, or he didn’t want me to know.”

      She snorted. “He’s much the same as he always was.” She paused as the door came open, and she looked over, nodding to the older man with the slight limp who entered. “Always working on something, though he never really wants to talk much about it.”

      Ty grunted. “That sounds about like him.”

      “He likes to make it sound like I should stay out of the kind of work he’s doing as if I don’t know exactly what it is. He’s not been that secretive.”

      “I’m not sure Bingham would appreciate us talking about him like this.”

      She shrugged. “Probably not and seeing as how you likely know him better than anyone, you are probably right. I might have known him longer, but he was a different person then. Literally.” She shook her head and snorted, grabbing the tray and sweeping her gaze around the tavern. Her eyes hardened as she glowered at the back of one of her servers, a younger man who was talking with three women seated at a table by themselves, and the man straightened, almost as if feeling the weight of Esme’s gaze. “I still don’t know why he bothered to change his name.”

      Ty knew. He didn’t know who Bingham had been before, but if Bingham had known his mother when she was a dragon, and they had left the city together, that would be reason enough for him to have changed his name. At least, it seemed to be reason enough. Ty still wasn’t entirely sure why. He hadn’t gotten Bingham to share with him whether he knew anything about the king.

      “Let me get you a drink, and then we can talk some more. I don’t know when he’s going to return, but if you want to wait….”

      Ty nodded. He had come here planning on waiting, though he hadn’t intended to sit and drink, especially not after having some of the king’s wine—and after his conversation with the king that made him feel like there was more he needed to be doing. But perhaps it was for the best that he have a chance to relax.

      When Esme got up, she hurried away from the table and headed back to the kitchen, Ty leaned back. There were stories here, as well. It was all tied into Bingham’s past, though it was a past that Ty wasn’t entirely sure that Bingham wanted to revisit. It was almost as if Bingham liked keeping things in the past. Then again, maybe he did. There was plenty of reason for it, though.

      Esme returned, sliding a mug in front of him. “My treat.”

      “Well… Thanks? I can pay.”

      He didn’t have any coin on him, but he was a Tecal, and though he hadn’t been paid for his service yet, it was one more thing that he thought that he should check with Gayal about. He didn’t need to be skulking around the city and stealing like he once had. Now he was honorable. At least as honorable as an ex-thief from Zarinth could be.

      “I don’t mind. Besides, I want you to owe me just a little because when it comes down to it, I might need you to fill me in when Bingham decides to go off and be aloof again. I can’t have him disappearing on me like he did last time.”

      She rapped her knuckles on the table, shot a look at another server, this one a younger woman who had lingered too long near another table, then headed back to the kitchen.

      Ty leaned back while sipping the ale. It was warm, smooth, and didn’t burn quite as much as a glass of wine the king had given him. Strangely, he was aware of how the ale didn’t satisfy Fezel nearly as much as the wine had. He thought that was a bit surprising.

      “I’m sorry that you don’t like this one quite as much.” He said it in a whisper, but one of the men at a nearby table glanced in his direction. Maybe he hadn’t been quite as quiet as he had thought.

      The dragon stirred but did nothing more.

      He was halfway through with his mug when the door came open, and Bingham strode in. He was dressed in a dark black jacket, pants that matched, and had a brooding look to his face.

      The person who trailed after he caught Ty’s attention.

      Olivia.

      Everything within him went cold.

      With her flowing red hair, round face, and wide eyes, she was lovely, there is no denying that, but he didn’t trust her. She had betrayed him. It was because of her that Eastley had died.

      Bingham caught sight of him immediately and paused before making his way over to Ty’s table and dropping into a chair before glancing over to Olivia.

      “I haven’t seen you in a while.”

      “What’s she doing here?”

      “It doesn’t have to be like that, Tydornen,” Bingham said, dropping his voice. “She didn’t have anywhere else to go.”

      Ty snorted. “I’m sure she could figure something out. That’s sort of how she does things, you know.”

      Olivia stood, remaining in position behind Bingham as if she were afraid to get too close. “It’s good to see you, Ty.”

      “You should’ve stayed in Zarinth.”

      Ty took a drink of his ale. This wasn’t what he had planned when he had come to the tavern. And if Bingham was working with Olivia, why hadn’t Esme said anything? Maybe she had, in her way. She’d offered him a mug of ale and hadn’t harassed him the way that she could have otherwise.

      “She’s with me,” Bingham said as if that settled things. It didn’t.

      “So was I.”

      Bingham rested his arms on the table. “Do we want to go there?”

      Ty didn’t. Not really. It was an irritation that had him agitated the way he was, nothing more than that. He probably needed to drink and relax.

      “I needed to talk to you. That’s why I came.”

      “Does it have anything to do with the rumors that are out in the city?”

      Ty offered a hint of a smile. He doubted very much that the kind of rumors out in the city were the kind of rumors that he needed to talk to Bingham about. He needed to know just how much of his mother’s past Bingham had known. Ty suspected, but he needed confirmation.

      “I’m curious about those rumors.”

      Bingham sniffed, and he nodded for Olivia, who scowled for a moment, before retreating to a nearby table, making no attempt to hide that she was listening intently.

      “Rumors about you and the Tecal. Is that what you are now?”

      “Something like that,” Ty said.

      “Dangerous, Tydornen. I didn’t want you to get caught up in all that. By the Flame, I know that your mother wouldn’t have wanted you to get caught up in all of that.”

      Was that where Bingham was going to go? Directly to his mother?

      It would make it easier. And maybe that was the point. Ty needed to have it easier.

      “I’ve been involved in stopping Lothinal from attacking more than once. I understand the dangers.”

      “I think the first few attacks have been more accidental than anything else.”

      “Not all of them.” Ty wasn’t exactly sure how to broach the topic with Bingham. He could see Olivia leaning forward and could practically feel the tension in her as she listened in on them. He didn’t need that. More than that, he didn’t want that. Olivia could not be trusted. And he wasn’t going to share anything with Bingham while she was snooping. Especially if he shared something about the king that needed to be kept secret.

      Esme saved him from saying anything and swept out of the kitchen, taking a seat at the table. She glanced over to Bingham. “Are the two of you catching up?”

      “As much as we can,” Ty said.

      Bingham arched a brow.

      Esme sniffed. “First he returns, and then he brings that lovely young thing to the city with him. I would much rather him have come alone. Maybe brought her for you, Ty?” Esme grinned, flicking her gaze over to Olivia and over to Bingham, who shook his head slightly. “I see,” Esme said. “Some history between the two of you. I suppose if you are from the same city, you probably ran into each other a time or two.”

      “Something like that,” Ty said.

      “And that means that you work together.”

      “Not exactly.”

      “But I don’t see the problem.” Esme rubbed her hands together, and she frowned at Bingham. “It doesn’t need to be that complicated. She’s a lovely young woman. You are a handsome young man. The two of you should work this out.”

      Ty just smiled tightly, squeezing the mug of ale. This was not what he was going to get into. Certainly not with Esme, though she was kind and didn’t know what she was getting on about.

      “I have the feeling that Tydornen would like to visit quietly,” Bingham said.

      “That’s fine. I have a room over there,” she said, nodding to a door leading off the tavern that Ty had never gone through. “You can have a quiet conversation there. I believe it’s unoccupied.”

      She got up, and she leaned down to kiss Bingham on the cheek before coming around the table and patting Ty on the shoulder. “You do need to let go of whatever happened between the two of you. You’re in another city. And I’ve seen that young Tecal you’ve been with. She’s lovely enough but far too serious for you. This one might be more your style, especially given that the two of you share some common history.”

      When she left them, she paused, looked to Olivia, and dropped her voice.

      “Well?” Bingham asked. “Are you going to tell me what this is about and why we need to visit quietly?”

      “Because I found my father.”

      Bingham stared at him for a long moment, saying nothing. “I think… I think I’m going to need to drink. And you might need another one.”
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      The room was small and cozy, with little more than four walls, a small table, and more chairs than should be squeezed into a room the size, but it was quiet. With the door closed, it sealed off the sound of the tavern, including the musician, from the other side. A thief’s room.

      “Is this why you liked Esme?”

      “I must say that the establishment does have its charms,” Bingham said, taking a seat at the table, setting three mugs down. Ty didn’t know how many were for him and how many were for Bingham. “Are we going to get this over with?”

      “That’s all you want to say? You want to get it over with?”

      “Well, perhaps not quite so abruptly, but I do think that we need to talk.”

      “Obviously.”

      “Where was he?”

      “Fire fields.”

      Bingham frowned. “How did you… I see. You went with Albion.”

      “You knew that I had.”

      “I knew that you had, but I hadn’t expected you to find him.”

      Ty took a drink of his ale and stared at the table. There were scratch marks along the surface as if someone had scored it with a knife. Maybe somebody like him, having a conversation they didn’t want to have, had scratched it in while sitting here just like Ty was. “Did you know where he was?”

      “No. I didn’t know. And if I did, I would have—”

      “Don’t,” Ty said, looking up. “Don’t tell me that you would have told me how to find him. Don’t make claims that you and I both know weren’t real.”

      “How do you know that it’s not real?”

      “I learned some things about my family. All of my family.”

      Ty didn’t know how much Bingham knew about Zara, but perhaps he knew everything. It was part of why Ty had wanted to come to Bingham. All the time that he had spent with Bingham searching for dragon relics, hunting them, had given him an understanding of the dragon relics and the ability to appraise them in a way that very few otherwise had. The king had wanted them, likely because they were vessels of dragons, orally some of them were, but what about Bingham? Had he known that they were vessels, or was it simply because they were valuable to the king?

      Bingham looked away as if he didn’t want to answer. “Should I get some food for us?”

      “It’s not necessary.”

      “What did your father say?”

      He had known Bingham for a long time. Bingham was one of the people his mother had ensured that he got to know, almost as if she had intended for him to have that connection when she was gone. That thought had given him a sense of comfort, but it also bothered him. If his mother had known that she was going to disappear, that she was going to have to join with the Flame by going into her vessel, why tell Bingham and not share anything with Ty?

      The only thought that Ty had was that Bingham had been with her when she was in Carn. He didn’t know if that was the case or not, but it fit. Especially given what he knew about Bingham, his time in the capital, and what he had done before. What he didn’t know, however, was what Bingham’s role had been.

      He worked on his thoughts, trying to piece together what he wanted to say, while Bingham sat quietly. He didn’t push Ty. For that, Ty was thankful. He didn’t know what he would do if Bingham had pushed him. Maybe Bingham understood that what he needed, rather than pressure, was an opportunity to contemplate. Or perhaps he knew that Ty was angry.

      “He told me that she’s gone,” Ty finally started, looking up from his drink and meeting Bingham’s eyes. To his credit, at least Bingham didn’t look away. “He was with others. Several others. Some were Dragon Touched, but others were like the Tecal.”

      “I see.”

      “Do you?” Ty asked. They fell into a quiet silence, and he took a long drink of ale before turning back to Bingham. “You knew my mother.”

      Bingham nodded carefully. “You know that I did.”

      “That is that. You knew my mother.”

      Bingham inhaled deeply and let it out just as slowly. “Yes.”

      “And she used to be here. In Carn.”

      It was a connection that he should’ve made before and probably should’ve come sooner to question, but it had taken him time to come around to.

      “You followed her to Zarinth.”

      “As I promised,” he said softly.

      Those words confused Ty. What could Bingham have promised back then? “Why?”

      “Because I made a vow years ago,” he said, his voice dropping to a hoarse whisper. “And I mean to fulfill it.”

      The door came open a crack, and Esme poked her head in, looking between the two of them. She carried in a tray of food and set it in the middle of them. Finally, she stepped back out without saying anything more.

      “What vow?” Ty asked again.

      Bingham grabbed a piece of bread off the tray, and he plucked off the crust, slowly peeling it away before stuffing it into his mouth and chewing slowly.

      “It’s complicated, Tydornen. And you weren’t supposed to hear it from me. You never were.”

      “I have to hear it from someone. My father… Well, my father has changed.” That was the only thing that he could call it. His father’s desire to find a way to save Ty’s mother had turned him into somebody that Ty didn’t even fully recognize, A man filled with vengeance. Someone willing to do far more than he should have, especially to somebody he should care about and want to protect.

      “I suppose he believes that he’s searching for the Manifestation of the Flame. Much like your brother.”

      “Just like that,” Ty said. “You need to tell me about her. I’m not going to beg. Not with you. We’ve known each other too long. We’ve pulled jobs together. But you know something. And I think it’s time that I know, as well, because I think I need to know.”

      “I told her that I wouldn’t be the one. When she asked me to keep an eye on you, I didn’t want to be this person. She didn’t want you to be a part of this.”

      Bingham peeled off another layer of bread, stuffing it into his mouth and chewing.

      “You knew her when she was here.” Bingham nodded. “Is this where my parents met?”

      The king had said that he had known Ty’s mother and given that she was a dragon—much like the king and Zara—that wasn’t surprising. Then again, from his conversations with Zara, Ty sensed that not all dragons knew each other.

      “It is.”

      “Then why did they leave?”

      “Because they were not permitted to be together.”

      Ty snorted, pausing as he brought his mug of ale up to his mouth. He had been in the middle of taking a long drink and hesitated. “Not permitted?”

      “It was a different time then. She wanted to stay and serve, be here the way she thought she had to, but she wanted a different life. She had been here a long time at that point, long enough that she knew that she wanted to find something more in the world.”

      Vaguely, Ty was aware of Fezel swirling within him as if attempting to protect him. Maybe it was because the dragon knew that he was troubled, or perhaps he recognized something within that conversation.

      Ty realized that Bingham had not acknowledged that Ty’s mother was a dragon. Not yet. It was almost as if he avoided that topic.

      “Why did she ask you to watch over us?”

      Ty looked at Bingham, possibly in a way that he never had before. There had always been something different about him. When it was in Zarinth, he had a connection to the underground, was skilled as a thief, and could recognize relics and remnants in ways that others had not. Bingham had always chased them and had claimed the ability to move them in ways that others could not. But learning the truth about his mother, and starting to get the truth about Bingham, left Ty wondering if perhaps there was more to it.

      “Don’t make me say it,” Bingham said.

      Ty squeezed the mug of ale, gripping it in both hands as he stared at Bingham. “I think you need to.”

      Bingham grabbed the rest of the bread, stuffed it in his mouth, and chewed for a few moments before swallowing and washing it down with a long drink of ale. He wiped his hand across his mouth and looked up at Ty when he was done. His eyes were pained, ringed with red, and he seemed to be fighting back tears. “What do you want me to say? That I was like her, if only in part? That I had devoted my life to protecting others like her? That I would give anything to be like her?” His voice rose with each question, and finally, he squeezed his eyes shut, lowering his head. “When I learned what she had done and where she had gone, and then about you… and Albion… I left the city.”

      Everything came to Ty in a rush. Questions piled in his mind, but there was one that was more than any other that he thought that he needed to be answered now.

      “You are like me?”

      Tecal.

      Connected to dragons.

      Ty had Fezel, and Ishantil, though he didn’t feel that connection nearly as often as he wished that he could. But Bingham…

      Bingham had never shown any sign of dragons. Certainly, nothing would make Ty think he had anything like the other Tecal he had worked with. But then Bingham had connections that Ty had never understood and seemed to recognize dragon relics.

      Bingham nodded slowly.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “There was never a need.” Bingham took a drink. “It was too dangerous. All of it was too dangerous. I thought… Well, I thought that I could protect you. That’s what your mother wanted.”

      “But by keeping it from me, you’ve denied me my birthright.”

      Bingham sat up, his food and ale left, and he leaned toward Ty. “What, exactly, do you think is your birthright, Tydornen? Do you think it’s your right to know about this power? Do you think it’s your right to know how you would have been hunted? I kept it from you out of necessity, to keep you alive, to keep you from getting targeted by Lothinal. And unfortunately, you found it anyway.”

      Unfortunately?

      The venom in Bingham’s voice was almost too much for Ty.

      He had wanted to keep it from him.

      And had Ty not come across Gayal, would he have ever learned?

      “I could have learned about it sooner. I could have understood.” Maybe he could have learned about dragons, and perhaps he could’ve helped his mother.

      “You might have died.”

      “I almost died the way it was. You make it sound as if it’s a matter of making a choice.”

      “You’ve lived. You’ve known—”

      “Zarinth. That’s all I’ve known. And now I feel like I need to understand so much more, and the one person who knew what I should have known had not shared with me what I needed to know.”

      It was a betrayal. Ty didn’t know how else to phrase it. It was a betrayal.

      When Bingham didn’t say anything, Ty sat back, dragging the mug of ale with him and finishing it. He looked at the other. Maybe Bingham had been right in bringing more than one mug with them. He took a deep breath and decided that it was time to share everything with Bingham.

      “I saw him,” he finally said.

      “You told me that.”

      Ty snorted. “That’s not what I mean. I saw him. The king.”

      Bingham’s shoulders tensed, and his hands curled into fists.

      “You knew.” It fit. Of course, it fit. Bingham had known Ty’s mother and had known the truth about her, so of course, he would’ve known about the king and his secret.

      “I knew.”

      “Then you should know that he asked me to leave the city.”

      Bingham breathed out heavily. “Maybe he wants to protect you. But I worry that anything that takes you out of the city will put you in danger. If you have to face Lothinal—”

      “Lothinal has been a constant danger for me. I’m not afraid of it.”

      “You should be.”

      “Because the dynasty is dying? That we need dragons to protect it from Lothinal once again. That if we fail—if I fail—the kingdom might fall?”

      Bingham looked up, startled. “He told you that.” Ty nodded. “Then it’s worse than I thought.” Bingham grabbed another hunk of bread off the tray, and he ripped the crust off slowly, peeling it back and popping it into his mouth, chewing steadily and slowly at it. His eyes had gone distant as if he were unsure what to do or say. Finally, he looked up to Ty. “If he’s made that claim to you if he’s told you that the family line is dying, then I’m afraid he intends to use you.”

      That was rich coming from Bingham, especially given how little Bingham had shared with him. “How, by the Flame, do you think that he intends to use me? I’m one of his Tecal now.” Fezel swirled within Ty, giving him a bit of heat and warmth and radiating energy through him. It was reassuring, though he wondered if perhaps it shouldn’t be. Given the conversation, Fezel swirling might mean that the dragon intended to offer him a measure of protection rather than anything else.

      “He’s used others before. The same way that he tried to use your mother.”

      “He tried to use her?”

      The king had said nothing other than having known Ty’s mother. Then again, this was the ghost king, someone who had remained hidden from the rest of the city and had hidden his dragon status from others. Why should he be trusted?

      Because he was the king.

      “He didn’t tell you.” Bingham snorted again. “Of course, he didn’t. Why would he?”

      “What is it?” Ty asked.

      Bingham finished the rest of the bread, and he sat for a moment before downing the remainder of his ale. “Your mother was sent to provide an heir.”
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      Ty looked up at the palace, standing on the edge of the street, tempted to approach, but not sure if he even could. The massive iron gates blocked his entry, though, at this point, Ty didn't even know if he wanted to go in. The gray skies suited his mood, and the dark shadows stretching across the ground from the Dragon’s Jaw fit it just as well, sending streaks of energy across the ground, a darkness that filled the space in front of him. Ty wanted nothing more than to step inside the palace and challenge the king on what he had not shared with him, but how was he to approach it?

      He didn't have anybody he could go to. His father, but what would he say about it? Bingham had refused to share anything other than stating that his mother had chosen not to provide the king with an heir. What did that mean, though?

      The king had been elusive about Ty's mother, though he had made it clear that he knew her. He had made it clear that they had understood each other, that all their kind was somehow related. Now he had to find him dragons to defend against Lothinal, but more than that, he wanted Ty to find him an heir?

      If only he could reach Zara…

      Fezel lingered within him. There was a dull heat within him, that of smoke, but it was faint. Fezel wouldn’t respond to him.

      He wandered along the street, following the palace’s low stone wall. The stone gleamed even in the gray daylight, the overcast sky doing nothing to change that, and the palace itself seemed to carry an intrinsic brightness, sunlight that glowed from within. He knew that it was imagined, that it couldn't be real, but at the same time, as he stared at the palace, looking up at it, he wondered if perhaps there was some heat and energy within it.

      Back near the Hatchery, Ty could feel the potential that tied it to the power of the Flame. It was down, deep below. He had drawn on its power during the final battle with Roson James. As he breathed, smoke swirled away from him, the shape of the dragon beginning to flow from him.

      He sighed. “I wish you could speak to me,” he said to Fezel.

      The smoke dragon had tried to communicate with him, but the attempt was limited by his inability to communicate with him. It was restricted by the dragon itself, restricted by how he could spell out letters in the sky and could write things, and once inside of him, he could feel some tension and energy from the dragon, as if to share that power with him, but there was nothing more to it. There was nothing consistent.

      Ty felt the dragon swirling around him, providing him with a bit more energy.

      Ty closed his eyes, squeezing them shut as he thought about Fezel and, further down, Ishantil. He believed that the answers he needed would be found using the dragons, but it was far more difficult. Though he attempted to call upon Ishantil, the dragon remained distant, somewhat vague, and difficult for him to reach. He believed that there was some power there, but it was not one that he could fully access.

      All he wanted was to know what he needed to do. The king had asked him to take a journey, to find him an heir, but how was that any different than what Ty’s mother had been asked to do on behalf of the king, as well?

      Only…

      It was different.

      He wasn’t so innocent as to not understand what Bingham meant. His mother was a dragon.

      But she had left before doing what the king had wanted. That had to matter, only Ty wasn’t at all sure what consequence she had by ignoring the king’s request.

      Here he had thought that going to Bingham would have provided him with answers he hadn’t had yet, but all it did was confuse things. Having met the ghost king, having learned the truth about him, Ty thought that everything should have been easier, but in fact, everything seemed more complicated.

      He made his way along the wall outside of the palace, staying in the shadows of the pale stone, glancing off into the distance every so often. His mother had once lived in Carn. As had his father. Maybe what he should do was go to his father. Ty thought that Fezel could guide him, and if he asked, they could travel and find the answers he searched for.

      He found himself leaning up against one of the nearby buildings. It was a long, low roofed building, covered with a slate tile, and—thankfully—had no lights that illuminated him hiding in the shadows. It was times like this when he wished that he had Gayal and Dorian’s ability with the shadow dragon.

      He had given quite a bit of thought to his mother over the years. She’d left him behind, and for so long, he had wondered the reason behind it, but now he understood. She had wanted a life. Knowing her time was short, she had left the capital, had left the kingdom, along with others like her, and had gone off to Zarinth so that she could live out the remaining time that she had the way that she wanted.

      How could he resent that?

      He couldn’t, he knew, as his mother had deserved it. He just wished that she would have shared with him some truth.

      Only maybe she had, in her own way. She had taught him aspects of her past and her people without necessarily specifying what those were. She had made the dragon relics significant for Ty and had worked to ensure that he understood how to identify them. It was a skill that he had developed with her and had continued to master during his time working with Bingham. That had to be significant, as well. Maybe she had known that he would need to understand the dragon relics and had ensured that he had an opportunity to keep learning about them.

      Memories of his mother came to him, and he wondered if there were any of those memories that might help him know what it was that he needed to do.

      Had they ever spoken about the ghost king?

      He searched his thoughts and memories to try to find anything that might have given him an idea about whether she had said anything about the ghost king. He didn’t find anything in his memories. The only thing he did remember was her talking about a time before she had children.

      He closed his eyes, leaning against the wall, and whispered to Fezel. “Let me know if anybody comes.”

      Fezel swirled within him. The dragon offered him some help, but nothing more than that. But maybe that was all that Ty needed. After all, the dragon had offered his assistance.

      In a few breaths, his mind was back in the jungle. They were standing before a tree. This one was massive, the bark smooth the way that so many within the jungle were, and the air was thick with the humidity this close to Ishantil. Every so often, the ground trembled, the way that it had been doing over the last week. His mother seemed nonplussed by it, though Ty did not care for it. She patted him on the shoulder. He was ten at this point and had quite a bit of experience with Ishantil being unsettled, but he still didn’t care for the steadiness of the rumbling, as if there was something more there that he had not understood.

      “I don’t like it,” he admitted.

      She smiled at him and looked up at the tree. “You aren’t alone. The velum don’t care for it, either. You can see it in the way that they jumped from tree to tree.”

      His mother had never been intimidated by the velum, not the way that so many within Zarinth were. And she had never hunted them for meat or fur and had made sure that no one within their family did, either. She stepped around the tree, whipped her knife out, and carved through a velum trap, letting it dangle freely. Ty was surprised to see it so close to their home. The traps rarely were this close, but he hadn’t even seen it.

      “How did you know that was there?”

      “The velum told me,” she said, and she winked at him. Ty didn’t know if she was teasing him or telling him some truth. Even now, as he revisited this memory, he couldn’t tell whether she had known. Perhaps she had. The velum had certainly chattered, and he had come to learn that they were intelligent creatures in their own way.

      “They tell you anything else?”

      “Everything speaks if you pay attention.”

      “Even the trees?”

      “Oh, the trees have stories to tell,” she said. “Did you know that these trees weren’t always here?”

      “Something was here.”

      “Oh, something was. Ishantil grew from nothing. The power of the Flame is considerable, Tydornen, and you have only to pay attention to the way that it talks to you to feel how Ishantil grows, summoning its strength from deep below.”

      The ground trembled as if in answer to her. She smirked. “Though perhaps it doesn’t need to talk to us quite so much today.”

      “What else do the trees tell you?”

      “They remember. Many things have a long memory, and yet, even those with long memories eventually forget.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they see the world differently. Think about these trees, Tydornen. To the trees, our passing here is but a moment. Little more than a brief twinge. Much like the passing of the velum. Even in this,” she said, grabbing the velum trap, twisting it in her hands, and jerking. The trap snapped and tumbled to the ground, leaving the sharp barbs of the metal designed to ensnare the velum as they raced through the treetops exposed. She stomped on it, dropping it underneath the dirt, shaking her head as she did. “The tree would’ve ignored it, as well. As it is little more than passing trouble.”

      His mother often spoke in riddles, and this was a riddle. “How long do these trees live?”

      She crouched down in front of the trunk, and she ran her hands along the surface of it. “I suppose if you were to cut this down, you could count the rings and see how old it was, but then if you were to do so, you would destroy the tree. You can look at the width and guess at it, but even that isn’t always accurate. Many of these trees grow rapidly, while others grow more slowly. It depends upon the conditions around them.” She stood, straightening and turning and clasping him on the shoulder. “Much like my boys.”

      “Are you saying that I should be more patient?”

      When he was ten, he had resented that he was not nearly the same size as Albion. Ty had always felt as if he had been small, but his mother had never made much of it.

      “Oh, Tydornen, you have nothing to fear. You are what you are meant to be. Much like these trees are what they are meant to be. And it’s why you are here, in a place like this, where you can grow and feel the energy of such a place.” She closed her eyes, and Ty followed her guidance, closing his as well.

      The ground trembled once more.

      His eyes snapped open, and he looked over to his mother. “Did you know that it was going to do that?”

      “How could I have known? But this is a place powerful with the Flame.” She sighed, breathing in deeply. “Which is why you will find many such dragon relics here.”

      She winked at him again and started through the trees, leaving Ty to follow her the way that he so often did. He chased after her, looking for answers, hoping that he might find something, and not sure whether she would share with him. They stopped near a particularly jagged slope, and she tipped her head to the side somewhat strangely, breathing deeply. “There is one near.” She scrambled up the rock, moving more quickly than Ty could, though he was young, and his legs didn’t carry him as quickly as his mother’s did. When he caught up to her, he found her near a small cave. It was barely up to his waist, so it was much lower for his mother, but she was halfway in it, lying on her belly, squirming inside. For a moment, Ty thought that he had caught a glimpse of light, but then it faded. It must’ve been his imagination. She held onto an enormous dragon relic when she withdrew from the cave.

      “How did you find that?”

      “You just have to know how to look,” she said, grinning at him. “And this one wanted to be found.”

      “What will you do with it?” Ty looked at the relic. It was larger than many, though he didn’t know why some of the relics were one size versus another. It was all black, like every single dragon relic that he never found, and yet this one had a bit of warmth to it. Probably because it had been in the cave. It might’ve been closer to the volcano and closer to the heat of Ishantil. Perhaps that was all it was.

      “The same as I do with all of them, Tydornen. We will keep them safe.”

      Even at that age, Ty had known that dragon relics had value. He had heard her going to Bingham, talking about what they could be sold for.

      “You aren’t going to sell this one?”

      “Oh, some should be sold, otherwise questions get asked, but others need to stay where they belong.” She looked at it, and she ran her hands along the surface of the rock before straightening. “This one will stay with us.”

      “Where?”

      She tapped the side of her nose and winked at him again. “I know just the place.”

      Ty never learned that place. She had taken the relics and stored them somewhere, at least so she claimed. In hindsight, he wondered if he should have questioned more. But that memory revealed something else to him. The way that his mother had looked at that dragon relic had been warm as if she had known the dragon that had gone into that vessel. Perhaps she had.

      And she had alluded to other things at that time. She had made it clear that she was willing to stay near the Flame. And she had done it for him. For Albion. For their family. Her staying near the Flame had allowed them to live.

      It had allowed her to live.

      But what had changed?

      He didn’t know, and short of his father telling him, something that Ty increasingly thought was unlikely, the only way that he would learn would be by restoring her through the Flame, something that he did not think he could do, regardless of how others saw him as the possible Manifestation of the Flame.

      Or he could get answers from the king. Ty didn’t know if that was possible, either. Maybe he could.

      When a faint glowing caught his attention, he looked up.

      At first, he thought it was something from his memory, the dragon relic that his mother had pulled out of the cave, the place that Ty had never visited again, he realized, or that it was simply his mind glittering with thoughts, but he saw it. Something was moving across the palace lawn.

      Not just something. There were wings. Glowing wings.

      Which meant the king was out.
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      Now was Ty’s chance. If the king was out of the palace grounds, then he needed to use that as an opportunity to go to him and ask him the questions that he wanted answered before venturing out on the mission for him. Some of them were about his mother, but the answers he needed were more about what the king knew about the Lothinal curse. Why had his mother held out?

      And how long could he hold out?

      Bingham didn’t know. Even if he did, Ty wasn’t sure the Bingham would share anything with him, as Bingham had his selfish reasons to keep things from him. But at this point, he wondered. Maybe the king would share something with him.

      He had certainly summoned Ty once, why not talk to him again? It was time for him to dig. He deserved the chance to know what the king wanted from him and what he expected of Ty serving as his Tecal. Maybe the king was out in the garden because he knew Ty was here.

      Or it was merely a coincidence.

      This might not be the right way, anyway. It might be better for him to go back to Bingham, or better yet, to Gayal and ask questions. Even if he went to Gayal, though, would he learn anything? What would Gayal know? She had grown up as a Tecal and believed in her obligation to serve the king. Ty had grown up on the slopes of Ishantil, raised by a dragon in human form.

      The thought brought a smile to him.

      The winds moved. It was the only thing he could see, glowing above the wall, and Ty found himself following it. Maybe that was a mistake. He didn’t know how the king might react if he were to learn Ty was out there following him. Not well, he suspected. Then again, he had asked Ty to help him, so perhaps the king anticipated that he would come back to the palace.

      Smoke swirled around him. Fezel was active, creating a heat that built within him.

      “What is it?” Ty asked the dragon.

      Heat and energy continued to build. Fezel seemed as if he strained to escape from Ty. Ty grasped at his connection to the smoke dragon, but it started to form a film around him. Once inside the cloud of smoke, he found a dragon face looking at him. Fezel never took on shapes like this. He rarely even took on much of a form other than the smoke. In this case, there was a long dragon snout, and he could almost see a reflection of teeth in the dragon’s mouth, pale eyes, and the faint glowing that connected Fezel to the Flame.

      The dragon squeezed.

      It was almost as if Fezel were trying to tighten something around him and attack. That wasn’t what the dragon would do.

      No. Not attack. Conceal.

      Would Fezel want to hide him from the king?

      Why would the king even care? The king had no reason to worry about Ty’s presence here in the yard. For that matter, the only thing the king cared about was whether Ty did what he asked. He was a Tecal serving him. Knowing what he did of the king and the fates he would face eventually, Ty even agreed with what the king asked of him. Find someone who could replace him. And if the king believed that he needed an heir, who was Ty to argue otherwise?

      “You’re trying to tell me something. I don’t know what it is, but I need for you to spell it out.”

      The dragon swirled. There was a strangeness within it. There was one other time that he had felt something like that, and that was when he had traveled with Fezel. The smoke wrapped tighter and attempted to slide him.

      He had an option to resist. If he did, he doubted that he would travel, but Fezel seemed intent on sharing something with him. Why not listen? The dragon obviously had something he wanted Ty to know, and if that were the case, perhaps he should pay attention to it so that he could be ready for it.

      “Show me.”

      The dragon constricted again, and this time there was a shifting feeling as if everything slid, followed by a sense of movement.

      Fezel guided him.

      It left him marveling at Fezel’s power and surprised at the idea that Dorian and Gayal might feel that the dragons were mindless creatures. How could they feel that way even though they were bonded? Ty had never felt bad about Fezel. Even before he had known his name, he had felt the power of the smoke dragon and recognized that he was far more potent than just some mindless creature that gave him a cloak. He had recognized the power within the dragon, and now he could feel it bubbling within him.

      Or maybe Fezel was unique.

      They moved steadily.

      It seemed as if it were little more than wisps of smoke that drifted, carried on the wind, a warm breeze that lifted him higher and higher. He didn’t fear how the dragon held onto them, but he also didn’t have any control over it the way that Gayal and Dorian spoke about in their travels with dragons.

      When things began to shift again, it seemed like they were landing. Smoke swirled around him, making it difficult to know what was there. Fezel constricted. And then the smoke cleared.

      He was outside of the city. Far from the city. There were no lights, but there were mountains nearby. A pool of lava off in the distance illuminated the night. Ty headed toward it, moving carefully. Heat radiated from that lava as it bubbled, and there was a bit of steam that drifted above the surface. Fezel still wrapped him in shadows, but even within those shadows, Ty noticed something.

      Wings. A tail. And the distinct features of the king.

      Fezel had brought him after the king?

      “Why here?” Ty whispered, trying to keep his voice quiet against the darkness so that he didn’t draw the attention of the king. He didn’t need the king to know that he had followed him. Even if he told the king that the dragon had brought him here, he doubted that the king would accept that answer.

      Fezel swirled again and then squeezed.

      What did that mean?

      Ty wished there was a way for him to speak to the dragon, or better yet, wait for the dragon to speak to him, but all he had was that occasional squeezing, and then nothing else.

      Could Fezel spell it out?

      When he had done that before, it had worked to help Ty know what he wanted from him, but in this case, he didn’t know if it would make a difference. Perhaps it would, or maybe it would change nothing.

      Fezel slowly drifted outward, spreading across the ground. Toward the lava.

      Ty followed. He was moving carefully.

      The king lurched forward. In his partial dragon form, with his wings stretched out, his tail dragged behind him. He was making his way toward the lava but doing so in a strange, staggering sort of gait.

      Smoke swirled around Ty, could the barrier conceal him? Even from the king?

      But the king didn’t even look in his direction. He stopped at the pool of lava, leaned down, and stared into the depths of it. Ty found himself drawn forward. He wasn’t sure how much of it was him walking and how much came from Fezel guiding him. Either way, as he headed toward him, the smoke created a layer of protection around him.

      The closer he got to the king, the more he began to feel heat and energy coming off the lava pool. Something to it reminded him of Ishantil, but not entirely. Maybe it was because the king was there, standing hunched over, fiery wings practically dripping into the lava, though Ty wasn’t sure. The king was part dragon, and he might be able to draw upon the power of the Flame, and in doing so…

      His tail drifted into the lava. It touched it. Where it touched, steam began to rise, forming a darkened shape of the tail. Would the same thing happen if the king placed all of himself into the lava?

      A part of Ty was tempted to jump forward, thinking he needed to help the king, but he doubted this was the first time the king came here. It seemed as if he had a purpose here.

      Why this place?

      The king moved his wings forward. They stretched upward, as if arcing high over his head, and then wrapped around him and pressed behind his back. Other than that, Ty could see nothing.

      Curiosity overcame Ty. Zara had told him what it was like when she needed to draw upon the power of the Flame, and he had seen how she had been powered by it when she had used the steam fields to draw upon that potential to strengthen herself. Still, she hadn’t touched the Flame. What was the king doing?

      Fezel swirled around Ty as if the smoke were trying to offer him some answers, but even as that happened, Ty didn’t find anything.

      Then the king shifted.

      It happened quickly. The lumbering form of the partial dragon that he had seen changed, taking on the shape of a full dragon in little more than a blink of an eye. He had been standing next to the lava pool, half shifted into dragon form, with wings and a tail, and then he was only dragon.

      He was crouched at the edge of the lava pool. He had black scales, and they rippled in the darkness, the light of the lava pool reflecting from them. Black leathery wings had replaced his glowing wings. His tail stretched out, looping around him. It stretched even farther than his fiery form had. He crawled forward, slithering until he flopped into the lava pool.

      Ty didn’t dare move.

      He felt as if he were observing some private event. It was like watching someone take a bath. Like watching lovers together. Steam radiated around the top of the lava pool, swirling around the disturbance from the king resting in it, but nothing else.

      He should not be here.

      This had to have been how the king had survived all those years. It was strange for him to have done it, but he connected to the Flame by coming here.

      He focused on Fezel. There was energy coming from him, but it was faint. The dragon was there, almost as if the dragon didn’t want him to question.

      “Why here?” Ty kept his voice low and, in a whisper, and wrapped as he was around the smoke, with Fezel swirling, he doubted that anyone would hear him, and certainly not the king who was lying in the lava pool.

      But still, there was something odd about being here.

      “What is it?”

      There was no response other than a faint constriction of power around him as if Fezel attempted to keep him from moving.

      As he focused on that squeeze, he began to feel something almost vibrating from the dragon, as if he were trying to draw something out of Ty. Did he attempt to try to call Ishantil? Ty had felt that before, and he recognized that the dragon felt a connection to Ishantil in a way that Ty did not. He used the conduit of Ty to reach for even more power. Then the vibration started to fade.

      Smoke still swirled, and then he saw something.

      The king was no longer in the lava pool.

      He was on the edge of it, and surprisingly, he was no longer alone.

      There were three others.

      The king didn’t shift into his human form. Ty felt as if he needed to go to him, to offer some help, but this was the king.

      “Is this what you wanted me to see?”

      But why?

      Then a strange energy lashed at the king. The ground rumbled. The king staggered before flashing with a bright light. He surged, burning with a bright intensity, and it raged through the nearest of the figures.

      Lothinal.

      Ty would bet anything that was what was here, only why would the king have come to face Lothinal on his own?

      Because the Dragon Touched weren’t enough. The Tecal weren’t enough. Not against Lothinal magic.

      This was why he wanted Ty to find more dragons.

      Another attack struck, and once again, the king did the same thing as he had before. Ty realized that the king had his tail dipping into the lava pool, radiating power through him. It was almost as if the king touched upon the Flame for him to attack. How had he known that Lothinal would be here?

      Had Fezel?

      That had to be what this was. There had to have been some power here that had drawn the king, and he had used the lava pool for him to recover. But why wouldn’t Fezel let him help?

      “We can give him our assistance,” Ty whispered.

      He would’ve expected the smoke dragon to have responded in a way that would allow them to assist, but instead, Fezel continued to squeeze, swirling around Ty in such a way that held him in place. Fezel didn’t want him to help the king. Why not? The smoke dragon had a protective instinct, as Ty had felt many times before, but in this case, it didn’t seem as if the protective instinct extended out to the king. It was almost as if he were holding onto it for himself.

      He was waiting.

      But waiting for what.

      Waiting on Ty?

      No. He was waiting to see with the king would do.

      The power burst again, and this time, the last of the attackers was burned.

      The attack was so brutal and powerful that Ty could scarcely understand what it was. That was the power of the dragon in a fight. He had seen something similar when Zara had fought, though maybe he hadn’t seen it. It had been more of a feeling. In this case, he felt a simple burst of power and then nothing.

      Ty was left watching.

      The constriction from Fezel began to fade.

      But he needed more from it.

      The king stepped toward the lava pool, submerging himself once again. Steam swirled around him and then finally faded. After a moment, the king burst free of the lava pool circled high into the air, and then disappeared, little more than a glowing, fiery light against the darkness of night. Ty found himself standing and staring, wondering just what it was he had observed and not sure that he had any real answer.

      The king had come here, faced down Lothinal on his own, and then departed.

      And he had headed away. How many more Lothinal attacks had he handled on his own?

      Maybe that was the reason that Fezel wanted him to be here.

      The king was protecting the kingdom.

      Ty had started to let doubt creep in. Everything that he’d heard about his mother, about the king, and about his dragon form had meant that Ty had questioned. And that had been a mistake. The ghost king—the dragon king—had still been fighting on behalf of the kingdom, protecting them from Lothinal. Even though Lothinal had been steadily chipping away at the kingdom’s defenses, carving through Tecal, corrupting the Dragon Touched, the king kept them safe.

      What would happen if the king wasn’t there?

      The power of the Flame in the lava pool had restored him, but for how much longer?

      That had to have been what Fezel wanted him to see.

      The smoke dragon swirled inside of him, and Ty took that as agreement. There was a faint constriction, and he thought that meant the same thing, but he was no longer sure. Whatever it was, the dragon reacted.

      “We need to go,” he said.

      He had much he still needed to do, he was sure, and he had to do what the king had asked. And if they couldn’t, then the kingdom would fail. Ty wasn’t going to be the one responsible for that.

      As Fezel squeezed around him, and as he could feel that energy beginning to rage, he closed his eyes, let the power fill him, and it carried them back.
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      When Fezel caused another constriction of power, Ty was not ready.

      He had been getting ready to head to Gayal so they could follow the map the king had given him on where to find dragons, when Fezel had constricted deep inside of Ty once again. It was burning energy.

      He stopped in the middle of the street. In this part of the city, the road was empty. He was too close to the palace, and there were very few shops, and shop owners, that wanted to be as close to the palace as he was now. There were three Dragon Touched patrolling in the distance, though now that Ty had taken to dressing like one of the Tecal, he didn’t worry about the Dragon Touched coming after him. Then again, with Fezel, he didn’t have to worry about the Dragon Touched at all. And he didn’t. He had been more concerned about whether they would betray the kingdom.

      Or had been. Having seen a dozen of the Dragon Touched dead at the outskirts of the kingdom had given him a different perspective, as had seeing the king fighting. For so long, Ty had been blaming the Dragon Touched for allegiance with Roson James, but if Lothinal would attack the Dragon Touched, then perhaps he needed to reset his feelings about them.

      “What is it?” Ty whispered.

      It felt strange talking to the dragon in the middle of the city, and stranger still that he did so in the middle of the street, with no one else around him, but he needed for Fezel to share with him what he felt.

      The dragon constricted again.

      “Is this a warning, or have you detected something? Either way, I need to know.”

      With a surge of smoke that swirled around Ty, he was lifted. It was so abrupt and so sudden that he wasn’t even sure what to make of it. They shot into the air. When he had traveled with Fezel before, he had never traveled nearly this quickly and began to feel the explosion of energy carried him up and out of the city.

      Once again, to the north.

      He followed Fezel. Then again, Ty didn’t have much choice in the matter. When Fezel wanted to travel, he had to follow the dragon, as he was in control. A surge of weakness flowed through Ty before fading. It seemed like Ishantil granted some of its strength while they traveled.

      “We need to let Gayal and the other Tecal know if there’s something out here,” he said.

      Fezel faltered.

      There was no other word to describe it. As almost as if Fezel realized that by taking Ty up and away, he put Ty at increased risk, at least until they had help. And in this case, and with what they were going to face, Ty knew they needed some help. As did Fezel, it seemed.

      “How would you suggest we alert her?”

      The smoke dragon swirled around him, and then a strange swirling streamer floated away, drifting down toward the city, little more than a thin strand. It did so for just a moment before it retreated, snapping back to Ty.

      Then they were carried forward again.

      Ty wasn’t going to argue, especially as he didn’t think it would make much difference. When they came to land, it was beyond the pond where they had found Justine and where the Dragon Touched had been slaughtered.

      The landscape here was different. There were still the tall grasses, but there were strange spindly trees that grew up and around as well. The trees looked interconnected, as if one branch twisted around another, creating a fence-like barrier that stretched in front of him. Ty landed on the ground and paused, though they didn’t dare get too close. Fezel still swirled within him, creating enough energy, and enough of a connection, that he made a barrier and protection around him that offered him enough help to ensure that Ty would not suffer were there some strange attack here.

      He started toward the fence.

      Fezel swirled out from him, radiating even more away from him and creating a thicker buffer of energy.

      “What is it?” Ty asked.

      Even as he asked, he could not tell what it was that Fezel wanted to show him, only that there seemed to be something here.

      “Be careful,” a voice said from behind him.

      Ty spun, and he saw a bloodied older man approaching. He had graying hair that hung down to his shoulders and a thick, leather reappearing cloak that draped from him.

      “Who are you?” Ty asked, too startled to ask anything else.

      “Russell Owens, one of the king’s Tecal. Much like yourself, it would seem.” He wrinkled his brow as he frowned well regarding Ty. “Though you are a new recruit.”

      “We haven’t met,” Ty said.

      “I’ve been busy in Lothinal for the last few years.”

      “Years?”

      Russell shrugged. “I can conceal myself.” He paused, and the cloak began to shift, spreading outward, rippling so that he looked much like a tree, then like a boulder, and then like a building.

      “What kind of a dragon is that?”

      Russell looked down at himself before running his hands up and down his body and shrugging. “To be honest, I don’t know. I’ve been connected to this dragon for quite some time.”

      “Do you know what’s happening here?” Ty turned his attention back to the fence. “My dragon brought me out here. He feels something is amiss.”

      Russell started to smile. “Your dragon brought you here?”

      “He felt something.”

      “Well then, then perhaps your dragon can share with us what is here.”

      “That’s just it,” Ty said. “I don’t know. Something is here. We’ve been dealing with Lothinal attacks…”

      He swept his gaze all around and continued to look for any answer he might find, but there was nothing.

      Fezel had gone quiet, as well. That wasn’t entirely surprising. When it came to things like this, Fezel would often go silent, especially now that he had brought Ty to where he thought he needed to be.

      Russell approached the fence, and the cloak around him shifted, swirling up his arms, and then he grabbed for the branch, yanking on it and jerking a few times before turning back to Ty. “Do you see this? This is how they have thought to attack us. This continues to move.”

      “It’s doing what?”

      “The border shifts. At least, this aspect of the border. It’s tied to whatever power they possess.” He turned, looking back. “In time, the border will continue to move and shift, and I fear that it will progress to our land in full. When that happens….” He shrugged. “We are not strong enough to resist.”

      That had to be why the king had left the city. That was what he needed dragons for.

      “Why is it moving now?”

      “The Tecal are weakened.”

      “There has to be more of a reason than that,” Ty said.

      “Is there? Not that I’ve seen. Lothinal wants nothing more than our lands.”

      He started to turn back when he noticed a dark shadow swirling in the sky.

      Russell followed the direction of his gaze. His brow wrinkled. “Gayal,” he said, his voice an irritated drawl.

      “You don’t care for her?”

      “Oh, she is fine enough.”

      Gayal dropped the ground, and she frowned at Russell before turning her attention to Ty. “What are you doing out here?”

      “The dragon brought me out here,” he said. He had almost said Fezel by name but given that he wasn’t sure what to make of Russell, Ty did not want to reveal the depths of his connection to his dragon, nor did he want to say anything more that might make Russell question. “And now Russell tells me that Lothinal is moving the border.”

      “The border has been moving for generations,” she said.

      “Not like this,” Russell snapped. He seemed to take a moment to settle himself, and then he turned and looked over to Ty. “And you’re still a trainee. You don’t know what it’s like to face Lothinal. You can’t know the pain of dealing with those bastards.”

      “I know,” Ty said, his voice soft. “I’m the reason Roson James is dead.”

      He shot Ty a look, then looked to Gayal. “Am I supposed to know who this is?”

      “You’ve been away for too long,” Gayal said. She kept her voice measured, clipped, and turned toward the fence. Could this have been what Fezel had been trying to warn him about?

      Maybe this was what the Dragon Touched, and the other Tecal had been investigating. If so, why wouldn’t Gayal have brought him out here?

      Unless she hadn’t known.

      She had said this was an unclaimed land. With that being the case, it wouldn’t surprise Ty to know that she wouldn’t know the truth. She might not even realize that the border had been moving. Having defeated Lothinal, they would have believed that they had pushed them away.

      Only they hadn’t. Not really. They had only delayed the attack.

      “Roson James is a Lothinal operative who infiltrated the Dragon Touched and began to command them in an attack against the kingdom. Were it not for Ty, he would’ve succeeded. In the king would have been sacrificed.”

      Russell turned slowly toward Ty, hands still at his sides, the strange leathery connection flowing down his arms onto his hands, making him look almost like a dragon himself.

      For a moment, Ty wondered if Russell might be a dragon. If so, maybe the king would need to know, but as he looked at him, saw his faint glowing connection to the Flame, he realized that was not the case. Tecal, but that was it.

      “Is that so? Then maybe I must apologize to you. We haven’t had many new Tecal of much use lately.” He shot Gayal a look before turning back to Ty. “Sounds like we have someone useful. Well, I need to go and alert the king that Lothinal continues to move.”

      “I’m sure the king is not taking any visitors,” she said.

      “He’ll take me.” Russell turned to Ty. “Don’t listen to her. Now when it comes to things like that. You serve well enough, you’ll get into his good graces and even get a chance to meet him.”

      “I’ve met him,” Ty said.

      This caused an even greater reaction within Russell. It was almost as if he was more surprised by that and anything else that Ty had said. “You’ve met the king? As a trainee?”

      “He did save his life,” she said.

      “If the others were doing what they were supposed to, he probably wouldn’t have needed to. Ever since Dorian—”

      “Do not talk about him,” Gayal said. Her shadows swirled for a moment.

      Russell snorted. “Look at you. Thinking that your little shadow friend is going to do anything. Do you think we should have a little challenge? I’d be more than happy to demonstrate what a real dragon can do.”

      “I’m well aware of what a real dragon can do,” Gayal said, her voice soft. “And if you’d like to see it, then perhaps you would look to Ty.”

      He stiffened. What was she doing?

      “Is that right? What kind of dragon does he have? We had too many shadow and wind and stone dragons lately. Even water, though that can’t do much. That girl barely gets a real assignment.”

      “Careful,” Gayal warned.

      Russell snorted again. “I forget. The two of you are old friends. I wonder how she’s doing these days. Probably still sniffing along the border, waiting for any word of incursion, and—”

      “She’s dead,” Ty said. “We found her near upon not far from here. Along with a little more than a dozen Dragon Touched. Lothinal.”

      Russell regarded Ty. “Is that right?”

      “Had we word that Lothinal was moving the border, maybe we could have moved more here,” she said.

      “And maybe it wouldn’t have made a difference if we had more useful dragons.” He snorted and turned over to Ty. “I’ll give the king your greetings.”

      With that, it seemed almost as if the leathery form began to shift, extending out from him and creating something akin to wings. He was lifted and then disappeared quickly into the sky.

      Gayal let out a soft breath.

      “The two of you don’t get along,” Ty said.

      “Unfortunately, we do not.”

      “Why?”

      “Arrogance, for one, but that’s not the only reason.” She didn’t elaborate and started forward, reaching the strange tree fence. “This is too far to the south,” she said softly. “It should not be here like this.” She looked over to him. “Did he say anything about it before I came?”

      “Only that it’s been moving.”

      “I see that,” she said. “I wonder why?”

      “Is it true? Have there been fewer Tecal to defend it?” He wanted to tell her about what he’d seen of the king, but that meant revealing the truth of the king—and if the ghost king hadn’t shared that truth with Gayal, then he shouldn’t, either.

      “That shouldn’t have anything to do with it,” she said. “But we have been shorthanded. And the Dragon Touched, with everything that they can do, have not been able to push back Lothinal, but it seems that it is more than just that.”

      Maybe it was the king.

      Ty wasn’t exactly sure how much to share with her at this point. But if the king had offered a measure of defense against Lothinal and was growing weaker, it stood to reason that Lothinal had taken this opportunity to continue to attack.

      If that were the case, then could Ty help?

      “What can we do to find more Tecal?”

      She shook her head. “Unfortunately, it’s difficult. We’ve looked for Tecal for years. We are rare enough, Ty. At something that you should come to understand. If we were more common, like the Dragon Touched, perhaps it wouldn’t be an issue.” She breathed out in a heavy sigh and held her hand up in front of the fence. “We should return. I’m sure the king will want to know. I’m going to have to report to him, and you… I would ask that you go see Dorian and let him know that Russell has returned.”

      “They don’t like each other that much?”

      “Dorian trained Russell. But no. They do not care for each other. Unfortunately, Russell may be our best hope to defeating Lothinal if they continue to move.”

      Shadows swirled around her, and she surged into the air, which left Ty standing, debating what he should do, before calling upon Fezel, letting that power swirl, and then carrying him after her.
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      Ty found Dorian outside of the city.

      It wasn’t uncommon for him to find Dorian away, and the older Tecal had a dark and expression on his brow, his face staring off into the distant north, looking as if he could see something. The hood of his cloak was stretched up over his head as if he wanted to use the shadow dragon to conceal himself. It didn’t work nearly as well as he might have wanted.

      “I thought you were to be making preparations,” Dorian said without looking in his direction.

      “Gayal is.”

      Dorian finally turned to him. Ty approached him from the city’s outskirts, knowing that Dorian was trying to reconnect with dragons.

      “You’re letting Gayal manage all of this?”

      “I’m helping her,” Ty said. “She’s the one who knows what we are to do.”

      Dorian studied him. He had seemed more uncertain ever since losing his connection to the dragons, something Ty understood all too well. If he were to lose Fezel and Ishantil, he suspected he would feel much the same. Powerless, perhaps. The dragons were the reason that he had been able to do what he had.

      “I understand the king called you.” When Ty nodded, Dorian inhaled deeply. “You should be honored.”

      There was a time when Ty thought Dorian to be the pinnacle of Tecal power. And perhaps he could be again if he could regain some connection to the dragons, but right now, he was diminished, and Ty was the one with the much greater power.

      “I’m honored. It’s just that I’m not exactly sure what he’s going to need from me. I want to do what is necessary, but I’m also not exactly sure that I can.”

      Ty might as well acknowledge that to Dorian. He would push and probably find out anyway.

      Ty could feel the energy of Fezel swirling around him, the dragon draping himself around him, swirling with power. Ever since they’d gone to the lava pool the night before, Ty could feel that energy differently. There was an agitation within the dragon, and more and more, he started to feel as if Fezel was trying to say something to him, trying to convey some secret to him, but Ty couldn’t figure it out. He was too slow, in some ways, to grasp it.

      “I connect to the dragon, but I didn’t do so here in the city. And it wasn’t until I left the city that I started to understand my connection to it.”

      Dorian cocked his head to the side regarding him. “Maybe you’re right. Then again, I don’t want to give you too much credit.”

      Ty laughed softly. “What are you going to do?”

      Dorian swept his gaze around him before looking once upon the city itself. “We’ve already seen the Lothian threat throughout the city. We have known the danger with what Roson James was willing to do and how Lothinal has been. Other Tecal are trying to establish a perimeter around the city so Lothinal can’t assault us again, though I doubt they would attempt that again.”

      Ty didn’t think that likely, either, but didn’t feel as if it were his place to say that to him. Dorian had led the Tecal. Perhaps he still did, though with his diminished connection to the dragons, he was in a different position than he had been before.

      “There’s another reason I came. We encountered another Tecal outside our borders. Russell—”

      Dorian sucked in a sharp breath. “He’s returned.”

      “He has. And he’s going to the king.”

      Dorian’s shadow cloak fluttered for a moment before settling. Ty doubted that Dorian would even know that the cloak had a name. It would be no different than Gayal and how she felt about her shadow. Would he be willing to try to learn? Dorian had been attached to all his dragons for far longer than Ty had, but the duration of his attachment certainly hadn’t made him them closer.

      “Given how we serve, it should be easy to see our king,” Dorian said, looking off to the palace in the distance while clasping his hands in front of him. “When I was young, all I could think about was what it might be like to one day meet the king. He wasn’t anything like I expected. There was never any doubting this power. But now…” Dorian shook his head. “I’m not even sure what to make of him. I think he likes to be a bit of a mystery.”

      Ty wondered why that would be. And maybe he should have asked those questions before, though he had been so caught up in trying to understand his connection to the dragons, wanting to understand what that meant for him, that he had not paid any attention to the fact that it meant he had some other issues to address. He had wanted to understand the ghost king, but there was always something else going on.

      “I have always thought that rulers like having an air of mystery about them. Our king certainly does. He’s gained much from that, the stories of the ghost king.” Dorian said, shaking his head. “Others have no idea about him or what he might do because he is the ghost king.”

      “Others question whether or not he even existed,” Ty said. “When I was in Zarinth, there were always rumors about the king. Everyone said that he was powerful, but none had seen him. He was supposedly reclusive, but this was even more than just that.”

      And because of that, there was another possibility that Ty had not even considered. With rumors like those that had spread about the ghost king, rumors that said nothing about him being a dragon, he wouldn’t be known. No one could even identify him, if not because he was in the palace.

      “What was it like when his father ruled?”

      “That was before my time,” Dorian said.

      Dorian was perhaps the oldest of the Tecal. Didn’t he know the king’s father?

      “I’ve heard the stories about him, though,” Dorian went on. “He was a warrior king. It was a time when we had more issues with Lothinal. He often led the charge against them.”

      “That’s been years,” Ty said.

      “It has,” he agreed. “The last time the Lothinal made any real push into the kingdom was decades ago. The king himself led the charge, fighting them off, forcing them back, and then….”

      Ty thought he understood. Since then, the king hadn’t been seen much. He would’ve exerted himself, and he would’ve separated from the Flame long enough that it would’ve taken something out of him. And even having returned to the palace, it hadn’t been enough for him to reconnect to the flame.

      What had he seen the night before, then?

      That had to be some way for him to connect to the Flame, but what was he doing? When he had been around Zara, Ty had seen how she had connected to both the fire fields along with the steam fields. There were places of great potential for the Flame, places that created power. Those were the places that dragons were drawn. Even if they were the dragon king.

      “What did you feel when you met with him?” Dorian asked.

      “Confused,” Ty admitted.

      Dorian arched a brow. “He didn’t provide any guidance about what he wants from you?”

      “He wants us to look for sources of the Flame outside of the kingdom,” he said, patting his pocket where the map was tucked into it. Gayal had wanted to take the map from him but seeing as how the king himself given it to Ty, he had felt an obligation to keep it. At least at first. “But we’ve been drawn to deal with Lothinal attacks. They’ve been moving.”

      “They’re always moving.”

      “You don’t think I need to worry about Lothinal?”

      Dorian waved a hand. “You need to do what your king asks of you, though it seems to me that it’s unusual for him to send an untrained Tecal out of the city on something that might be important.” Dorian watched him for a moment.

      “I’m not so sure that I’m just an untrained Tecal,” he said. “I have helped the kingdom a few times now, haven’t I?”

      Dorian frowned. “I suppose that you have. Do you believe the stories about you?”

      The way that he said it suggested to Ty that Dorian was irritated with him.

      “If you’re asking if I believe myself to be the Manifestation of the Flame, the answer is not anymore. I think that I have a Tecal ability, and I’ve connected to a dragon, but that’s it.” Even that seemed impossible at one point. He had the Tecal ability, and he was connected to a dragon. Both of which should be amazing to him. But he had done much more than that.

      “I suppose you have done more than most who were at your position.”

      “That’s all you want to give me?”

      “I think that I’m giving you plenty of credit.”

      Ty snorted. “I have been important.”

      “And I never said that you are not. The Flame will guide you.”

      Shadow began to swirl around him, stretching away.

      “What is he doing, Fezel?”

      Dorian frowned at him. “Fezel?”

      “Didn’t Gayal tell you? It’s the dragon’s name.”

      “I suppose I haven’t had an opportunity to talk to her in some time. Ever since you’ve been summoned to the king, I have been preoccupied. But then, I wonder if there’s more of a reason behind her keeping things from me. Not that she would ever acknowledge it, mind you.” He started to smile. “There has been someone from her family who has served the king for generations.”

      He wasn’t terribly surprised by that. Gayal had made a point of telling him that she had served the way that her family had as if that somehow mattered to him.

      And if she had a line of people who had served the king, did that mean that at some point, someone within her family had descended from dragons?

      Maybe the Tecal were all descended from dragons.

      It raised questions for him, but unfortunately, Ty didn’t have any answers. Perhaps if Zara were here, she might have some answers for him, but then again, he began to question whether she had the answers he thought he might need. She wasn’t from the kingdom.

      “How is it that you learned the dragon’s name?”

      “He told me.” Ty focused on Fezel and the connection he felt and wondered if perhaps the dragon would stay connected to him. But even as he concentrated, feeling for the dragon’s energy, he wasn’t exactly sure if the dragon would answer.

      He braced himself, recognizing the heat within him, and then whispered to the dragon. “I need you to help me,” he whispered.

      Fezel was there, and there was a burning, a sense of energy, but that was all.

      “It seems as if the dragon doesn’t want to make himself aware for me now,” he said, shaking his head, trying to feel for the dragon. “Which I feel I need to give everything everyone keeps claiming about me.”

      “I had heard stories about the prophecy of the Manifestation,” Dorian said, and he shrugged. “They probably don’t call it a prophecy, but what else could it be? Some believe that a person of power is foretold, which strikes me as prophecy. And it strikes me as something that someone would need to have a way of looking into the Flame for them to identify.”

      “Maybe the priests,” Ty said.

      He shrugged. “Maybe the priests. Then again, I don’t have all the answers. After losing my connection to the dragons, I am starting to question whether I need another approach. It is difficult.”

      This was not a side of Dorian Ty had ever expected to see. It was strange to see him like this, almost morose.

      “Talk to your dragon, then. You might learn something. I know that Gayal did. She didn’t expect her dragon answer.”

      “How can you be so sure that it was the dragon answering?”

      “How can you be so sure that you are the one in control of the connection that you have with the dragon?”

      Dorian smirked. “I suppose that is true enough. I don’t know. And to be honest, I don’t think that it matters. As long as the dragon does what I need it to do. That is enough.”

      That wasn’t enough for Ty, but he wasn’t going to argue with Dorian about that. “Just talk to your dragon. Eventually, he might answer you.” Finally, the smoke began to swirl away from Ty, and Fezel appeared, a wisp of smoke appearing as if he wanted to take on something of dragon form. “Unfortunately, other than spelling his name, he doesn’t have any way of speaking to me. I wish that he did.”

      Dorian shook his head, and there was a faint swirling of the shadow cloak. “We’ve known the dragons for a long time, but there is no way to communicate with them. We direct.”

      “Do you believe the dragons have intelligence?”

      Dorian looked over to him, frowning. “I believe they have some measure of intelligence. If they didn’t, we wouldn’t have a connection with them.”

      “If they are intelligent creatures, then don’t you think it’s possible that we could have a way of talking to them?”

      Dorian regarded his shadow cloak. Ty had rarely managed to convince Fezel to form a cloak for him. He had provided a measure of protection many times and had shielded him often, but a cloak was something else. It seemed almost less personal than the connection that Ty had with Fezel. With him and the way that smoke swirled inside of him, he felt as if he had a greater bond.

      “I suppose they must. You have given me something to think about. You are most troublesome, Tydornen. I can see how Gayal is drawn to you.”

      Ty frowned. “She was?”

      Dorian shrugged again. “She told me about when she first found you in Zarinth. She knew you were responsible for what happened there, but when you presented yourself as the Dragon Thief, she used that as an opportunity. There was much taking place in that city, and she needed somebody who could help her connect in ways that she didn’t have. I must admit that I wasn’t quite as convinced that she was, but she has always known things.”

      “I think we used each other,” he muttered. He looked up. At least he understood Gayal, though that had never been in doubt, he suspected. He had always known that she was motivated by her desire to serve the throne. “I do think you should try to speak to your dragon. You may learn something that you didn’t know before.”

      Dorian was quiet for a few moments. “I have.”

      The admission surprised him. “What?”

      “When I first connected to them, before all of this, I thought that maybe I might learn something from the dragon. I didn’t know whether the dragon would answer me, but I thought it was worthwhile to try. And now…” He shrugged. “Perhaps there is a connection there, and perhaps the dragon can speak to me, but he’s never answered.” The shadow cloak fluttered again. “Maybe he doesn’t like me.”

      Ty smiled again. “Why are you so convinced that the dragon is a male?”

      He had laughed at Gayal and her belief of the same thing, only to learn that Asarra was a female dragon. The part of all this that Ty didn’t understand was the role the dragons played for them. They were different than traditional dragons. They were different than Zara and the king. But how were they all connected?

      “I haven’t given it much thought. Maybe the shadow is a female.” He frowned. “Perhaps that’s why the dragon is mad at me.”

      “I could ask if you’d like.”

      Dorian considered for a moment before shaking his head. “I don’t think that I would. I would prefer to learn this on my own if there is such a thing.”

      Fezel swirled around Ty for a moment again, taking on features of his face before fading. “I do think they borrow from our connection to the Flame. I’m still trying to figure out how these dragons are connected to other dragons.”

      “We’ve wondered that for a long time,” Dorian said. “There were some who thought that they were just another manifestation of the Flame, but over time, we began to realize that they were a unique entity. Not like the dragons of old, and not like the dragons the king managed to hatch, but something else altogether.”

      Something else. Just like the king and Zara.

      What if these were like the king and Zara?

      But why would they have taken on this form?

      He thought about the dragon relics, the vessels that they had used, and wondered if there was some relation there, but if so, it was not one that Ty understood.

      “If Lothinal is moving, I will need to go to the king, as well. Especially if Russell has returned, much as I might despise it.” Dorian regarded him again, and once more, the shadow cloak swirled around him like it was trying to gain a particular position. Was Dorian in control of the dragon, or at this point, was the dragon in control of him? The shadow dragon was the only one to have remained connected to Dorian. That had to matter, in some way. Ty wasn’t exactly sure what the connection was or why that dragon remained connected to him, only that it had been the shadow that had continued to serve Dorian. “I must admit that I wasn’t exactly sure that you could be trusted. You have only served the kingdom for a little while. What would drive you to remain loyal?”

      What, indeed?

      The king, though. The fact that the king was a dragon, much like Ty’s mother. That had to be the reason for him. That had to be the only reason. It certainly was the only one that mattered to him.

      If he could prevent Lothinal from continuing their attack, and if he could somehow buy enough time to help the king, and maybe even Zara, it was possible that he would one day be able to help other dragons, even if he hadn’t been able to help his mother.

      “I have my reasons.”

      Dorian stared at him for another moment and then nodded. “Do what you must, Tydornen. Serve how you must. But know that the kingdom depends upon you doing what the king asks of you. And now I will need to do what my king ask of me.”

      “It’s more than just the kingdom,” Ty said softly.

      Dorian frowned, but Ty didn’t elaborate. He didn’t need to go into anything more about the Flame or how he wasn’t the Manifestation of the Flame or the dragons. Instead, he headed toward the city, leaving Dorian alone.

      In the distance, he noticed movement. There was a faint glowing, something distinct, the power that suggested a connection to the Flame. He knew what it was.

      In the distance, there was another dragon.
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      Ty hurried along the road toward the city, trying to get there before Albion and Zara managed to do so, but they were moving quickly. Not by foot, otherwise, he would have been able to catch them by now, though Ty wondered why they wouldn’t travel by foot.

      He followed the glowing light coming from Zara’s wings, the unmistakable sign of her dragon magic. Though he approached her, he didn’t see anything from Zara that suggested that she knew Ty was following.

      He reached the city.

      Usually, Ty wouldn’t be able to follow someone in this city quite as well as he did without staying close to them, but this was Zara, and he could see her light. Her wings were the most obvious thing to follow. But another connection was much fainter and less evident to him. It was not her wings but a different sort of power that he detected coming from her.

      Ty swept through the crowd, weaving around others, keeping his eyes focused ahead of him, and fixed on where Zara had disappeared. He thought they might be going to her home, but it didn’t seem to be the case. This wasn’t the direction to that. Could she know that she was being followed?

      He doubted it. And then another question came to him—could they be going to the palace?

      Zara was a dragon after all, and maybe the king had sent a summons to dragons now that his secret had been exposed.

      She turned again. Not the palace. Someplace else. That made sense. She probably didn’t even know about the king quite yet. Increasingly, Ty thought that Zara, Albion, and any others like her would need to know about the king.

      She turned again, and he knew where she was going. The Hatchery.

      He hurried forward. It was early in the day, and when he passed a market, it was boisterous and loud. He pushed past merchants working at their carts, yelling out to try to draw shoppers in to buy wares, and ignored that. He squeezed through the market, ducked around a corner, and then caught sight of them.

      They were on horseback or had been. Zara led the reins of another horse, and Albion was slumped forward, resting on the horse, his arms draped around it. They were dirty, the dust of the road staining their clothing, and Zara had a haunted look in her dark eyes as Ty watched.

      Ty was tempted to race over to them. It had been a while since he had seen Zara and Albion, but now he was curious. She was leading the reins of her horse. And there was only one horse. That would slow them down.

      He crept forward again. Heat bloomed within him as if Fezel recognized another dragon. Smoke started to trail outward, away from him.

      Zara turned toward him.

      There was a frown on her face as she focused on the distance, and Ty realized that Fezel had already started to wrap around him, adding a hint of his smoke and power to try to conceal him.

      It surprised him that Fezel would offer such protection from Zara. Fezel had always shown his interest in trying to protect him, had always shown that he was most concerned with ensuring his safety beyond anything else.

      Of course, his safety meant Fezel’s safety. Because he relied upon him—and perhaps upon his connection to the Flame—he was kept even safer than he would’ve been otherwise.

      Zara turned away and continued along the street.

      “Where do you think they’re going?” he asked.

      Ty had thought that they were going to the Hatchery, but as he trailed after them, it didn’t seem to be the case. They moved away from the Hatchery as if they had headed in that direction before changing their mind. They weaved, turning from one street to the next, before stopping.

      Ty remained off to the side of the road, careful not to get too close. He frowned to himself. He knew where they were. It was the back side of the Hatchery, and the massive wall that surrounded it seemed to block their entry. From here, they wouldn’t be able to do anything. What were they after?

      Finally, Zara approached the wall.

      She held her hands up, pressing them against the wall. Ty could feel the heat as it began to build from afar, radiating away from Zara and pushing toward the wall. Brightness surged around her, forming wings that flared and stretched, but only for a moment. When he had traveled with them in the fire fields and the steam fields, he had seen those wings and had known just how powerful a dragon she was.

      In this case, the surge was brief.

      Ty doubted that anybody else along the street would even notice. Even if they saw anything, they probably would have no idea that it was a dragon. All they would know was that there was a surge of heat, a flash of energy, and then nothing.

      Zara shifted.

      It was quick and sudden, but then she was on the other side of the wall. Albion remained outside.

      What was she doing?

      Ty regarded his brother for a moment, but he needed to know what Zara was after.

      He scrambled around the Hatchery and reached the door, ignoring the two guards who must have recognized him this time as they didn’t do anything to stop him, and pressed his hand up against it. He pushed through the smoke dragon, letting Fezel guide him. The door came open with a soft click.

      Ty raced inside of the Hatchery, closing the door behind him, then passed through the rows of shelves and alcoves, the dragon eggs lingering, giving off a sense of presence here, before he hurried into the yard.

      Zara was there in the center of the yard, her arms spread out wide from her body, her eyes closed, and her head tipped to the sky.

      There was something almost spiritual about the way that she stood there.

      And he understood what it was. She was connecting to the power of the Flame buried beneath the capital so that she could tap into it and gain access to some potential. Heat built all around him. It was subtle and gradual at first, but the longer that Ty stood in place, the more that he could feel that heat, and the more that he began to recognize how she called upon her power and how she intended to do something with it.

      She was trying to restore herself.

      He could feel it.

      He had seen it before, and he understood how she needed to use that power, even if he wasn’t exactly sure what it was that she did with it. But the amount of potential that flowed, the amount of connection to the Flame, was considerable. Ty didn’t need to be a dragon like her to be aware of it. Fezel told him. The smoke dragon practically trembled with that energy, building up that power as they remained in place, but there was something else that was coming along with it.

      Finally, Zara settled her arms back down, lowered her head, and started again toward the wall.

      “Zara?” Ty said.

      She spun, and when she saw Ty, her brow furrowed. “What are you doing here?”

      Ty sighed. “I saw you. I’m not exactly sure. Maybe it was the dragon.” He added that quickly, otherwise, she would probably make some comment about him being the Manifestation of the Flame, and he wanted to do all that he could head that conversation off before it got started. “I found this place when Lothinal attacked. Roson James. He came through here. I stopped him.”

      She tensed. Zara tipped her head to the side, and she looked so different when she did it like that. It was easy for him to believe she was a dragon in those moments. “You stopped it?”

      “I’m not exactly sure what they were trying to do. They were trying to tap into the potential here, but they also….” He hesitated a moment. Did she need to know that the king was like her?

      But maybe she did.

      After all, she was a dragon, and he was as well, which mattered. It might not matter as much to the king as it should, but it mattered to Ty.

      “How did you stop them?” she asked, taking a step toward him. The glowing around her had improved, but not as much as it had when they had been out in the steam fields. Had she not recovered enough? He suspected that it took time for her to replenish her connection entirely, though he had seen her do it faster than this.

      “I could feel what they were doing. There’s potential here. It’s a connection to the Flame, and I knew what they were trying to do, but I….” He shrugged. “I stopped them. Roson James. He’s gone.”

      She breathed out. “Good. We had enough trouble on the return. There were other attacks. Lothinal. It was… difficult.” She took another deep breath, and at that moment, it seemed almost as if she were trying to summon the connection that she had to this place again, but though the potential lingered—Ty could feel it through his connection to Fezel, along with Ishantil—she didn’t draw upon it the way that she had before. It was almost as if she chose not to, or she could not.

      “I thought that they might stop attacking after he was gone, but we’ve heard other reports of the same thing. They’re targeting the Tecal and Lothinal keeps moving and—”

      “I think it’s more than that,” she said softly.

      Dragons. That was what she meant.

      “The king has asked me to find help,” he said. “But how would Lothinal have known how to hunt the dragons?”

      She let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know. They never did before. They have always chased us as if they were going to find us. But they never managed to come after me specifically. This time, there were five separate attacks.”

      Five attacks. That was more than he expected, but with what he’d seen of Lothinal pushing the border, it didn’t surprise him.

      “I doubt we’re going to be safe until all of this is over,” she said. Until we can restore the connection and the Flame, I doubt there will be any way to protect my kind.” She watched him, and he hated the look in her eyes, the one that was a mixture of hope and belief. It was the same expression his brother gave him, and Ty looked away, the same way that he did when Albion looked like that.

      But maybe he could get answers.

      “How many others like you are there?”

      “Not so many as there had been. Few, in fact. We have pockets scattered all around.”

      As she said it, Ty reached for the paper the king had given him.

      Pockets of dragons?

      “For the most part, we have been cut off from the rest of the world. Lothinal, and their attacks, have made it difficult to reunite with others of our kind. Even if we could, we wouldn’t be able to do anything. We can’t stop Lothinal in their power. It’s why I came here.” She turned, sweeping her gaze around the inside of the Hatchery. “At least the king can resist the danger of Lothinal. I thought that it might be enough.”

      “I know that you want me to be the Manifestation of the Flame, but I don’t think I am. I…”

      Zara strode toward him, and she touched his arm. There was a wave of warmth. He realized a moment later that it seemed almost as if she had spread her wings around him, wrapping him in it. He wondered if she was even aware of what she did. It was like a hug that surrounded him, comforting. At that moment, Ty was reminded of how his mother had once done something similar and warmth that he had felt from her. Now he questioned whether the warmth he had known from his mother’s embrace had always been her wings wrapping him up or whether there was something else to it. Maybe it was just his mother. Either way, Zara’s touch—and her dragon hug—left him feeling a mixture of sadness and relaxation.

      “You have to be what you are,” she said, her voice soft. “Albion believes one thing, and I won’t deny that I want you to be, but I’m not going to force you into believing something that you don’t believe is possible.” She smiled, lifting her hand, and her wings pulled back at the same time, fading briefly. “But if you were the Manifestation of the Flame, you could help many.”

      “I know,” he said.

      But he wasn’t going to be able to help his mother. And unless he worked quickly, he started to wonder whether he’d even be able to help the king. The only one he still believes had enough time to save would be Zara, but how long did she have? That was the real challenge, the real question, and something that he did not know but thought he would have to find an answer to. She needed help just as well as the king needed help, and just as much as his mother had needed help.

      More so, possibly. There might still be something that could be done for her.

      “How many of your kind remain?” That would help him with the king.

      “I don’t know,” Zara said, shaking her head. “I’ve been separated from the others for so long.”

      “How many others remain in this land?”

      “Most don’t reveal themselves,” Zara said.

      “So you wouldn’t know another dragon?”

      “Not particularly.”

      Why should Ty know when there was another dragon around? Why should he see the power of the Flame so quickly when even another dragon wouldn’t see that? Why should he be aware of it when others could not?

      Ty didn’t know. And not knowing was challenging, partly because not knowing left him feeling as if they were still scrambling to try to catch up with the Lothinal and everything they might attempt against the kingdom.

      “How many do you suspect are here in the kingdom?”

      Zara regarded him, and he figured she knew why he was asking. “Not many. I’ve searched for them. They would need a place close to the Flame to thrive.”

      “Like Ishantil and the other places that we encountered.”

      She nodded. “Just like that. I have watched for others but found none. I was hoping that we might find a way to work together to keep ourselves safe. Given everything we’ve gone through, the danger of Lothinal, I think there is strength in our numbers.”

      Ty looked around the Hatchery. “What about here?”

      Zara’s wings shifted. It was faint, subtle, but he recognized it.

      “There is power here. I’m not exactly sure why. I can feel it, though. Can you?”

      “I can feel something,” I said, curious whether what she felt was the same as what he felt. It was distinct when he had battled Roson James, and he hadn’t even known what it was at the time. “It’s some part of the Flame,” he said.

      He might as well acknowledge that. She deserved that much from him.

      “I can feel something,” Zara said, shaking her head. “It’s that something that restores me, providing me with strength. Life.” She breathed in, holding her hands off to the side, and looked up at the sky. “And yet, it seems like it has changed over time. When I first came to the capital, it was more potent. I don’t know how much of this is an influence that the Lothinal have over this place and how much of this is tied to simply me.” Zara smiled sadly, and for the first time, it seemed as if she had wrinkles in the corners of her eyes.

      Ty thought about what he knew about the dragons and how they could live these long, almost impossibly long lives. That mattered, at least in some way. It was like what his mother had alluded to. She had mentioned something about trees and the age that they lived, and how time was different for them. Would it not be the same for dragons?

      She was trying to tell him something then.

      Had Zara begun to suffer?

      He wanted to know, but he wasn’t sure how to ask. He wasn’t sure how to broach the topic without coming across insultingly. Maybe she didn’t care, but he did.

      “I need to ask you a question, but I’m not sure the right way to do so.”

      She tipped her head to the side, and she smiled slightly. “Just ask, Tydornen.”

      She said his name with a familiarity that reminded him of his mother. “How long have you lived?” He felt a flush working through him. “I know dragons live a long life,” he said quickly, wanting to deflect any other questions that she might have. “And I know that my mother had lived a long life before she met my father, and it was only when she knew that her time was coming to an end that she thought that she could settle down with him.” Even that didn’t guarantee that she would’ve been at the end of her life before she had to enter her vessel. Had she anticipated growing old with his father? “I guess I’m just trying to get a sense for how long you have lived.”

      Zara smiled sadly. “I have had my share of days.”

      “Does Albion know?”

      Zara glanced over to the wall and smiled. “I never thought that I would find anybody like him. He was a surprise. Almost as if the Flame decided to give me a gift with the time that I remained.”

      Could that have been how Ty’s mother had felt? From what Bingham had said, it seemed as if maybe that was.

      “Which means your time is nearing its end,” Ty said, “which is why you’ve been pursuing the Manifestation of the Flame the way that you were.”

      “Not quite an end,” she said. “But closer than it had been before. Unfortunately. One of my kind is always chasing the end, though. We are always finding that we are closer than we would like to be.” She looked over the wall again. “Had I stayed near the Flame, perhaps I could’ve lived longer, but I think that this was worth it. My time with your brother, searching for answers, has shown me a different part of the world and a different side of things than I had ever known. I will use the time I have left with him, and I will be happy.”

      Ty took a step toward Zara. He wanted to hold her gaze, and he wanted answers, mostly because he felt as if he still didn’t understand everything. The king had ways of prolonging things, so why could not his mother? Why could Zara? His mother had gone to Ishantil to a place powerful with the Flame. She should have been able to live.

      “You still haven’t answered me. Does Albion know?”

      “Your brother knows.”

      “How long?” Ty asked.

      Zara turned. There was a faint glowing of wings for a moment, but then it retreated. It was almost as if she were trying to suppress that. “Unfortunately, one cannot know. It’s a blessing, I suspect. The Flame does not provide us with those answers, only an idea. You can start to feel things shifting when you are getting closer. At least, that’s the way that it’s been described to me.”

      Which must’ve been why his mother had gone. And might be why the king had gone.

      “Because of the curse, our kind has found our connection to the Flame has dwindled over time, leaving us weaker.”

      “Does that mean that your lives are shorter?”

      “It does.”

      Ty remembered what the king had said about the dragon guard and those who would serve the king and how their lives had been shortened, but they had been done so intentionally. They had sacrificed themselves willingly to serve the throne. He didn’t have that feeling from Zara. He wasn’t even sure that Zara had any real connection to the king. Zara didn’t even know the king was a dragon as far as he knew.

      But she knew this place had a connection to the Flame.

      Why hadn’t his mother?

      “Did you stay near the Flame your entire life?”

      “I had, but the power of the Flame has continued to dwindle and shift. Eventually, as I have said, time catches up to all of us. And my connection to the Flame started to change.”

      “What if we could find a way to bridge you to the Flame?”

      She chuckled softly. Ty wondered how long Albion would wait on the other side of the wall for her. Given that this was Albion, and he was dealing with Zara, he suspected that Albion would just keep waiting. “We have already established that you don’t believe yourself to be the Manifestation of the Flame.”

      Ty shook his head. “I don’t think that I am.”

      “Then there is nothing that you can do.”

      Ty thought about what the king had done. “What if there are other ways you can draw upon more power?”

      Her smile faded, turning sad. “It wouldn’t make a difference. All it would do would tie me to the Flame, but it would keep me from living.”

      And there it was. The reason that Ty’s mother had not done the same thing. The king chose a different path for himself, all because of the kingdom.

      “Eventually, the power of the Flame is going to call me to it, and I will have to enter my vessel and….”

      And then she would be gone. Albion would suffer. And he would take the same journey that Ty’s father had taken, hoping to find answers.

      “Don’t be sad, Tydornen. I am cursed, like all of my kind.”

      “I don’t think Albion believes you to be cursed.”

      She looked over to the wall again. “Albion does not. I do.” She sighed. “Find your father. Understand his quest. Understand Lothinal and their magic and the nature of the curse. Do what you can to work with him. Even if you aren’t the Manifestation of the Flame, you can still help. Your father and your brother both want to understand the Flame. As should you. You are connected to dragons.” Her wings arced out again, wrapping around Ty. This time, he was sure that he felt the warmth coming from them and her attempt to comfort him.

      “I can’t control my progression any more than you can control yours, Tydornen. When the Flame calls me, I must move on to the next stage in my life and enter my vessel. There will be nothing more that Albion can do, and I would not want him to waste his time chasing me. If he does, all I ask is that you help him. Be his brother.”

      As she started to transform, Ty stepped toward her. “There’s something you should know. The king… he’s like you. A dragon. And he’s looking for others to defend against Lothinal. He asked me to help.”

      She looked past him and toward the palace. “The king?” She let out a soft sigh. “That could help. You could help. Do this, Ty. Do what he asks. I will see what I can do.”

      With that, she stretched her wings and tail, transforming. It wasn’t quite like the king. When the king did it, he took on something almost solid, though he had been near a place of power with the Flame, near the lava pool. Ty suspected that added something more to it. In this case, what Ty saw was simply a fiery form of Zara’s transition. In the Hatchery, where there was a connection to the Flame, she could do so without taxing herself too much. She lifted off, hovering for a moment, magnificent and beautiful, and then disappeared. The light coming from her faded to a little more than a pale glow and then was gone.

      Ty looked around the inside of the Hatchery grounds. There was power here. He knew it. He had felt it before. Not lava like Ishantil. Not like in the steam fields. Not even the fire fields. This was different. Still connected to the Flame, but not the same.

      Which was why the king had to go elsewhere.

      Ty turned his attention to the Hatchery. He might not have any answers. Not about the dragons. At least not yet. But he could do something on behalf of the kingdom. He could help protect it. Help the king, find with the king asked of him. Fulfill that purpose. Even if he was not the Manifestation of the Flame.
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      The smoke swirled around him. The power of the smoke dragon was incredible, a surge of energy and heat that lifted him, carrying him on it, little more than a breath of wind. But he wasn’t alone.

      Ty had never traveled with anyone else while using the smoke dragon. It was a unique experience for him, and there was a considerable amount of power that came from the smoke dragon and their connection

      Ty realized that the shadow dragon mingled with smoke, and together they became something more. Perhaps something more powerful, though it was difficult for him to tell. He had a connection to smoke, while Gayal had the shadow. She traveled alongside him, and though he couldn’t see her, he could feel her.

      That wasn’t even quite right. He could feel the shadow dragon. He felt Asarra.

      Her power surged. It was almost as if she wanted him to be aware of it.

      They flew, so much as it could be called flying. He had no sense of wind or anything to suggest that the dragon was racing as quickly as he suspected it was, otherwise, just the awareness that they were moving.

      More than that, Ty didn’t even have any idea where they were traveling. If not for the sense from Fezel, he could have imagined that they were standing still. The only thing that he knew was that the dragon continued to give him some sense of power so that Ty recognized that.

      Gayal had to be guiding them. He wasn’t exactly sure what she was doing but thought it had to be her. They’d tracked the border, seeing more evidence of the strange border that Lothinal had moved, but nothing else. No other Tecal or Dragon Touched that had fallen.

      Finally, the dragon began to descend. It was steady, and they were rushing. He had no idea how much power it took for the dragon to carry them like this. They were flying, essentially, and he didn’t feel anything through his connection to the dragon, other than the fact that there was a surge that suggested to him that they were moving and now beginning their descent.

      Once they landed, the smoke cleared, and Fezel retreated into Ty. He didn’t see anything else around them as darkness and shadows swirled. When that cleared, he tipped his head, nodding to Gayal.

      “Your dragon is a little slower than Fezel,” Ty said, chuckling as he said it.

      “And faster than Russell,” she said.

      Ty hadn’t heard what the other Tecal had been doing, or whether he’d even managed to get an audience with the king. Ty had not gone back to him, though he started to wonder if the king would even see him until he succeeded with finding more dragons like him.

      A bit of shadow whipped at him, playfully, not violently.

      “It is strange for her to do that.”

      “And look at you, calling your dragon a her.”

      “I spent much time contemplating my connection to this dragon but have never even considered the possibility that I would know her name. And yet… I suppose I didn’t expect to try to speak with her, either. Perhaps that’s my mistake.”

      Asarra swirled again. The ground dropped off below, suggesting they were on some ridgeline or a mountain. It reminded him a little of where he had gone with the king when he had followed him. In the distance, snowcapped peaks stretched higher and higher, a strange place for a connection to the Flame. He didn’t feel any heat in the air, though it wasn’t as cold as he would’ve expected for the snow in the distance.

      The shadow swirled come before settling around Gayal’s shoulders like a cloak. As it did, Ty had the sense that she wasn’t in as much control over the dragon as before. Maybe by opening themselves up to the dragon and feeling that power, they lost some measure of control. He wondered why, though.

      “Dorian said something similar. He told me that he tried to talk to his dragon when he was younger, but then he stopped. I suppose I’m not surprised, as Dorian strikes me as somebody who wouldn’t necessarily have the strongest connection to the dragons.”

      “But he is the most powerful,” she said. “Or he was. At this point, I’m not so sure that we could call Dorian as powerful. Connected, perhaps, if given the opportunity.”

      That might be the case, but even with that, Ty wondered if she was just wrong. What would happen if they had to deal with another danger? Dorian had only the one dragon connected now, and because of that, wouldn’t he just be less capable? It was strange for him to think, especially when it came to someone like Dorian, but it did seem appropriate.

      Then again, Dorian had been the one to teach him. He had given Ty lessons on the dragons and had been the reason that Ty had managed to connect to his smoke dragon in the first place. Without those lessons, Ty had no idea what he would have been able to do. Perhaps he would never have managed to bridge that connection to Fezel.

      What about Ishantil, though?

      Ty had that connection on his own. He hadn’t needed Dorian to teach him how to reach it. That had come on its own. And as he thought of Ishantil, the energy bubbled deep beneath him. What if the lessons that Dorian had given him had permitted him to somehow create the conduit that had bridged him to Ishantil? Without Fezel and understanding how to connect to him, Ty wasn’t sure he would have known how to reach for that power and certainly didn’t know if the conduit would have been effective.

      Perhaps all of this was as this was meant to be.

      He found Gayal still watching him.

      Ty was the conduit, connecting himself to the Flame.

      “I’ve never learned how he had so many dragons.”

      Gayal snorted. “I could see that wasn’t what you were thinking of. At least, not entirely.”

      “Well, I’m not exactly sure what I was thinking of,” Ty said. “I was giving some thought to my connection to the dragons and whether the dragon in Ishantil was anything that I could attribute to my lessons to Dorian, though I don’t think that I can. And yet, it seems to me that maybe there were other lessons that I could have taken from it.”

      “Perhaps, or perhaps you were always meant to connect to that dragon.”

      “I like to think that I was always meant to. But I also am aware that what I have done with the dragon and my connection to it is different. As to Dorian, there have been many Tecal, or those who were likely to be Tecal, who had a connection to dragons, only they didn’t ever learn the control.”

      Ty frowned at the comment, hating the mention of control. And the way that she looked at him suggested that she knew and understood.

      “Look at me how you want, but control has always been a part of the teachings. All who have understood the dragons before have understood that a measure of control is required. Even me.” The shadow cloak fluttered again and then fell still. “And all of those from my family who came before me. We have all had a connection to the dragons, and all had to learn a measure of control.”

      “But that’s the reason there aren’t as many Tecal as you would like.”

      “But that’s not the key,” she said. “We have not had been difficulty finding those who can use the connection, it’s—”

      “it’s finding those who can have the control that you want them to,” he said.

      She frowned and then shrugged. “I suppose that is true.

      “And because of that, I am left to wonder if perhaps you might have had greater success if you would have worked with the dragons. Even just asking their names.”

      She frowned again, and then she sighed. “Who can know now. So much has changed, and I can’t say that I am the person to know what the answers are. I am a servant of the king, like my family before me. I have always served.”

      “And I’m serving now.”

      She smiled at him. “Do you miss your days on the street as a thief?”

      Ty told himself that he did not, it wouldn’t be the truth. At least, not entirely. There were times when he did miss that. As much as he claimed that he appreciated being a Tecal and having the opportunity to bond to the dragon, there was something about the simple ease of pulling a job, taking one of the dragon relics—or even a dragon remnant—and doing things like that. But that was not who he was meant to be. And perhaps in that, it was helpful for him to know that it wasn’t who she was meant to be, either. She was like him. Born just to a connection with the dragons, though he wondered if she might be better suited to it than him, even though his mother was a dragon, and he didn’t think that her parents were.

      Of course, he had been a thief who had dragon heritage. Maybe he had truly been a Dragon Thief, just like his brother.

      The thought brought a smile to him, though perhaps it shouldn’t. As he grinned, Gayal looked over at him.

      He shook his head. “It’s nothing.”

      “Are you sure? If there’s anything that you’d like to share, I’m more than happy to hear it.”

      “Oh, I’m sure that you are.” He looked around. “I don’t know what we are going to find here. The king wanted us to take this journey, but he wasn’t necessarily forthright.”

      “He is the king,” Gayal said. “And we serve at his request. That is the job of the Tecal. It has always been the job of the Tecal.”

      She didn’t say it, but he suspected she meant her family. They had been Tecal.

      “What happened to them?”

      “We have always served. Proudly, in fact. And as you know, the Tecal are something of a vanguard for the king. We serve as those who have guarded the border, ensuring the kingdom’s safety from Lothinal. But not all survive.” Her voice trailed off slightly.

      “I’m sorry.” He hadn’t even considered what had happened to her family, and now that he realized that, he felt like a fool. “How did they die?”

      “The Lothinal have always been vicious in their attack,” Gayal said. They paused near a pair of massive pine trees on either side of the path they had taken. A large boulder blocked their way, and they would have to climb up and over it. Either that, there would have to loop around. There wasn’t so much of a path here, and Ty wondered how Gayal knew precisely where they were going. They had followed the map, which had guided them here, but it had only given them a vague idea of what else they were supposed to find and nothing more. It was certainly not enough for him to know whether they were even in the right place. “My grandfather was the first in my family to have died. He was connected to two dragons.” Gayal shook her head. “Powerful. That was what they always told me. My grandfather was a powerful man. A powerful Tecal.”

      “It’s amazing that you were so aware of the dragons,” he said.

      “Aware, but not, if that makes any sense. I was aware that the dragons existed, and I was aware that there was a connection that could form, and I was aware that I had a destiny that involves understanding that power, even if I didn’t when I was younger.”

      “But you were taken in when you were very young.”

      “I was taken when my father died,” Gayal said, looking away from him.

      She hadn’t told him that before. All she had ever said was that he had been taken to learn about his power when she was young, and nothing more than that.

      “You know, I’ve been training with the Tecal, working with you, and with the others, but I guess I don’t even really know what the Tecal do. It has to be more than just chasing Roson James.”

      She smiled tightly. “In the time that I’ve served, I’ve been given many assignments. I served along the southern border, pushing back Lothinal. My connection to the shadow permitted me greater success than many others. They didn’t even know that I was there. But when we realized that we had been infiltrated, it changed everything. We had to understand why. We had to understand who.”

      “And the danger of the Lothinal magic?”

      “We’ve faced the Lothinal, but never anything quite like that. Perhaps if we had, we might’ve been better prepared. I didn’t even know such a thing existed. Put me at a disadvantage,” she said, her voice turning soft and sad.

      “I think we all were at a disadvantage,” Ty said.

      “Not you. Not entirely, Tydornen.”

      “You know, I never really enjoyed my full name. I wondered why I had a name like that. Now…” He shrugged. “My mother always called it a beautiful name. Maybe it was something connected to….”

      He almost told her about his mother’s dragon heritage before catching himself.

      “You still haven’t told me everything that we are expected to do.”

      “Regardless,” she said, shaking her head. “My service to the king kept me inside the confines of the kingdom. It was the first time that I could claim that. Always before, I had served outside of the kingdom, and always before my service had brought me beyond, pushing the Lothinal back, forcing them away.” She smiled slightly. “I never complained. It was not an easy life, but it was a solitary one. It fits some people, but not all.”

      “Does it fit you?”

      She looked over to him. “Perhaps it did.”

      “It did. Which means that it doesn’t anymore?”

      “I don’t even know,” Gayal said. “I wonder if the isolation makes it difficult for us to understand each other, and understand the dragons, and for the dragons to learn from each other.” She looked over to the smoke swirling away from y and touched upon that of Asarra. That smoke lingered, mingling with the shadows, and then retreated. “Had I stayed away, I never would’ve known about the connection to your dragon. I never would’ve known about you.”

      “But you’ve been in the kingdom long enough to have chased down power.”

      “I have chased down power,” she said. “And I have done it all on behalf of my king.”

      “What else has he asked of you?”

      “Do you think he should not ask this of me?”

      “I don’t even know,” Ty said. “I don’t even know what the king should be asking of you, only that….”

      Ty didn’t even know what to say. He had no idea whether there was anything more that there could be to say. Maybe there was nothing.

      “If you want to know what it’s like to be a Tecal, then know this. We serve the king. We serve the throne. We serve as we are asked to serve.”

      “What if you feel as if you should serve otherwise?”

      “That is not for us to decide,” she said.

      “Why not?”

      “I…”

      She trailed off, tipping her head to the side.

      Suddenly, the shadow streaked away from her as Asarra went racing up the slope. What had the dragon detected?

      “What is it?”

      Ty could feel something, though he wasn’t exactly sure what it was. Could it be a dragon? Ty wasn’t sure that he would feel it, though he thought that he would be able to see something.

      “I could feel it. I suspect that if I had been working with you more and understood what it was. I feel like… Well, I feel like I’ve been neglecting my responsibility.”

      “And it has been on us to help you understand what it means to be a Tecal. We have had a unique challenge ever since you’ve learned of your connection to the dragons.”

      “I wish I knew what all of this meant.”

      “I should have warned you,” Gayal said after a moment. “When we are out of the city like this, you will always want to have your awareness pressing away from you, always wanting to use the connection to the dragons for you to stretch yourself beyond, to test whether anything is happening at the periphery of what you can see in here.” The shadows of Asarra swirled around her, but they were stretching away, looping off into the trees before retreating and coming back to her. “In this case, use my connection to the dragon order for me to have an awareness of others. It is a faint connection, and the more that I push it out, the more that run the risk of weakening her,” she said. “But what it can do is provide me with insight. She can provide me with an understanding of what else might be out there.”

      She frowned, closing his eyes for a moment, and the shadows stirred even more. Asarra was a powerful dragon, and as she moved around, Ty was aware of how she fluttered, the movement streaking away from her before retreating.

      “This is something that you will need to do. Something to master. All it takes is to understand that you have to push out the smoke. Use it the same way that I’m using the shadows.”

      “The dragons are different,” Ty said.

      “The dragons might be different, but the way that you can use them is similar.”

      He looked down, and he focused on Fezel. “Would you do that?”

      The dragon stirred, swirling within him, and then began to swirl away, floating out and around him. Fezel created a protective barrier around him, looping in a way that would shield him.

      He looked up to Gayal. “I don’t think that Fezel wants to offer the same knowledge that your dragon does.”

      “You don’t have to give him a choice.”

      “And I won’t force him,” Ty said.

      He didn’t feel the same way that Gayal and Dorian and the other Tecal did about dragons. How could he? The more that he had come to understand Fezel, the more that he believed that the connection was meant to be there to secure both.

      And in doing so, Ty could not do anything more than what he had already done. He could not force the dragon in a way that he did not what he forced. And he could not rely upon anything else.

      He breathed out, and he nodded to Fezel. “Do what you can.”

      The dragon swirled, and then surprisingly, he drifted away, streaking along the mountains and away from him. Even as he did, Ty was aware of him, and he could still feel him out there, aware of his presence and aware of what he came across.

      “See?” Gayal said.

      “I didn’t force him,” Ty said.

      “You should be in control of where he goes and what he does.”

      “It’s not a measure of control,” Ty said, looking over. “That’s what I’ve been telling you. It’s a measure of communication and working with the dragon, getting him to understand that all I want to do is work with the dragon, to help the dragon, and to understand the dragon.”

      She sighed and shook her head. “It’s different than what I do,” she said.

      “Just because it’s different doesn’t mean that’s wrong,” Ty said.

      “I’m not saying that is wrong. And considering what you have shown me and what I’ve learned from you, regardless of what you learn for me, I can’t say that it is wrong. All I can say is that it is… Different.”

      A twinge of pressure began to build on Ty. He pointed. “There,” he said. “I feel something. I don’t that we know what it is, only that there is something out there.”

      He closed his eyes, trying to focus on Fezel, but all he was aware of was the pressure that he put upon him. He was aware of the energy he exerted and that he was out there, waiting for him.

      “How did you feel it?”

      “I don’t know. I closed my eyes, and I could feel it.”

      Ty started to get closer to the nearest pine trees, working his way along the slope until he could start climbing again. The rock here shifted beneath his boots, and he slipped a little bit but managed to catch himself before he went tumbling down the slope. The air was thick with the scent of char and something else that smelled almost foul within it.

      “I know you keep trying to get me to control the dragons, but there’s no control over it. It’s just an understanding.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to help provide you.”

      Ty started laughing before cutting it off. His voice was too loud in the quiet and solitude around him. “I’m not so sure you’ve taught me much of anything. You just told me to force the dragon out, and I didn’t do that.” Ty wasn’t even sure that he could force the dragon to do anything when it came to the smoke dragon. He could ask, as that seemed the most effective strategy with that dragon, but not force. He doubted that Fezel would be very receptive to any attempt to push too much.

      They climbed up the slope, and he could feel Fezel, the energy of the smoke dragon guiding them along the slope, leading them further from where they had been. Something about what he detected seemed necessary, though Ty couldn’t exactly tell what it was. Fezel was there, though.

      “What is it?” Ty whispered though the dragon didn’t answer. He didn’t expect the dragon to answer.

      Shadows swirled around Gayal, tendrils of darkness that streaked away. Asarra stretched away from her, the energy of her dragon slowly sweeping back and forth. Whatever was out here was far enough away that he couldn’t quite tell from where he was. Fezel seemed to be struggling with that sense, too.

      As they climbed down, Ty noticed a different sense of the air. The unpleasantness shifted, though it wasn’t the temperature. There was a bit of cold, which felt unpleasant in its way. His time growing up near the mountains of Ishantil had made him appreciate the heat, humidity, and warmth found along with a volcano. He never tolerated cold well, even before he met Fezel.

      It felt as if some energy in the air wasn’t quite right.

      He walked, he realized that it wasn’t just the energy that he detected. His dragon seemed unsettled, as well. Increasingly, Ty was more and more aware of Fezel and the dragon’s discomfort. He didn’t know why he would be so alerted to that.

      “I think we need to be careful,” Ty said, glancing back to Gayal. “I can tell there is—”

      Heat exploded, coming on suddenly before fading. Ty scrambled along the mountainside, moving as quickly as he could. Gayal stayed behind him, gliding on the shadows. Perhaps Ty should be using the smoke dragon to climb the same way, but he didn’t.

      He was scooped and lifted. Shadows swirled around them.

      “Guide us,” Gayal said.

      Ty looked over at her. “I don’t know if I can.”

      “You feel it. Whatever it is that’s here, that is the issue, isn’t it?”

      Ty nodded. Maybe that was what he needed to do.

      Maybe he could pull. He used his shared connection to Fezel, turning it into something like a tether that allowed him to draw upon that connection, pulling them forward. He let that guide them. In the distance, he felt heat and energy. It was a beacon, drawing them closer.

      “Up here,” he said to Gayal.

      They slowed, and the shadows started to part. Ty looked over, and Fezel swirled around him, slowly drifting into him. Was Fezel nervous?

      He didn’t have that sense, but there was some issue with the dragon.

      Was it just borrowing from Ty’s connection to the Flame?

      He tried not to think about what the dragon needed from him and the possibility that there was some sort of parasitic connection between the two of them, with Fezel borrowing power and energy from him, potentially weakening him. He needed to focus on what was here.

      A lava pool.

      It wasn’t the same as the one the king had gone into, but it was similar. It must have been the source of heat that he had felt, the explosion of energy that he had detected.

      And next to the lava pool was a body.
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      Gayal made a small circuit around the lava pool. It was situated in a small valley in the mountains. Rock formed a ring around it, and heat radiated up from the lava. It was almost too much for Ty to approach, but he had grown up among the mountains near Ishantil, and he had known the heat of lava before and knew how to handle it. Ty was sure they wouldn’t have been able to find it were it not for what he felt from Fezel. For his part, Fezel remained deep inside of him, buried down as if he didn’t want to emerge.

      “You felt this?” Gayal asked, finishing her circuit around the lava pool.

      The lava bubbled softly. There was a bit of energy to it, steam that rose, but it was not intolerably hot as he approached it.

      “I felt something. I don’t know if this was what it was. Maybe it was just Fezel.”

      The dragon had finally started to draw back out from him and created a barrier of smoke around him. Fezel had decided to protect him after all.

      “I don’t think this is one of the Tecal,” she said softly. “Do you think your dragon was aware of this?”

      Ty focused on Fezel. When he did, there was a faint stirring deep within him. It was times like that when he believed he could understand the depths of his connection with the dragon. “I don’t know what he felt. But I felt something.”

      He approached the lava pool. The body was draped partway in it, leaning on the slope, the lower half in the flames. The upper half was out and looked to be recently deceased.

      “Are you sure it’s not one of the Tecal?”

      “None I recognize. From what I’ve been told, all the Tecal have been called back. That’s why Russell returned. The king wants his defenses intact.”

      Fezel started to swirl away from him as if in a warning. There was a tension, like when Fezel was trying to protect him—but protect him from what?

      Maybe the heat? There was undoubtedly considerable heat around here, but he didn’t think that was the case. The lava pool? If he stepped too close, maybe that would be the reason for the dragon to offer a measure of protection, but that didn’t seem right, either.

      Whatever it was, he had the distinct sense that the dragon intended to warn him.

      “We need to be careful,” he said to Gayal. “Fezel is warning me about something. What about your dragon?”

      Gayal closed her eyes for a moment, then shook her head.

      They needed answers. He approached the fallen person.

      Ty crouched down next to them. They had long hair, and he thought it was a woman but realized it was just a long-haired man. He had a lean face, and his eyes were closed. He touched the side of his cheek, feeling the warmth radiating through him. As he probed, he could feel something off about him, though he didn’t know what it was. He was dressed in a black leather jacket, and he suspected he had matching pants, too—though his lower half was burned off.

      “Why would he have been here?” Gayal asked.

      They had come across the lava pool, and he was lying partly in it. Not burned—at least not entirely. And not Tecal. The Dragon Touched wouldn’t have come out here alone.  Which left one other question: Could he be a dragon?

      The king wanted dragons.

      Lothinal had been hunting them.

      Ty focused on Fezel. “Is this possible?”

      The dragon swirled, coming out from him, and drifted toward the fallen man before retreating once more inside of Ty without an answer.

      Ty didn’t expect an answer, but it would be nice if the dragon would have some more direct way of communicating with him. He wanted to learn from him, and even better, speak to him. Only there was no way for the dragon to speak with him.

      “How far away from where the king directed us to go are we?”

      Gayal shrugged, keeping her gaze on the fallen figure. “As far as I can tell, it shouldn’t be that far from here.”

      Could this be it?

      It was a lava pool like the one he had seen the king going into. If his purpose was in finding dragons, then why send them here?

      “How far outside of the border of the kingdom are we?”

      Gayal tipped her head up, and for a moment, shadows seemed to swirl around her, “Not far. Just outside of the kingdom. Lothinal hasn’t moved through here.”

      Yet.

      The border shifted, though.

      Ty crouched down next to the fallen man. He had to have been a dragon, didn’t he? Somebody was attempting to get into the lava pool, entering a place of power and reuniting with the Flame, much as the king had done. But this time, the lava had been too much.

      And if this was a dragon, dying in this way took away their opportunity to place his essence into a vessel. That would be the worst thing for any dragon: dying before having the chance to preserve its essence.

      Ty wished he had asked Zara about what it was like when dragons pushed themselves into vessels. Did they leave behind a body? Maybe? He didn’t think so, though. Seeing the dragons transform, he suspected they were tied to the Flame themselves and poured everything of them into the vessel.

      Ty backed up. “We need your help here,” Ty said to Fezel. “We have to see why the king wanted us to come here.”

      There was a hesitation as if Fezel didn’t want to assist him before he finally started to drift out from him, flowing and twisting, catching the breeze and swirling across the ground.

      Ty closed his eyes and could feel the undulating movement of Fezel. Out here, in this place, he could feel how he was gliding upon the wind, flowing above the surface of the ground, between scrub brush, small trees, and among the grasses. He would whisper closer to the ground and would not feel anything more every so often. Perhaps this was all he could know. He continued floating and felt nothing more. Just the connection to Fezel.

      He looked over to see Gayal doing something similar, though she had her eyes open, and she turned her head, craning her neck as Asarra flowed away from her, fingers of power drifting off the shadow dragon, stretching outward and then beyond, traveling up the slope to the mountain, and drifting in waves of dark energy.

      He wondered what the dragon would detect. Maybe there was nothing more than Asarra would find than what Fezel felt.

      It all troubled him.

      Ty still didn’t know whether he should linger here or whether they should move on to the next site. He held onto his connection to Fezel, feeling for the smoke swirling within him, and wondered if he might be able to bridge through that again and borrow Ishantil’s energy. The more he focused on that, the more he started to wonder how much control he would ever have with Ishantil. When he thought that he had some, it began to fade. He had tried to use that connection, if Fezel could help him, but it rarely worked, not since the Hatchery with Roson. Every so often, Ty was aware of that faint energy buried within him, as if it were bubbling deep beneath him, but when he strained to reach it, it didn’t work. The energy was there, but he couldn’t get it.

      He turned his attention to Fezel. “Why won’t she work with me?”

      The smoke dragon swirled within him, the way that he had begun doing when he seemed to have something to say but couldn’t say it. Then again, Ty had no idea if the smoke dragon could say anything. Maybe he was limited.

      What if it wasn’t Ishantil? What if it was just the Flame?

      No. He wasn’t the Manifestation of the Flame, regardless of what his brother liked to think. He focused on that power, holding onto energy, trying to see if he might be able to use something. It might be the Flame.

      There came a stirring.

      It was heat rather than the steady fluttering when Fezel reacted to him this time.

      That heat was there, flowing but not reacting in any way that he might be able to use.

      He found Gayal wandering along the rocks, Asarra swirling around her, shadows drifting outward. She was not saying anything, though. He didn’t know if anything needed to be said at this point. He picked his way closer to the lava pool. Maybe proximity to the heat and fire would bring about a greater connection to Ishantil.

      When he neared the lava pool, Gayal called out to him. “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to connect to the Flame.”

      She was somewhat spiritual, and he believed that she valued a connection to the Flame. Perhaps she thought that he might have one.

      She scrambled over to him. “I’m not so sure that you should get so close to it.”

      Ty glanced over his shoulder. “I’m not going to step in the lava. If that’s what you’re concerned about.” Then again, there had been a time when he had intended to reach for the lava, thinking that one or both dragons might offer him a measure of protection. They had not, at least, they had not needed to. Then again, Fezel was a protective dragon and might offer him some protection. But would it be enough against the heat of lava?

      As he got closer to the edge of the lava pool, he found Fezel floating along the ground. Smoke swirled, leaving Ty wishing that perhaps Ishantil would react in a way that would help him, much like Fezel did.

      Ever since defeating Roson James, his connection to Ishantil had not been what he had had before. He wished that it was, but every time he attempted to reach for that power, it seemed as if there was some aspect of it that didn’t work the way he thought it should.

      Then again, defeating Roson James had been mostly luck. Little more than that. There was perhaps some measure of skill, but it was mostly thanks to Fezel and Ishantil. And when it came to Roson James, he had far more experience. It had been luck. That much he believed. And if that were all it was, how did he expect to use anything more to stop him?

      Once again, Ty tried to focus on the power within him, and rather than the connection to Ishantil, Fezel drifted back to him, swirling around him.

      Fezel was the conduit. Maybe that was what he needed. He focused on the swirling of power within himself, it didn’t work. Fezel didn’t let him.

      Ty tried again, pressing deeper, and felt like he was summoning the power of the dragon as he practically begged Fezel to let him push that power deeper and deeper into himself. Why wouldn’t Fezel let him have it if the answer was there?

      “All I want to do is to feel the power of Ishantil.”

      Fezel swirled within him. In Ty’s mind, Fezel was trying to decide whether he would permit it.

      Then Ty pushed.

      This time, there was something different. It was almost as if Fezel flowed down, deeper into him, gliding downward until Ty noticed heat blooming. And within that heat was a source of great power. He could practically feel himself glowing with it.

      As he did, Gayal came closer.

      He had to be careful.

      He didn’t want to explode that heat out at her. He had no idea whether she would be put into danger by what he was doing or whether it would even make a difference. But if it did…

      The power was there, but then it faded.

      Fezel swirled again. It seemed to ease back, almost as if the dragon wanted Ty to be careful.

      He looked over to the body.

      “I don’t understand,” he muttered. There was the power of the Flame here. If there was that, then why would a dragon struggle?

      That was what it was, after all. A dragon had come here, looking to refresh themselves, much the same way that the king had done the same thing, and even with having the power of the Flame, they had not succeeded.

      Why?

      Did the king know about that? Maybe that was why he had sent them here.

      But Ty thought they needed to understand some aspect of what was going on here.

      “Have you ever seen anything like this before,” Ty asked, looking over to Gayal.

      “There are places like this scattered throughout the kingdom. Even some beyond. I don’t have much experience with those, mostly because I tended to stay within the kingdom’s borders. Others dealt with the Lothinal threat more directly.”

      “So if they did, then how did you learn of them?”

      “There are those who celebrate the Flame, Ty.”

      He smiled at her. He knew that she celebrated the Flame. It had surprised him. When they had been in Zarinth, she had gone to the temple and celebrated them along with others in a way that had suggested that she was almost as devout as any priest. Maybe that was why she had gotten along with his brother, an actual priest.

      What had I done wrong that everyone in my life is so religious?

      “I see. So the Tecal go to places like this because they want to worship.”

      “There are ways of recognizing the power of the Flame. It doesn’t always have to be about worship. It can be about understanding. Trying to recognize the connection. Nothing more than that. And some of us have done that our entire lives. I grew up near a place that was like this. Perhaps not the same, but near enough that I suspect you would have been comfortable with it.”

      “Because I grew up near Ishantil?”

      She shrugged.

      “Was there a temple?”

      “We didn’t have anything quite so formal as a temple, or priests, or anything like that. There were just those who recognized the Flame and those who chose it as a place to celebrate. I think that you would appreciate that.”

      Ty looked over. He couldn’t shake the feeling that the reason they had been sent out here was to understand these places, but maybe it was more than that. Maybe the king wanted them to test how many of them were connected to the Flame.

      But if that were the case, it was all related to how the king might believe Ty was the Manifestation of the Flame.

      And he did not care for that.

      “You don’t talk about your childhood very often.”

      “There is not much for me to say. I did not have anything particularly unique about it.”

      “Other than knowing that you were Tecal from a young age?”

      Gayal chuckled. “I suppose that would be unique for you. Most who can be Tecal are discovered early on. Most are brought before those who can help them discover a connection to the dragons.”

      “But there aren’t enough dragons.”

      “There never are,” she said softly.

      Ty had been tempted to share with her the full depths of his suspicion about the vessels and how the Tecal bonded to the essence of the dragons that were stored within them but had never really done so. He wasn’t sure whether that would reassure her or if that would only upset her. The idea that they were bonded to a creature that had once been like them—or near enough—still bothered him.

      But was that what Fezel was? Asarra? Or could they be some other manifestation of dragons? There was no reason to believe that the dragons the Tecal bonded to were like Zara and the king. Maybe they were more like the stunted and twisted dragons that the king had hatched and that Lothinal had used against the kingdom to try to poison the power of the Flame.

      “We should keep moving. The king wants us to investigate other places like this. We should be able to search most of them.”

      His gaze drifted to the body lying near the lava pool. How many more would they find? Hopefully none, but there was a part of him worried that perhaps they might uncover more than he wanted. Dragons were entering into vessels—or attempting to do so. Dragons at the end of their lives. Like Zara.

      Something was changing. Ty wasn’t sure what it was, and he didn’t know if he could, as he wasn’t a dragon and was not connected to the Flame the way they were. The Lothinal border. Dragons. What else would be changing?

      “I’m not sure what we will learn finding more of these places,” Gayal said. “We’d be better served surveilling how far Lothinal has moved, but if this is what the king wants us to…”

      Ty was tempted to tell her what he thought that might find, but as he looked over, he wasn’t sure that she would believe.

      “Let’s just look. See what we find. And if there is nothing more than this,” he said, looking to the lava pool, though his gaze swept over the fallen figure in the lava, “then we return to the king and tell him what we uncovered.”
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      Ty was tired. They'd been traveling for much of the day, and in all that time, he had stopped at almost a dozen different lava pools, all places that the king had marked. It left him thinking that these were the pockets of places that had housed dragons like Zara had said, but there was no sign of dragons at any of them.

      They had found relics. Which meant dragons had been in those places—but were no longer. Now there were nothing more than a collection of dragons sculptures. Most were much smaller than any that he’d ever found. Ty wondered what that meant for those dragons—if anything. Gayal had collected them, slipping them into her pocket despite Ty asking her to let him carry them.

      When they’d finished checking each of the places the king had asked them to search, they started to make their way back.

      “We’ve found nothing more,” he said as they stopped near one of the smallest of the lava pools that they had visited. This one was probably not all that far from the steam fields, though Ty wasn’t entirely sure. Distance didn’t matter quite as much when traveling by dragon. He wasn’t exactly sure which direction Gayal had been guiding them, only that he had felt the power and energy and had followed.

      She nodded, motioning for them to move.

      As they headed back to Carn, she slowed. It was just past the border when she stopped. The border had shifted more. Now it was within sight of the Dragon’s Jaw.

      “Lothinal,” she breathed out.

      Ty looked around. “Are we too late?”

      “Not too late, but they’re moving so fast now. Why now?”

      He glanced to the pocket where she’d placed the relics. That had to be part of the reason. How long had the dragons prevented Lothinal from moving?

      “We need to get back. The king will need us. What we’ve been doing has been a waste of time.” She sounded disgusted.

      “Not a waste,” Ty said. “What we’ve been doing might be the most important thing we could do.”

      It was time to bring Gayal into what they had been doing. She needed to know the truth.

      “There’s something I didn’t tell you, and you’re not going to like it,” he said. Gayal turned to him. “I’ve been keeping something from you.”

      The lack of shock on her face suggested that she already had known.

      “You knew.”

      “I’m not so innocent to believe that you were telling me everything. I can tell when something isn’t as it seems.”

      “What I have to tell you is hard to explain. It involves a secret of the king—”

      Gayal raised her hand, cutting him off. “If this is some secret the king wanted you to keep from me or others, then you need to do it.”

      He didn’t know if he could, though. He felt like Gayal needed to know. More than that, he felt as if he wanted her to know.

      Smoke was drifting from him, Fezel swirling, almost playfully.

      Now was the time when he had to do it. Right now, before things got out of hand.

      “What I need to tell you is difficult for me to explain. And ultimately, I might need to show you to understand what I’m talking about, but I will do my best. It’s something I learned while searching for evidence of the Lothinal and other places of the Flame.” Ty wasn’t exactly sure if he could convince her without making it too complicated. “When I went to the temple near the steam fields, I uncovered another connection to the Flame. It was like the one near Ishantil. And like one near the fire fields. And there’s another in Carn. They are important. Not just because they are powerful with the energy of the Flame, but they are important because of what they mean for the dragons.”

      Gayal watched him and then glanced to the strange interlocking branches that indicated the Lothinal border. “What does it have to do with this?”

      To her credit, she didn’t even challenge his initial assertion. “It has everything to do with what we have been doing. Dragons can take on the appearance of people.” Gayal started to smile. “I know it’s difficult to believe, and to be honest, when it first appeared to me, I couldn’t believe it. But the more I’ve learned, the more I have come to understand the truth.”

      “And how did you learn about this?” Gayal asked.

      “Through my brother’s wife. She’s one of them.”

      Gayal frowned. “I've met her. She’s not a dragon.”

      “She stays in her human form.”

      Gayal raised an eyebrow. “You do realize how this sounds.”

      “I realize exactly how it sounds,” Ty said. “And were it not true, I wouldn't tell you. By the Flame, at this point, I wish that there was some other way to explain it, but….” Ty turned. “Zara is a dragon. She can take on this form,” he said, sweeping his hand up and down, “but she would rather take on the form of the dragon.”

      “I would rather take on the form of the dragon.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. How could he tell her the truth about himself? Would Gayal even believe?

      He would get to that last. It would be the most challenging part of all of it, but it was the part that he thought that he needed to get across to him, if only for him to share what had happened and what else they might be able to uncover.

      “It's not like that,” he said. “And I don't know how to explain it in any other way other than that. Some can take the form of dragons, and when they do, they borrow power from the Flame.”

      “Okay,” she started.

      “No. Not okay. They borrow power from the Flame, but it takes quite a bit out of them. When they are closer to the power of the Flame, they can make that transformation, and they can use that power, much more effectively than they otherwise could.”

      Her brow furrowed.

      “I learned about Zara, and I thought that she might be one of the only few in the kingdom, but then I stopped Roson James.”

      “You trying to tell me that Roson James was a dragon?”

      “Roson James wasn’t, but the one he tried to capture.”

      Gayal regarded him for a long moment, understanding dawning upon her. “Roson James was trying to capture the king.”

      Ty nodded slowly. “Yes. And I saw it.”

      “What did you see? Did the king somehow change shapes and become a dragon?”

      The tone in her voice suggested how little she believed that was possible.

      “That’s not how it works. I saw his wings and his tail, though. I don’t need to see him transform to know what he is. I know this doesn’t make sense, and I don’t know how to explain it any other way than what I’ve told you. But I can see the outline of a dragon’s wings on those who can transform.”

      Gayal fell silent for a few moments, looking past him to the border. “So the king is a dragon?”

      Ty let out a heavy sigh. “Dragons like the king, and like Zara, eventually grow too weak to survive. They live a long time, but there are limits to everything. Limits to the Flame.” That elicited an arched brow from her. “And when they grow tired, they eventually pour the remaining essence of themselves into a vessel. Like the relics we’ve found near the lava pools, because before they do, they continue to access power from the Flame.”

      Gayal cocked her head to the side, frowning at him. “That's why you wanted to check out these other lava pools?”

      “The king had us looking for dragons to help fight Lothinal. I suspect the very first man we saw was a dragon.”

      “He was a man, Ty. I saw him.”

      “You saw him in his human form,” he said. “And other than that….”

      “Other than that, I saw him.”

      He had known this would be difficult, and perhaps he should have back when they were still in the kingdom, back when he still would've had an opportunity to question the king, but now he wasn't going to have that chance.

      “Maybe when we get back, we need to go to the king, and he can prove it to you. He’s been fighting Lothinal. I’ve seen that, too.”

      “We don't go to the king,” Gayal said. “The king calls us.”

      “Even with the border having shifted this much?” he asked. “Haven't you ever wondered why the king is isolated?”

      “There's no reason to question it. He is the king.”

      “Haven't you ever wondered why he has remained in the capital ever since the last time that he left?” Gayal studied him. “It's because he's close to one of the sources of the Flame. It's because that's how it feeds him.”

      “I suppose you're going to tell me that everybody in his family were also dragons.”

      “Most of them,” he said. “The sculptures inside of the palace all were once people like him.”

      “All of them? Including the throne room?”

      “There were dragon guards in the throne room,” he said.

      Gayal shook her head slowly.

      “You don't have to believe me.”

      “I'm sure you have reasons for this. Given everything that you've gone through with the Flame, it is understandable that you would have strange beliefs about the power of the Flame and that you would feel as if there were other reasons for that power, but… Ty, you have to admit that this is strange.”

      “It is strange. When I first saw Zara, I couldn't believe what she was.” He would have to take her to Zara, and she was going to prove it. “Why don't we go back to the capital. I can show you. Wouldn't you rather understand everything the king wanted from you? Wouldn't you rather know the purpose behind the task that he had for you?”

      “I suppose,” she started.

      “And until you do, don't you think that we should keep pushing?”

      She frowned at him. “Pushing?”

      “Pushing for information. Pushing for understanding.”

      “I thought that's what we were doing.”

      “We were doing with the king wanted of us.”

      “That's because we are Tecal.”

      “I'm not a Tecal. I'm learning, and I think he wanted me to keep learning, but I'm not a Tecal.”

      “But you can be,” Gayal said, joining him and standing shoulder to shoulder with him. She smelled of heat, of the fire, of the energy in the air, and Ty wanted to pull away from her, wanted to try to convince her that he wasn't insane, but at the same time, he didn't know if there was anything different that he could tell her.

      “I know what I know,” Ty said.

      “How can you be certain of it?”

      “I wasn't. And I wouldn't care quite so much, but,” Ty frowned, squeezing his eyes shut, “my mother was a dragon.”

      This wasn’t the place, but it was long overdue that he share this with Gayal.

      “I thought your mother disappeared.”

      “I thought so too. And I think what happened to her is that she poured herself into one of these vessels, much like I have told you about the other dragons.”

      “So your mother is a dragon. Your mother has disappeared because she could no longer hold her form. And your father—”

      “Was looking for a way to save her.”

      “I see.”

      “They think that by finding the Manifestation of the Flame that they will be able to offer something for the dragons. They think that by doing so, they can bridge the connection between those who are dragons and the Flame, curing them of some curse.”

      “You understand how that sounds,” he said.

      “I understand,” he said.

      “Ty—”

      “I want to prove it to you. Maybe we don’t go to the king first. We can go to Zara.”

      “To know what? What is there to know?”

      “I don't even know anymore,” Ty said. All of this was meant for him to try to ensure the safety of the kingdom, and then with the king asking for him to take an assignment, Ty felt as if he were helping, but at the same time, he didn't know if he was helping, or if he was only doing with the king wanted from him.

      It was time others helped.

      He swirled the shadows around him. Fezel seemed reluctant, almost as if he were worried about doing this, but Ty needed it. And he thought Gayal needed it.

      He looked over to her. He could see the glowing outline of Asarra. “I can see dragons,” he said. “Ever since I connected to the Flame the way that I did, I can see them. I don't know how to explain it, and I don't know what it means.”

      There was the distinct sense that she had more than just a single dragon attached to him, more than just Asarra.

      Ty wasn’t sure if that was tied to her Tecal ability or whether there was something else to it. At this point, he no longer understood. All that mattered was that she had something, and perhaps it was another dragon that she had not revealed to him, but even if it was, did that matter?

      She breathed out slowly. “I will go with you.”

      “But not because you believe me,” he said.

      “What you are saying is difficult to believe. That you are part dragon—”

      “I suspect that all who are connected to dragons are descended from dragons.” It was the gentlest way to get that across, the easiest way to tell her what he thought that he needed to, even if he wasn’t exactly sure that she would believe him.

      “I am not part dragon,” Gayal said. “Even though I can be as ferocious as one.”

      “You can reach the power of the Flame.”

      “I can reach it through a dragon.” Asarra fluttered again, shadows swirling outward from her. Ty wondered if Gayal was in charge of that or if that was Asarra trying to show her something. There were times when Fezel reacted in ways that seemed designed to get a reaction from him. “I don’t touch the power of the Flame itself. The only ones who can are—”

      “The dragons,” Ty said.

      Gayal nodded. “And not the kind of dragons we connect to do. At least, not the kind that I connect to. Your dragon, Ishantil, might be different.”

      Ty could feel Ishantil bubbling within him, a hint of the power that was there. When he focused on it, he wasn’t sure if he could draw through it or if it was him touching upon the Flame.

      “Why don’t we find Zara. Then we need to gather the Tecal,” Gayal said.

      Ty wasn’t about to argue any longer. When she held her hand out and the shadows swirled around her, Ty joined her. They were lifted into the air, smoke and shadow mixing, carrying them north.

      “What if your brother’s wife is unwilling to demonstrate what you claim?” Gayal called, speaking across the distance that stretched between them. “What will you do?”

      That was a distinct possibility. Ty didn’t know if Zara would reveal the truth to anyone. Maybe she wouldn’t. And if she didn’t, what would he do?

      “I don’t know anymore.”

      There was a feeling of movement around them, a shifting of energy, but nothing else. He waited until the dragon started to descend and could feel where Gayal guided them. He looked up. It was the Hatchery. Why had she brought them here? “I thought we were going north?” he said.

      “I didn’t choose it,” she said, and the frown on her face seemed more troubled than usual.

      “I thought you were always in control of your dragon.”

      “I always was before. Something has changed.”

      Ty looked over to the fluttering of the dragon cloak around her, the shadow that rippled. When he had first met her, he had seen the way that shadows would swirl and move, though, for the most part, he had believed that Gayal was in control of it. Perhaps she had only had a perception of control. Maybe Asarra had always had her mind about things.

      “It might be okay that things have changed.”

      “It just means that I’m not as connected to her as I was before.”

      “Or perhaps you are better connected than you ever were before.”

      Ty moved away, and he could feel the power of the Hatchery. He knew there was potential here, distinct from that which was founded Ishantil, but he wondered why the dragon would’ve guided them here. The grounds were empty.

      He focused. Was it just that the strange potential that was here felt different? He didn’t know why it was that he felt that way, only that it seemed to him that some aspect had shifted.

      “Something isn’t quite right.”

      Gayal watched him.

      It wasn’t out here, which meant that maybe it was inside of the Hatchery. He strode toward the building and then paused.

      Gayal followed him in, and then they both froze.

      “Where are the eggs?” Ty asked.

      They had been here the last time that he had been. Somebody had cleared them out.

      Why here, and why now?

      “There are few who had access to it,” Gayal said, pausing in front of one of the alcoves. “Perhaps the king has decided that they were no longer safe here. This is his collection, after all.”

      “Or maybe the Dragon Touched—”

      “You have said your piece about them. Those who remain to serve the king and the throne.”

      Ty wanted to argue, but at this point, he had said what he wanted, and anything more would only upset her. He could practically feel her annoyance radiating from her.

      “At least let’s look.”

      They strode through the rest of the Hatchery and reached the main entrance, where Fezel helped him open the door. Once outside, he saw no Dragon Touched standing guard.

      When he opened his mouth to object, Gayal waved a hand.

      “If there are no eggs, there is nothing for them to guard.”

      He nodded. She argued about everything that he might say.

      And perhaps she wasn’t wrong, which didn’t make it any better.

      “Fine. Then we will go and see Zara. Maybe you can believe me then.”

      Hopefully Zara could help him find more dragons. He worried what would happen if he couldn’t.

      “I do believe you, Ty.”

      He frowned at her. “Maybe.”

      He wasn’t exactly sure that she believed him, but at this point, he needed her to find the truth. And that was all that mattered for him. Learn the truth of the dragons, learn the truth of the king, and then maybe she could help him find more dragons before it was too late.
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      Ty paced in front of the Hatchery, Fezel swirling within him. A hint of smoke floated out of him, though it wasn’t because of him. He had no control over it. Fezel, on the other hand, seemed unconcerned about the fact that Ty was worried about what had happened in the Hatchery. Maybe it was just the king claiming the eggs, but why now? There had been other times when the eggs had been in danger. What reason would he have for bringing them away from the Hatchery now?

      “We should at least check to ensure that Lothinal has not infiltrated the city again. With as much as they’ve been moving…”

      But why push now?

      Ty didn’t have an answer. It didn’t make sense, though. Lothinal had just suffered a defeat. They shouldn’t be willing to push so hard now—unless Roson James had weakened the Dragon Touched in such a way that Lothinal knew now was the time to do so.

      “What do you feel?”

      Ty frowned. “I—”

      She raised a hand. “What do you feel? If you are concerned about Lothinal, have you detected anything?”

      “I suppose the answer would be no.”

      “Good. I don’t either. So if you don’t detect anything, it suggests that Lothinal has not infiltrated the city. Your dragon would know. The longer you connect with him, the easier it is for you to feel that connection, and the easier it is for you to know whether you have anything to fear. Check your dragon.”

      “What do you think, Fezel?”

      The smoke dragon drifted, steadily making his way out of Ty before floating away.

      Maybe that was all he needed to do. Ty hadn’t attempted to do much more, though perhaps he should have. He was Tecal, after all, and he was supposed to serve the king, which meant that he was supposed to use his connection to the dragons to do so.

      Gradually, he began to feel the energy of Fezel flowing away from him and then focused on it.

      When Lothinal had attacked before, including when Roson James had been involved, Ty had felt a strange sort of pressure around him. In this case, though he felt uncomfortable, that stemmed more from the fact that the Hatchery had been abandoned rather than from anything that happened in the city.

      Gayal was right.

      There was no sense of Lothinal here. And she had known it. She would have been testing it from the very beginning. The border might be shifting, but they hadn’t reached them yet.

      He turned his attention back to her and saw the way that Asarra was swirling around her, though it was faint, drifting in a way that suggested that she used Asarra to search already, controlling her shadow dragon so that she could get the answers that they had needed.

      “You already knew.”

      She tipped her head. “If Lothinal had attacked, I would’ve felt it. There is distinct energy to them. When you face them enough times, you begin to recognize it. The border has started to move, which increases that sensation, but that is all.”

      And here, Ty had thought that he had faced Lothinal enough times, but perhaps he had not.

      He had dealt with Lothinal and survived attacks, but what he had experienced was different. They were often coming after him, not operating around him. It made sense why she would be better at this than he was.

      He followed her back to the Hatchery. Gradually, Fezel began to drift back to him, enveloping him. There was a faint constricting of energy, though Ty wasn’t sure how to interpret that. When he had felt that constricting of power before, he thought it was Fezel trying to communicate with him, or perhaps trying to protect him, or simply trying to get his attention. Any of those could be true. Or none of them.

      “If Lothinal isn’t here, and the hatchery is not in danger, then you can come with me to meet Zara. We’ve got time before Lothinal decides to keep pushing the border. I think.” He forced a smile. “Besides, you can learn a truth that Russell doesn’t even know.”

      Gayal locked eyes with him, her shadow cloak fluttering, and then she nodded.

      They hurried through the streets. It was late enough that the city was empty. It wasn’t like Zarinth. In Zarinth, the temples called people throughout the night, which kept the streets active late, far after dark. The streets were often lined with pale glowing blue light in the capital, but there was rarely anyone out. Finding Zara and his brother shouldn’t be difficult, especially as he knew where to find their home. He meandered through the streets, passing the market square where he had first learned of Zara’s home, before moving past. He started to slow.

      Fezel was swirling again. There was a constriction of power. This time, it was distinct enough that he began to feel it flowing through him, and he recognized that there was some aspect to it that he could not control. He tried, but Fezel continued to spin inside of him. Fezel was trying to tell him something.

      “What is it?”

      Ty whispered it to the dragon, but Gayal looked over to him, her shadow suddenly surging outward. “Have you found something?”

      “I’m not exactly sure. Fezel is trying to get my attention, and I’m not sure why, only that he is agitated.”

      “Because you haven’t gained enough control over him.”

      Ty snorted. “To be honest, I’m not sure that I want to take control. I’d prefer to gain his trust, though.” He focused on Fezel. “But even that, I’m not sure that he cares too much to trust me.”

      This time, when Fezel fluttered again, he smiled. It seemed as if Fezel were trying to tell him something. He was talking in his way, but it wasn’t in any way that Ty understood.

      “We should keep moving. Get to Zara’s home. And then…”

      “Then you can figure out what your dragon is trying to tell you?” “I don’t know.”

      They rounded a corner, and he thought he saw a haze of heat off near the palace when he did. Could the king have been moving again? Maybe another Lothinal attack. The king could have asked him for help in that, but he didn’t.

      Ty tore his gaze away, focusing on what Fezel was trying to tell him, but even in that, he didn’t feel anything more.

      He reached Zara’s home. The blue lights that ran through the cobblestones were not present here. Surprisingly, Fezel had started to slow as if he were pleased that Ty had come here. He tried to push on the dragon, and finally, Fezel floated away from him, drifting outward. “Tell me what you find.”

      The dragon drifted along the street but left a tendril of power connected to him. The dragon swirled, reminding him of what he had done when he had traveled above the lava pools, floating from place to place before settling back to the ground.

      There was no movement.

      “Ty?” Gayal asked.

      He looked over to her. “Something is off, but I don’t know what it is.”

      Ty didn’t have to go very far into his brother’s home before he stopped. He remembered the first time he’d been here and how he had felt. As he left his hand lingering above the door, Fezel swirled toward him, floating up inside of him, and then hovered.

      “Something is off,” he muttered, though it was mostly to himself.

      Gayal pushed up behind him. Her dragon swirled around her, adding more power to what Ty was doing. That energy stayed near him.

      “This is your brother’s home?”

      “At least here it is.” He knocked.

      When there was no answer, Gayal tested the handle. “We can just go in. If we are worried about them, then we need to know.”

      Ty knocked a second time. When there was no answer again, shadows shot out from Gayal, covering the door and beyond.

      Ty wasn’t exactly sure what it was, only that he could feel the way that whatever it was that she did swirled, creating a power that looked out and around from her hand, and as she did, it pressed into the door. It seemed almost as if she used the power of Asarra for her to do it, casting energy into the door, using the power of the dragon for her to generate a burst of power.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I probably should have done this all along. And to be honest, I probably should have been working with you more than I have been. Dorian generally takes on the training of new Tecal, but ever since the attack near Ishantil, Dorian has been preoccupied, and—”

      “We all have been preoccupied,” Ty said. “I think that Dorian can be forgiven for his absence in my training, especially as we have not been able to do much. Besides, we have stopped Lothinal, and we did manage to defeat Roson James.”

      Gayal straightened, her gaze fixed on the door. “You need to understand what the king wants of you actively.”

      Ty sighed. “Once you see Zara, you’re going to understand all of this.”

      That was what Ty needed now. Proof for Gayal.

      Would it even make a difference? She had it in her head that she was serving in a specific way, and perhaps she was, but the truth of dragons was even more a compelling reason for them to take the actions that they were.

      He knocked again, but there was no answer.

      This time, the Gayal’s shadows slammed into the door, forcing it open.

      Darkness greeted them.

      Something didn’t feel quite right, though Ty wasn’t exactly sure why that was. Maybe it was that he had been outside of the city, traveling with Fezel, using the power of the dragon to travel, or perhaps it was simply that he was now dealing with powers that he didn’t fully understand.

      He needed answers.

      And he needed Gayal to help him. Perhaps even the other Tecal.

      He stepped forward into the home and recognized a strange swirling of power that drifted around him. Fezel swirled toward him, creating an offer. Asarra did the same thing, offering another layer of protection.

      “Did you feel it?” Ty asked.

      “I can feel how your dragon has reacted, so it made sense for me to react similarly.”

      Ty wondered if Gayal could push Fezel away or if he even wanted to.

      “We need light.”

      “I have something that might help with that,” she said. She held out a dragon light, like one that Ty had stolen the palace long ago that had first brought him to her attention. “It’s a simple matter of activating it. And you can extend the reach of the light by using your connection to the dragon.”

      Ty wasn’t exactly sure if that was what she was doing. If she was like him, as he suspected, she would also be descended from dragons the way he was. Perhaps she was touching the Flame directly. Then again, Gayal would never admit to that, even if it was true.

      With the light, he could see more easily. He made out the faint outline of the table, the hearth, and the kitchen. There wasn’t anything else here he could see very well. No sign of Zara. And there was no sign of Albion.

      There was nothing.

      “It doesn’t look like they have been here at all,” he muttered.

      Why wouldn’t his brother and Zara have returned here? When he had seen them out by the Hatchery, he had anticipated that they would return home, but maybe they didn’t need to. Maybe they had stopped here at one point on their journey.

      “Your brother is a priest,” Gayal said. “There are temples all around the city; they aren’t nearly as prominent in Carn as they are in other places, but perhaps he has simply gone there.”

      It could be.

      Fezel continued to swirl within him, and Ty focused on that energy, wishing that he might understand something about it. Fezel was there, making sure that Ty was safe.

      “After Lothinal targeted the city, it’s possible that your brother wanted to ensure their safety. Lothinal fears the Flame, you know. Others would have been targeted the same way.”

      Ty wasn’t sure that had been completely accurate, though. Roson James had targeted the king himself. He had wanted to use his connection as a dragon, and the Hatchery, for whatever strange attack they intended.

      He turned away from Gayal, looking around the inside of the home. It looked abandoned. After their travels, they had not returned, but why not? Though there might be temples in the city, it seemed to Ty that Zara had preferred this place. It was comfortable, and perhaps there was some connection to the Flame that offered her a measure of even greater protection.

      If she wasn’t here, then why?

      Near the back of her home, Ty found a door with a symbol of dragons etched on the surface, though it was faint. The glowing radiating off Gayal illuminated just enough for him to see it, and he traced his hand along the surface, testing the symbols. Fezel swirled, drawing into the symbols, and then there came a soft click.

      “What is it?” Gayal asked, coming closer to him.

      “I don’t know. The door to somewhere. And marked by dragons.” Gayal arched a brow. “I suppose we should be ready.”

      Fezel swirled, giving him some sense that he was there and ready to react, and that was it. Ty braced himself. Then he stepped forward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ty lingered in front of the door, and Fezel continued to swirl, wrapping a pattern of power around it as if to try to provide him with some insight as to the door itself. He could feel the energy that the dragon poured into it as if there was something more here.

      Why would the door be here? Better yet, why would the door have the power of the dragons within it, the kind of power that would require him to push energy into it for it open?

      He looked around the home for a moment, his gaze settling once again on the door before he shook his head. There was something here. That was the reason for the door. He just had to understand what it was.

      “I’m going in,” he said.

      When he pulled open the door, it groaned. Had it done that when he was here before? Ty didn’t think so, but maybe Zara had been more focused on finding his brother. There was a stairway on the other side, and it led deep beneath the ground. The air smelled of damp earth, and warmth radiated from it.

      “I need your light,” Ty said.

      Gayal shook her head as she offered it to him. “None of this will make a difference. We still need to find the eggs and do what the king asked us to do.”

      He took the dragon light, hesitating for a moment. “It matters to me. It matters if you believe me.”

      He activated it with a thought. It reminded him of when he had broken into the palace within Zarinth and his first encounter with Gayal because of it. And now he was getting another dragon light, only this time she was the one sneaking along with him.

      They started down the stairs.

      They were massive steps meant for a much larger and taller person. Still, the stairway itself was narrow, and the walls pressed in upon his shoulders, forcing him to twist slightly so that he went down the stairs in a sidestep.

      He had to go carefully, slowly, and then on a whim, he borrowed a bit of power from Fezel and started to glide down the stairs. Ty used his energy to slip down the stairs, taking them as quickly as he could. Using that of the dragon made it descend more quickly. He probably could even flow with Fezel the way he did when traveling, but he hadn’t tried to.

      He paused at the lowest level, Gayal joining him, moving almost as quickly as Ty did by following his example and gliding.

      “I get that this room is strange, but now that we are down here, what do you want to see?” Gayal asked.

      Ty stared into the darkness. If only he had the eyesight of dragons. A tunnel stretched in either direction. The air was warm as if the power of the Flame touched it. “We need to figure out where this goes.”

      “This isn’t what we need to be doing. You know what the king wants us to do. And it’s not to explore some underground space beneath your brother’s home.”

      Ty turned to Gayal. “My brother isn’t there. His wife isn’t there. And we have done what we need to do for the day. I need to know. We can go back out tomorrow, looking for dragon eggs or other places that the king wants us to, but right now, I want information.”

      “It does feel like we are wasting time.”

      Ty arched a brow. “Wasting time the way that we did when we went to Ishantil to save the dragon there?” Gayal said nothing. “Or how about when I went to the steam fields and the fire fields to discover that there was a connection to the Flame there? Or even coming back to the capital, dealing with the threat of Lothinal, stopping Roson James, and—”

      “You have made your point,” Gayal said.

      Ty closed his eyes and focused on Fezel. At first, it felt like the dragon didn’t want to leave him, as if he needed to protect him, but Ty pushed, nudging him, and then felt him sliding away in either direction. The air took on a cooler quality in one direction, and the other was warm, almost hot. That was where they needed to go.

      He turned, motioning toward Gayal. “Heat.”

      He strode forward. Fezel swirled back toward him, wrapping around him in a layer of protection. He smiled to himself, thankful that the dragon still felt the need to offer him that protection. But was it essential?

      He kept the smoke looped around him and realized that Gayal had her cloak fluttered around her in much the same way, though he wondered whether she had chosen it or if Asarra had chosen for her. At this point, he still thought that Asarra was under Gayal’s control, despite everything he had tried to encourage Gayal to do with the dragon, get to know her, and let her exert some of her control. Allowing the dragons to work with them in that way seemed to Ty to be a much better way, mostly because it meant that the dragons were active in their protection.

      The heat began to build in the air, and the further they went, the more that Ty could feel it gliding, rising, and he became aware of it flowing, though there was something else to it, something that was strange. There was tension in the air.

      “I feel something,” Gayal said.

      Ty stretched out his connection to Fezel, wondering if that would be enough for him to feel the surge of energy, but even as he did, it was faint. “I can feel it too. I don’t know what it is, only that some power is in the air.”

      “This is…” She turned in place. “They couldn’t have snuck through something like this, could they?”

      “Who?”

      “Lothinal. There’s something here.” Her shadow cloak swirled a moment as she looked all around her.

      “I don’t feel it. And I don’t think Fezel does, either.”

      “We should keep looking.”

      What did it mean that there had been no sign of any dragons and Lothinal attacked?

      That we’re too late.

      If he could find Zara, maybe she could help.

      They continued along the tunnel, and he realized this was the strangeness he had detected in his brother’s home. It stretched up to the home itself before working its way back down here. Ty moved through the tunnel more carefully, picking his way along the hall. The walls were all a dark, smooth stone, and none of them had any markings on them. He felt there should be something with the strange energy, only he couldn’t tell.

      “I can’t believe this tunnel system exists here,” Gayal said. She ran her hand along with the smooth stone. “I wonder where it goes.”

      They hadn’t seen another door. All they found were more of the tunnels. As they continued forward, eventually, they reached the darkened shape in the distance. Ty approached, using Gayal’s light to guide them. He found another wall.

      “It seems like it’s a dead-end,” Ty said, but the tunnel glowed more brightly. And he realized what it was. A door. It was made of a deeply stained brown wood, with markings were dragons all along the surface. It was almost as if a mural had been painted on the door that reminded him of what he had seen in the palace.

      Ty held his hand on the wood, feeling a bit of warmth. “Where do you think it goes?”

      Gayal glanced behind them, and some of her shadows stretched. “We’ve been going relatively straight. And this tunnel goes in the opposite direction, so perhaps it would take us outside of the city.”

      Ty closed his eyes, trying to reorient himself with what he had seen and creating an image of what he knew might be here. Coming down the stairs would’ve led in one direction, and the tunnel, then taking a left, and then guiding this way would have…

      The palace.

      He stared at the door. There was heat and energy and the dragon mural.

      “That’s what this is,” he whispered. “The door takes us to the palace.”

      “Then we need to go back.”

      “If this leads into the palace, we need to alert the king. Especially if you think Lothinal has been pushing in.”

      Ty held his hand against the door, and Fezel started to swirl smoke around it. The dragon did it without Ty’s instruction, though he didn’t do anything to withdraw the dragon, either. Gayal pulled on his shoulder, stepping in front of him. Shadows draped around her and then across the door. She used Asarra to block him.

      “You don’t know if this leads into the palace, though the direction seems right, I have a duty to ensure that the king, and the palace, are defended.”

      “Even if my brother and—”

      Gayal raised her hand. “No. We aren’t going to do that.”

      Ty looked past her. There was a faint glowing in the distance. “What’s that?”

      The walls of the tunnel were damp, surprising given how warm it was down here, and they made it difficult for him and Gayal to stand even side by side, with the energy of the tunnel squeezing around him, constricting, making it feel as if the tunnel itself were trying to press in upon him. Ty lingered where he was, holding his hand against the wall, and wrapped Fezel around him, drawing the power of the dragon up and through him.

      Gayal had stepped forward, but Ty could feel her using the shadows to squeeze back against him, trying to force him to stay away from the door. He was tempted to try to push power into the door to see if he might be able to open it but doing so would only draw Gayal’s attention and perhaps her anger. More than that, they needed to understand what the light coming down the tunnel toward them was.

      It might already be too late for them, along with the dim light. The only thing he knew was a steady glowing that was seemingly moving toward them.

      “We need to see what that is.” Gayal tensed, and the dark shadows swirled, which should provide a measure of protection, but whatever was down here seemed to know that they were here. “We are both Tecal for the king, and we need to ensure that if this does head toward the palace that we are protected.”

      Gayal started away, shadows following her.

      Ty looked at the door for a moment. It felt almost as if there was some power within that door, but if there was, there wasn’t anything that he could do with that. He wondered if Fezel might be able to open it. The dragon might be able to help, but Gayal was also right, and if Lothinal had come, they needed to offer their protection for the king.

      As he started toward her, Fezel surged with power through him.

      Ty turned. The smoke swirled out of him, a tracing of dragon magic that flowed into the door.

      “What are you doing?” Ty asked Fezel.

      The dragon bubbled up within him, surged into the doorway, and then faded. Ty tried to pull the energy back, but it didn’t work. He attempted to reach for Fezel, but that connection seemed as if it were lodged strangely, making it difficult for Ty to do so. The more he pulled on the dragon, the more he could feel some resistance coming from the dragon as if Fezel were trying to stay here.

      Ty turned back. There was no sign of Gayal or the glowing light. There wasn’t any sign of anything. The lantern wasn’t visible, which meant that either she had shielded that, or she had turned it off.

      He had to be careful. If Lothinal—or someone else, as he was not as convinced as Gayal was that this would be Lothinal—might be here, then he needed to avoid calling out. Could he use the dragon? Asarra wouldn’t shield herself from him, would she? She might, though. If she felt like she needed to do that to help Gayal, she would.

      Ty pulled again, and this time Fezel drifted out of the doorway. He used that connection, muting his footsteps, and by the time he reached the stairs leading up to his brother’s home, he froze. There was no sign of Gayal. No sign of the lantern.

      As he stood there, debating, some power slammed into him. It tossed him back onto the stairs. The force of it was brutal, knocking the wind out of him. Fezel reacted immediately, wrapping around him and attempting to layer protection on him.

      But some bit of darkness forced him back.

      Gayal? She wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t use her dragon to keep Ty from coming after her—unless she found something.

      Ty strained against that resistance, begging Fezel to help, drawing upon the power of the smoke dragon. “I need your help.”

      The dragon swirled, but it stayed wrapped around him. He was still refusing to fight, only protect. He had known the dragon would hesitate and had felt the dragon do that in the past, mainly when it was tied to fear for his safety. In this case, what did the dragon fear? If only he could speak the dragon, but now wasn’t the time.

      Ty gritted his teeth, and he tried to push the power of Fezel back out again, sending more and more energy away from him, but it didn’t work. Fezel stayed wrapped around him, constricting inward, holding him.

      “Please,” he said.

      He pressed up against the darkness, that barrier of shadow, and tried to push.

      Gayal needed his help.

      That was the thought stayed with Ty. He believed that she needed his help, and all he had to do was push past whatever was happening here, and he could get to her, he could help her. That barrier stayed squeezing on him.

      It pressed him up the stairs. He had to scramble back, climbing up some of those massive, tall stairs, and he nearly tripped as he tried to clamber up to the next one.

      What was Gayal doing? Fezel swirled, creating a constricting power, and Ty struggled with it. He pulled on his power, focusing on Ishantil, trying to find the heat that was buried within him.

      He needed to connect to the Flame.

      Maybe now wasn’t the time for him to find that power within himself, but he needed to do something. Ty continued to call that power up, letting that energy built, and deeply, vaguely, there came a connection, a source of a conduit, and yet there was nothing more.

      He tried, letting that power bubble up within him, trying to search for that energy, and the connection slowly, begrudgingly formed. As he did, he was aware of energy building within him, but there was nothing that he could do with it. Ty tried to call for more and more power, but there was a bit of resistance to him even as he did. He needed Fezel.

      He needed a conduit.

      He drew Fezel into him.

      For whatever reason, Fezel agreed to that more than he would’ve agreed to pushing outward, and as part of his energy drifted down inside of him being, he used that, bridging the connection between him and the distant sense of Ishantil. Ty called that power together, looping it in a way that allowed him to reach for the heat and energy and power and flame of Ishantil.

      It was there.

      Faint. Vague.

      Ty forced it away.

      A bubbling burst of energy came from deep within him, and Ty held onto that, trying to find more and more that power. As he did, he realized that it was there, that it was straining for him, trying to help him, but it was there.

      He pulled on it.

      Heat began to bubble up from within him, coming up slowly, then building.

      The more it did, the more Ty knew that he could use it.

      Only…

      Now he didn’t even know what he would use it on.

      Ty tried to pull that power out, trying to draw upward, and as he did, he couldn’t feel anything more. It was there within him, but as he began to push out, he started to hesitate.

      There had to be a reason Gayal had done what she had done. Ty just needed to understand what it was and figure out why Gayal would have forced him back.

      Ty paused.

      Fezel swirled around him.

      The shadows began to change.

      The change came gradually as if there was subtle energy here. He held onto his connection to Fezel, and the smoke dragon floated through him, giving him a hint of energy. There wasn’t a barrier, and there wasn’t anything. The only thing that he noted was that Fezel seemed to meet his footsteps. By the time he reached the bottom of the stairs, shadows no longer pushed upon him the way that they had. Ty felt as if he were filled with heat. He looked in either direction along the tunnels. To the right of him was the cooler area of the tunnel where he’d seen the lantern glowing, but to the left was the door and, he thought the palace.

      Where had Gayal gone?

      It felt as if a barrier pushed on him from his left.

      He pushed against it. This time not only did Fezel help him, but the energy of Ishantil flowed through him, using the conduit Fezel created so that he could call upon even more power. He had to draw considerable power through him, though the longer he did it, the more it seemed almost as if Fezel tried to restrict how much energy he could summon.

      “Why would you let me do this?”

      There was a swirling through him, and emotion came through that strange swirling of energy, something that triggered something for Ty.

      Fear.

      The dragon was afraid. Why would the dragon fear this? What would the dragon fear?

      Lothinal magic.

      That was the only answer that Ty had. The dragon would fear that, as when they had faced Lothinal and that power. Then, there had been danger. Still, how would they have gotten in here?

      Fezel seemed to restrict Ty.

      Ty pushed forward, attempting to strain against what he felt as a barrier.

      “Gayal?” Ty whispered her name but didn’t hear or feel anything. “Asarra?” This time he thought he felt some pressure that suggested that the dragon was out there.

      Fezel wasn’t going to be enough. What about Ishantil?

      He needed to call upon the power of the Flame. He had to find some way to find them. Still, if Asarra were pushing against him, he didn’t want to harm her.

      He probed against that darkened barrier. The more he did, the more certain he felt that this had to be Asarra, only why was she pushing on him this way? Was it that she feared him trying to come through here?

      Fezel drifted around him, and the power of Ishantil flowed in him, gifting him a connection to the Flame. This wasn’t Gayal, though this was her dragon. Asarra attempted to tell him something, only he had no idea what it was.

      Then the shadows began to move.

      He followed. He could feel the need to do so. And he recognized a sound in the distance, the barest edge of something. A stirring. A door was closing.

      He raced up to the door, pressing his hands up against it, trying to push power out. Now that he was connected to Ishantil, and using the conduit of Fezel, he thought that he might be able to force even that door open, but even as he pressed his hand into it, he could not do anything. There was no way for him to push enough power into the door at this point.

      He tried, though.

      Energy built, coming up from someplace deep and distant, the energy and connection of Ishantil trying to give him more, but beyond that, he couldn’t bridge the power and connection he needed.

      He had never seen anything like that before, but it made sense to him.

      If this was the palace, then who was going into it?

      Could it be the king?

      As far as Ty knew, the king never left, at least not openly. He had seen him leave and had seen him flying out, heading to one of the lava pools for him to connect to the power of the Flame more directly, but he doubted that he would use the tunnels.

      Which meant that it was one of his servants. One of those mystery servants that he had hidden away. One of the mystery servants was a part dragon and was supposed to serve the king.

      Why would they have attacked Gayal? How would they have attacked Gayal?

      Of course, if they were a part dragon, they would be the same as Ty.

      He stood in front of the door for a long moment, trying to decide what he needed to do, but didn’t have any answers.

      He needed to get inside the door. He needed to get inside of the palace.

      He wasn’t going to leave Gayal behind. He didn’t know what was going on, but at the same time, he was determined to help her. He tried pushing power from Ishantil again, sending that energy flowing outward, but nothing came upward.

      He tried and tried. The power was there, lingering just beneath the surface, but could not reach.

      Finally, he withdrew.

      He wasn’t going to find the answers this way.

      Lothinal was moving. They might already be in the city. And he needed to reach the king. Which meant that he would have to get into the palace another way.

      A break-in.

      That was more his speed. He was a thief, after all. Doing something like that, breaking into the palace, required skill. It was going to need help.

      And he knew just who to go to.
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      The inside of Albion and Zara’s home still felt strange. Ty lingered for a little while, looking around. It felt as if the darkness and emptiness pressed upon him, but there was something else that was missing, though he had no idea what it was. He felt energy, though.

      He tried reaching for Fezel, but the dragon didn’t respond to him. Ty didn’t expect the dragon to do so. Fezel couldn’t talk, something that still bothered him as increasingly he felt as if the dragon should be able to speak to him. The dragon had ways of communicating, sharing emotions, and physically affecting Ty but could not speak.

      His brother was gone. Zara wasn’t here. And something had happened to Gayal.

      All while the king had sent him looking for other dragons.

      And Lothinal kept pushing, shifting the border. It was getting too close to the city. Far too close.

      The king had known. He must have, as he’d called the Tecal back and sent Ty hunting dragons that could help.

      He hurried to the palace, but couldn’t get in. The door was blocked and when he tried to encourage Fezel to do something to help, the dragon resisted.

      It was possible the king wasn’t even in the palace. Ty didn’t know if he’d gone on a Lothinal hunt—or worse, if Lothinal had already gotten to him.

      The only way would be getting inside.

      For that, Ty needed help.

      Bingham.

      It might be too late to find him in the tavern, but he could look.

      At one point, he could have sworn there were footsteps behind him. No one should be tracking him, should they? He was out of practice watching for anyone who might be tailing him. When he had been running through the streets of Zarinth, there was always the fear that somebody might follow him. He might be able to use Fezel and borrow hide behind a shroud of smoky power, but maybe that would be a waste of his energy, and it might force him to draw on Ty.

      He turned a corner, listening. There was no sound. Fezel swirled around him for just a moment. Ty lingered, watching. Then he moved on. He hadn’t gone very far before he felt as if somebody was following him again

      “Dammit,” he muttered, whispering under his breath, and Fezel swallowed the sound. He was thankful for the dragon’s presence, knowing that he could mute anything with his abilities. He could mute his footsteps, he could mute his breathing, he could even mute the sound of his heart hammering in his chest. But it shouldn’t be hammering that way.

      As much as he should be safe since he was one of the king’s Tecal, there were still some dangers. Some of it came from Lothinal, but not all of it. There was also the possibility that the Dragon Touched were out there, pursuing. Since speaking to the king, Ty had been less invested in searching for any dangers from that, not worried as much about testing the Dragon Touched the way he had before. Perhaps Dorian could help, but he didn’t know where to find him, either. There was Russel, and whatever other Tecal had been called back to the city, but Ty’s training had not been complete enough for him to know how to reach any of them.

      “You might need to help,” he whispered to Fezel.

      The dragon ignored him.

      Why now?

      “We have to help Gayal. And maybe the king.”

      Fezel still didn’t respond.

      He slipped away, moving carefully. He didn’t hear anything that made him think he was in any danger, but his mind kept heading in that direction. Asarra had shoved him up the stairs, forcing him away, the dragon concerned about some danger that she had known about and thought to protect him from—because she hadn’t been able to protect Gayal.

      He didn’t like making his way along the street. And though he could have Fezel carry him, he didn’t want that to happen right now, either. He found a low rooftop, pulled the smoke around him, and scrambled to the rooftop. It was easier using that little connection to Fezel, almost as if the dragon provided him with a bit of a boost. Once on the rooftop, he looked down upon the street, searching for somebody who might’ve been following him. The dragon rolled around him, and there was a faint glowing that he thought he was the only one who would’ve known about.

      He crawled along the rooftop, moving toward one of the side streets, positioning himself to look down upon the street and alleys while he rested.

      “You need to work on your hiding skills,” a voice said.

      Ty jumped up and focused on Fezel, calling the dragon to him, wrapping power around him. The dragon swirled, creating a protective barrier, and then the smoke cleared around him.

      “Bingham?”

      He approached slowly, crawling across the rooftop toward Ty. “Here, I thought I’d taught you better.” He took a seat on the rooftop and patted to the spot next to him.

      Ty breathed out. “Have you been the one following me?”

      “You aren’t so difficult to track,” he said.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “I’ve known you your entire life,” he said softly. “And because of that….” He shrugged. “That might be my gift. I know how to find you.”

      Ty wondered what that might mean. Of course, if he was part dragon, it was possible that there was some aspect of that connection that would permit Bingham to track him.

      “What are you doing looking for me?”

      He wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or annoyed. At this point, both felt appropriate.

      “I can tell something is taking place,” Bingham said.

      Ty flopped down on the rooftop next to him. He had no idea what building they were on and hoped that nobody inside would notice the commotion. Ty turned to look in the distance but didn’t see anything there. “How did you know?”

      Bingham frowned. “Did you know?”

      “Lothinal is moving. They might already be in the city. Without Gayal…”

      Bingham regarded him for a long moment. “Is this because of what the king is?”

      Ty sighed. Of course, Bingham would know all about these things. “He asked Gayal and me to search for others like him. We were to check certain locations.” Ty pulled out a map, handing it to Bingham. “He wanted us to see what we might find. I think he knew we were in danger.”

      Bingham frowned at it. It seemed as if a bit of brightness glowed from somewhere near him as if he were using the power of the Dragon Touched, though Ty didn’t think he had that ability.

      “What did you find?”

      “Nothing other than a collection of dragons sculptures. They weren’t easy to find. They were hidden. They were near places of the Flame, but that wasn’t what the king asked me to do. There were at least five. Several lava pools, and—”

      “This is dangerous,” Bingham muttered.

      “Because of Lothinal?”

      “Something other than Lothinal,” he folded up the map and stuffed it into his pocket. “I’m going to borrow this,” Bingham said. “Consider the curiosity.”

      “Bingham…”

      Bingham turned his attention away, looking out of the darkness. “I told you, Tydornen, something is taking place. I don’t know what it is, but I’m worried about it.”

      “As am I,” Ty said.

      “Then there may not be anything that can be done for her. There have been people over the years, primarily Tecal like your friend Gayal, who have simply vanished. Her grandfather was one of them.”

      “She told me that her grandfather perished fighting the Lothinal.”

      “Maybe,” Bingham said, “but there are rumors of others. They were all Tecal, or at least most of them were. They disappeared over the years.”

      “Where would they have gone?” Ty asked, turning and looking toward the palace.

      “I think you already know.”

      “Why would they take them to the palace?”

      Bingham shook his head. “I don’t know. At this point, I can’t say with any certainty what I know. All I know is that there have been others who disappeared. It was one of the reasons I feared when you were brought along, fearing what they might ask of you.”

      “They weren’t going to ask anything of me. They wanted me to connect to the dragon.”

      He smiled tightly. “I think that was a part of it, but I think he also wanted to know how many and how powerful the dragons might be.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” he said, turning back to Bingham. “There’s another Tecal who was connected to multiple dragons. And the king has called other Tecal back to the city. He must have suspected something would happen.”

      Bingham wrinkled his face, scratching at his chin. “None of this is making sense.” He let out a heavy, frustrated sigh. “I’m going to need you to wait for me.”

      “What do you think you’re going to do?”

      “I’m going to see if I can’t find some information, Tydornen. And until I do, I want you to be careful.”

      “I think you need to be careful, as well.”

      Bingham smiled sadly at him. “You are far more valuable than me.”

      “Don’t go into that whole Manifestation of the Flame business with me.”

      He chuckled. “I would never.”

      “Then what is it?”

      He looked toward the palace in the distance, gleaming and glowing in the night sky. “Just give me a chance to go and investigate, will you?”

      “Only if you tell me what you plan on investigating.”

      “I plan on investigating what happened to your friend. Is that enough for you?”

      “What do you think you could even find?”

      “I don’t know. There must be something. Maybe we can understand what’s been going on all these years.”

      “Bingham?”

      He got to his feet, and Ty followed, the smoke dragon wrapping around him, flowing in a way that stretched toward him, creating the barrier, buffer, and almost as if Fezel was concerned about leaving him alone. “What do you mean all these years?”

      “There has been something taking place in the city. In the kingdom. I have always suspected it was tied to Lothinal, but perhaps that was a mistake.”

      “If it’s not, then what is it?”

      Bingham turned to him, frowning at him. “I don’t know. Your mother—”

      “What about my mother.”

      “Your mother left the capital for a reason. She never told me why, and I never pushed. But I did offer her my protection, and when she moved out to Ishantil, I wanted to keep offering my protection.”

      He frowned at Bingham. “Why?”

      He looked away.

      “Why?” Ty asked.

      “Because I loved her,” Bingham said. He took a step away from him, but Ty hurried forward, catching his arm. “Her kind live a long time, and she was young, vibrant, and beautiful when I first met her. She was young, vibrant, and beautiful when your father first met her, too. Unfortunately, she had no interest in me.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      He chuckled. “You don’t need to be sorry. I was chasing the sun itself, chasing the Flame, and I knew that in doing so that I could end up burned.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said again.

      “You don’t need to be sorry, Tydornen. And when I met your father, and I knew what kind of man he was, I understood.”

      “I don’t even know what kind of man he was, really,” Ty said.

      “He’s not gone yet,” he said. “You have an opportunity to get to know him, to question him, and try to find out what he knew.”

      “I’m not sure there is anything that I can learn from him.”

      “Other than about your mother?” He smiled at Ty. “Let me see what I can uncover. Trust me on this. I will do everything in my power to ensure your safety, Tydornen.”

      “It’s not my safety that I’m concerned about now,” he said.

      “But I am,” he said. He shook his head. “Head to the tavern. Let Esme know I need to keep you safe. She’ll know what I mean.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t be gone long, but if I am, then you need to leave. Go to Zarinth. You have a connection to the dragons, I believe. Use that and ensure your safety. Go to Ishantil. Back to your home. Or anywhere you can think of that will provide you with some safety. Anywhere but here.”

      “I’m not leaving the city if Lothinal is attacking.”

      Bingham held up his hand. “I’m not going to argue with this. I haven’t been the most forthright with you, but it was out of necessity. One day I hope you’ll understand, and I want you to know that if something were to happen to me, I did my best, using everything in my power to protect you.” Bingham smiled sadly. “You always wanted to help. Your mother would have been so proud of you. I first found you and tried to bring you in, but you weren’t ready. The street can be difficult, and she worried about that and about what might happen.” He sounded sad. “You needed to be prepared for the dangers and for anything else that you might find, and you needed to learn how to move safely.”

      “And what does all of this have to do with you turning me into a thief?”

      “Not a thief. He needed to be someone who could be capable. And you are. And I don’t want you to come after me. Please do not. It will only draw more attention.”

      “I’m going after Gayal,” Ty said. “If there’s anything that can be done for her, I intend to do it. And I’m going to stop Lothinal if they have made a move on Carn. If nothing else, I need to help the king escape.” And get to another place powerful with the flame. “If you want to be a part of it, you can come with me. But I think that I need to go after her. I need to know what is going on. Lothinal. Dragon Touched. Or something else.”

      Bingham held his gaze for a moment, and then he nodded. “Just wait until I return,” he said.

      He jumped, landing on the street and racing off. Ty paused at the edge of the rooftop, looking down, but didn’t see him. He’d already disappeared.

      How could he wait? It was hard for him. One of the most difficult things to do. He had never been good at waiting.

      He might be able to go back to the tavern and sit and wait for Bingham, but how long could he do that?

      Ty jumped down to the street, wrapping the power of Fezel around him, the smoke concealing him. He made his way along the streets but didn’t see anybody else following him, or leaving him with any sensation of that, either.

      He found his way to the outskirts of the city, to the tavern, and stepped inside.

      He froze.

      Albion was there, sitting at a table, a strange obsidian sculpture resting on the table in front of him. He had a mug of ale, but it was full and untouched. Food stretched in front of him, but he didn’t look to have touched that either. Music played in the background, a buoyant song, but Albion kept his gaze staring straight ahead, focused on the sculpture.

      Ty approached slowly, carefully, and fearfully.

      “Albion?”

      “Ty? By the Flame, I’m so pleased you’re finally here.”

      “What happened?”

      He looked over to the sculpture. “It’s… It’s Zara.”

      “What do you mean it’s Zara?”

      He looked to the sculpture, his gaze lingering on it for a long moment, and he thought he understood. The vessel.

      It was Zara.
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      Ty rested his elbows on the table, staring at the sculpture, and feeling the heat within it. It was radiating outward, filling the space around them, and he was tempted to push against it, using a bit of his connection to Fezel, or even to Ishantil, to probe the vessel, but for some reason, he felt like that might be wrong.

      When he looked up to Albion, he found tears welling in his eyes. “I always knew there was a possibility, but I thought that we had more time.” He shook his head. “And then when we found you when you proved that you are the Manifestation of the—”

      “That’s not what I am,” Ty said.

      “Ty, I know what I saw.”

      He shook his head. “You don’t know what you saw. It’s not at all what you think it was, and I don’t have the power that you think that I do.”

      He looked at the sculpture. “You have to do something,” he said. “That’s why I came to you. I knew that if anybody could do anything to help Zara, it would be you. She said she talked to you and that she needed to do something… but she never had the chance.”

      Which meant she never got to the king.

      “Albion, I’m not sure that I can do anything for her.” And even if he could, he wasn’t even sure if what he could do would be what Albion would want. As far as he knew, the dragons that came out of the vessels were different. They were like Fezel. Asarra.

      “When did it happen?”

      “Earlier,” he said. “She said she was getting tired. I didn’t understand what she meant, but then she did this.”

      Ty had wondered what it might be like for the dragons as they went into the vessel, curious about the process and what it might look like. His mother would have gone through the very same thing.

      “I saw her in the Hatchery yard. There was the power she was trying to call upon, trying to replenish her energy.”

      “She said she needed to touch the Flame again,” he whispered.

      “She said that the two of you were attacked on your way back?”

      “There have been many attacks,” he said.

      “All Lothinal magic?”

      “I think so. I don’t even know anymore,” Albion said. “The attacks were strange. They were different than what we had experienced before. Stronger. More powerful.” Albion rested his elbows on the table, staring at the vessel in front of him. Tears welled in his eyes. It looked like Albion was a million miles away, even though he was right there. Ty understood. Albion had lost somebody he cared about.

      The dragon. Not only that, but it was the second dragon that he had cared for.

      “I need you to tell me everything that you can remember,” Ty said, trying to call his brother back. “This is what Zara would have wanted you to do.”

      “Zara wanted to find the Manifestation the Flame. She thought you were.”

      Ty tried to hold his gaze when he looked up, but Albion continued to tear up, making it difficult for him to keep his attention. “Maybe at first, but she understood the truth and that I wasn’t the Manifestation the Flame. She knew that whatever else you might believe, whatever else any others may believe, I was merely touched by power, but not the Manifestation the Flame.”

      “That’s not what she told me,” he whispered.

      “What did she tell you?”

      “She told me that she thought that you were. She thought that her time was close, but she also thought that the time when the Manifestation of the Flame would emerge was also close. At that point, she hoped that she would have an opportunity to join with the Flame and would be able to reunite with those she cared about. As well as revealing herself to you.”

      Ty looked over to the sculpture. Maybe that was what Zara had done.

      “She’s not gone,” Ty said.

      “Not gone, but not Zara.”

      “But what if she is? What if this is still Zara?”

      “She is inside of that,” Albion said, waving toward the vessel.

      Ty wondered what the truth was. What if the dragon was somewhere else? He had no idea what to make of it. The king had wanted him to look for other dragons, and instead of dragons, he found vessels, places of power close to the Flame, and nothing else.

      Zara.

      “Did she ever tell you how many dragons remained?”

      That was what the king needed—and probably how Ty should have started his search in the first place. Go to Zara, learn the truths about the dragons, and help keep Lothinal from invading.

      “She didn’t know.”

      “But she must’ve had some idea,” Ty said.

      “She didn’t. Those who left their homeland wandered. I think I was lucky that she decided not to. I would never have met her otherwise. She was hoping to find the Manifestation of the Flame.”

      The vessel radiated heat. Ty stared at it.

      “You can’t do anything?”

      “I can’t.”

      “Or you won’t?”

      Ty looked over to his brother. He could see the pain in his gaze, agony in his expression, and wished that he could do something to ease that. He wanted to take away that pain and help him, only there wasn’t any way for him to do so.

      “I wanted to understand these vessels. I don’t, though.”

      “If you can connect her to the Flame—”

      “I can’t. And even if I could, I don’t know if that would change anything for her.”

      Albion leaned forward, his hand brushing up against the vessel as he caressed it. “She told me that if they could connect to the Flame, the dragon form would emerge again.”

      Ty looked over to his brother. “Is that what you want? For her to be only a dragon?”

      “I want Zara to live,” he said, his attention on the vessel. “I don’t care what form that takes, just so long as she lives.”

      Ty sighed. From the first moment that Ty met Zara and saw his brother around her, he had seen the affection. He had seen the way that he had looked upon her, and he understood.

      “Do you think it was like that with our father?” Ty asked softly.

      “I don’t know. He didn’t know why the vessel had gone. He was looking for her for a long time, but….”

      He traced his hands on Zara’s vessel.

      Ty looked over. “You mind if I try something?”

      “If you will help her with the Flame, you can do whatever you want.”

      He wasn’t Manifestation of the Flame, regardless of what his brother wanted to believe, though he’d tried. Ty wished he was. It might be easier for the dragons. But maybe there was something that he could do. He had no idea what that might be, but perhaps he could try.

      Ty touched the relic.

      It was completely smooth and warm, and she would be incredibly valuable at this size. He had always known that the king had acquired sculptures like this, wanting them for his private collection because they were valuable. That was part of the reason that Bingham had come after them. He wanted the wealth that they would be able to accumulate from them.

      “We should probably hide this before somebody sees the sculpture,” Ty said.

      “What are they going to do?”

      “These are valuable. You know that. You were the Dragon Thief.”

      “I know what they are, though. Others don’t.”

      “That doesn’t change the fact that they are still valuable, Albion.” He traced his fingers along the sculpture, and then he focused on Fezel. The dragon was there, swirling deep within him, almost as if he were pent up and waiting for him to do something. Try something. As he held onto the energy of Fezel within him, he could feel him swirling, readying, and then he began to build.

      He pushed out on Fezel, letting a bit of power flow out of him, and then he swirled, heading into the sculpture just a little bit, probing. It was a strange sensation. He was connected to Fezel, he could feel how he was drifting into the sculpture and how that swirled with something else.

      “What are you doing?” Albion asked.

      When Ty had first found him, Albion had been tearful and sad, practically moping, but now that Ty probed the relic with the smoke dragon, with Fezel swirling around it, Albion looked livid. Then again, this was Albion’s wife, at least in his mind. He may not understand that she was still there, connected to the Flame and that Ty could practically feel that connection still there. It was faint, but there was something there.

      “I’m not hurting her,” Ty said.

      He didn’t even know if it could hurt a dragon in this form. The relic was the concentrated form of the dragon. It contained the very last bit of the dragon, and it bound them to the Flame. At least, that was what Zara had told him. She had also believed that with the proper connection to the Flame, someone—and by someone, she had always assumed the Manifestation the Flame—would be able to bring them back.

      He had no idea if that was possible.

      The sculptures lined up in the palace had been arranged almost protectively, and there had been energy there, and he remembered how Colainth had reacted, the way that dragon vessel had attempted to flutter almost as if responding to him. It suggested to Ty that a residual power lingered in these vessels, despite them having been lost to time.

      “If you’re not hurting her, then what are you doing?”

      Fezel continued to swirl, most of it under Ty’s control, though some of it seemed to be driven by the dragon himself. He wondered why that would be. What was it that Fezel hoped to uncover? He didn’t know, though he could feel something, some linking of power, that bonded Fezel to him.

      “I’m trying to uncover something about the relic. There is an energy here.”

      “What you feel is Zara,” he said softly.

      “It is, but there’s something more to it. To her. I want to help her.”

      Albion lowered his head, dropping it into his hands, and he sobbed. “I wish… I wish I could do the same thing.”

      Ty didn’t know what to say. It was one thing to lose their mother, not to have the relic to look at, but he suspected it was something else to lose a true love, the way that Albion and Zara had shared that connection. He had seen the two of them together, and they made sense. Albion and Zara had taken advantage of their time together, even though they had known that it might be limited.

      “I want to know what happened to her. I think that with enough time, I might be able to figure it out.”

      “Why?” Albion said.

      “Last time I saw her, she didn’t look as if she were ready.”

      “She told me she was tired.”

      “I understand that she was tired, but I also remember what she looked like when I saw her the last time, and I know that there has to be something more to it.”

      He pressed more of Fezel out and into the relic. He didn’t know if he could probe anything there, but he had to try.

      Within him, he believed that Zara was not quite ready.

      She had come to the Hatchery. She had reconnected the Flame. And she had been restored. He had felt her warmth.

      Maybe she was diminished compared to what she had been before, but she was still powerful. She was still a dragon.

      What had changed for her, and why had she suddenly felt the need to enter her vessel?

      Probing with Fezel, Ty could feel something more to this connection, even if she didn’t fully understand what it was. There was a considerable bit of energy here.

      “She said that if she didn’t do something soon, she would run out of time. I knew her. And I knew when she was suffering. That’s why we went to the steam fields. To connect to the Flame.”

      “I understand,” Ty said.

      And he thought that he did. But what he needed now was for Albion to understand and for him to see the truth. He wasn’t sure that his brother could, though.

      “You could help her, though,” he said.

      “I don’t know that I am the Manifestation of the Flame, but I’m willing to do whatever I can for her. I don’t know if it’s me, if it’s the dragon, or if it is Ishantil,” Ty went on. And he didn’t. Maybe it was all of them. And if that were the case, perhaps he was the Manifestation of flame, regardless of how he felt about it. He had no idea. And were it an easy answer, Ty would have done whatever he needed to help him.

      He continued probing, letting Fezel explore as much of the sculpture as possible, hoping to get an answer out of him, but as the smoke swirled, all Ty could feel was a response. There was a sense of energy, but that was about it.

      Nothing more.

      “Vessels like this are like the dragon that I’ve connected to. The smoke dragon. Or like Gayal’s shadow dragon.”

      Albion’s breath caught. “She’s going to bind to somebody like you?”

      He sounded even more offended by that.

      Ty glanced over to his brother. He shook his head. “I don’t know. I started to think that perhaps all dragons bonded to Tecal are vessels, but I’m not certain. The king has collected dragon relics. When I was in the palace, there were others like this. All of them had a remainder of energy within them. I could feel it. But there was also something there that made me feel like I could release that energy.” Ty frowned, and Fezel swirled within him, a bit more agitated than he had been before. Was he upset with what Ty was saying? “Unfortunately, it doesn’t seem to work that way.”

      “You went to the palace?” Albion asked.

      “The king summoned me.”

      “But the king doesn’t summon anyone. He’s the ghost king.”

      Ty nodded. “I know.” He let it drop for a moment. Smoke continued to swirl, flowing out from him and into Zara’s vessel. There was almost a hint of something there that he thought he might be able to use. But if he could, how would he use it? Could he reconnect her to the Flame? He wasn’t the Manifestation of the Flame, but then again, he did feel the power of Ishantil and felt a faint surging, as if Fezel were some sort of conduit between he and Ishantil. Perhaps with enough connection, Ty might be able to use that for him to help draw them together. Maybe with more of that, he could bind them in a way that would help bridge that connection.

      Only Ty wasn’t exactly sure if it would work like that.

      He wanted to help all the dragons. Not just Zara, but his mother and dragons in the throne room.

      Finally, he shook those thoughts away. “Maybe I’m wrong. I can feel something inside of this vessel and can feel her power, but I can’t tell if anything could even be used.”

      Albion looked over to him. He had sat up, and now there was a bit more interest in his eyes. His sobbing had eased, though Ty wondered if perhaps he was better served by having the sadness that he had before rather than the hope that he looked upon Ty with. There wasn’t anything that Ty could do for his brother, not the way that Albion wanted. And there certainly wasn’t anything that Ty could do to help Zara.

      “What if there could be?” Albion asked, his voice a whisper.

      “If there could be, then I suspect the dragons can be brought back in some way,” he said. “The problem is I don’t know in what way they can be brought back,” he said. “What if bringing them back doesn’t change anything for them? What if bringing them back only brings them back into the form of this?” he asked, sending the smoke of Fezel swirling around his hand, stretching out into the sculpture, and then over toward Albion. “Is that what you want for Zara?”

      “All I want is Zara to be free. I want Zara to live.”

      That was what Ty wanted, though not so much for Zara as it was for their mother. Not that he didn’t want to bring Zara back if such a thing were possible. Ty didn’t know if it was or not, but he liked to think that it might be. If they could do anything that might help those dragons, something that might bring them back, then wouldn’t he?

      He kept probing, pushing out with his connection to the dragons, thinking that if nothing else, he might be able to find something within that sculpture that would help him understand what it was, but even as he probed, there wasn’t anything.

      He felt a twinge of Zara, little more than a flutter, much like he had felt a fluttering from the dragons inside of the palace. That seemed significant to him, but he didn’t know whether there would be anything that they could do.

      He let out a heavy breath. “I can keep trying,” Ty said.

      “But you don’t have much hope.”

      Ty looked up, meeting his brother’s gaze. He rubbed a knuckle in his eyes, wiping away tears that had formed, and yet, there was something about his brother that looked very much like the same person that he had grown up around, the same person who had helped him understand the jungle around their home, and who had tried to coax him in the following the Flame. This time, it was Ty’s turn to tell him hard news and try to share with him the truth about what he knew.

      “It doesn’t seem likely. I don’t know that I can connect to her. I can feel her.” When Albion sat up, Ty shook his head. “But feeling her, and helping her, are very different things.”

      Albion clasped his hands together on the table, reaching for the vessel. “What if it could be me?” He looked up at Ty. “What if I could bond to Zara the way that you bonded to this dragon?”

      Ty frowned. Why wouldn’t it be possible? His brother was Dragon Touched, but maybe there wasn’t all that much difference between the Dragon Touched and one of the Tecal. He didn’t know.

      They were sitting in the middle of the tavern, having a strange conversation about dragons, talking about the vessel, and he hadn’t been paying any attention to what they were doing or who they might be talking around. That was a mistake.

      But Esme had moved the tables around, giving them space. She was leaning against the counter, just out of view, wiping on a glass. When she saw him looking, she nodded. Ty offered a hint of a smile back. He should be thankful for her, and he was.

      “Even if you can bond her, is that what you want?” Ty asked. He turned his attention back to Albion. “Is that how you want your relationship to be?”

      Fezel swirled within him, and there was a burning sensation of power, but Ty felt like this was an important topic.

      “I want her to live.”

      Fezel fluttered again. There was heat, smoke burning within him, but Ty needed to share something with his brother. “Is that living?”

      Albion motioned to the vessel. “It’s more than that.”

      Ty wanted to argue, but even as he focused on the vessel, he could feel the power and fluttering energy in there, and he wondered whether his brother might be right.

      He looked up when the door came open. Bingham strode forward, frowned when he saw Ty sitting with Albion, and took a seat at the table. His gaze lingered on the vessel for a long time before he turned to Albion and clasped them on the shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

      They sat in silence for a few moments.

      Albion pulled the vessel closer to him, wrapping his arms around it, and pressed his face up to it.

      Bingham watched in silence.

      Ty turned to him. “Did you find what you needed?”

      Bingham sighed. “Unfortunately, no. I was looking for some sort of answers about what was going on here in the city, but I couldn’t find anything.”

      “What do you mean what is going on?”

      Bingham glanced over to the vessel, and Albion, before turning to Ty. “The vessel. Others like it. Relics.”

      “You mean the kind of relics that you’ve had me stealing for you over the years.”

      “I do. They were valuable. But that’s not the reason that we were doing it. We were doing it because the king—”

      “I know what the king wanted,” Ty said.

      All those years that he had known him, Bingham had known the truth. It was still difficult for Ty to deal with. Bingham had known the truth about him that he had not known and that Bingham would’ve kept from him were there any other opportunity. Unfortunately for Bingham, Ty had learned that truth, and he had forced Bingham to share the truth with him. At least, as much of the truth as he’d been willing to share.

      Increasingly, Ty thought that there was more to things than what he had known.

      And now…

      Now he thought that it was time for him to get those answers.

      “I intend to go into the palace,” Ty said. “Find the king to tell him what happened or save him from attack.”

      Bingham clasped his hands together solemnly and glanced over to Ty. “It’s not possible.”

      “It’s possible. I’ve been there.”

      “You were let in there,” Bingham said. “It is not possible otherwise.”

      “Even for the Dragon Thief?”

      Bingham snorted. “You’re not the Dragon Thief.”

      “Maybe,” Ty said, and he nodded to Albion. “But he was.”

      “He had help,” Bingham said.

      “I’m ready to help.”

      Albion sat up. “Why do you want to go into the palace?”

      “I need to find Gayal. The king. Stop an attack on the kingdom.”

      Albion pressed his hands against the vessel, squeezing them for a moment. “That’s your reason?”

      “I can’t help Zara right now, but if I can talk to the king, I might find an answer.”

      “It’s dangerous,” Bingham said. When Ty started to argue, Bingham raised his hand, quieting him. “And not because it’s the palace, and not because we’re talking about the ghost king, but because you aren’t the first person who attempted to go into the palace in the past.”

      Ty lowered his voice. “I presume you mean dragons.”

      Bingham nodded. “Each of them has failed here.”

      He understood what Bingham was getting at. They had failed because the dragons needed a place connected to the Flame while Lothinal cursed them. At least, until the curse was lifted, whatever that curse might be. But this place did have a connection to the Flame.

      “There is a connection here. I felt it.”

      Bingham frowned at him. “Don’t know how you can. Or how you did. Your mother even struggled here. I remember her first days when she came, she was supposed to offer the king….”

      Ty’s eyes hardened. “I know.”

      Bingham breathed out, glanced over to Albion, who seemed to have ignored it, focusing instead on Zara. “I’m sorry. I know I told you, but… Anyway, she was here for a while and was getting weaker. She thought it was possible that she could find something of the Flame, but she never did. Eventually, she met your father, and he took her to Ishantil.”

      Where there would be the power of the Flame.

      His father had always known.

      “She thought her days were nearing their end. That’s why she was weak. Rather than spending the rest of her days in a loveless marriage, she wanted somebody that she could be with for the time she had remaining.” Bingham smiled tightly. “Unfortunately, for me, I was too old by then.”

      Ty found himself smiling despite himself. This was something that he hadn’t heard about his mother, and he found it intriguing.

      “She went to Ishantil. And she lived. I think she lived longer than even she suspected. And then came Albion. And then you.”

      “She lived,” Ty said, shaking his head, thinking about his mother on the slopes of Ishantil, the lessons that she taught them, and how she had searched for dragon relics. “Only she didn’t survive.”

      “She lived,” Bingham said. “Though I was surprised—and I believe your father was—when she had to go. It wasn’t the right time. How could it be? She had thrived there under Ishantil, thrived in Zarinth, in a place that she should not have. After having faded the way that she had, she had seemed so full of life. And now a father and son, both finding a dragon, and both losing a dragon at the same time.”

      Something that Bingham said struck a chord with Ty, and it bothered him.

      “If my mother suffered from this weakness, why would the king have stayed?”

      Bingham shook his head. “I don’t know. The only answer I have is that he must know of some connection. Or perhaps he has a way of connecting that others of their kind did not. Regardless, I don’t know that it matters. Lothinal is in the city, and the king needs us.”

      Ty frowned. Zara had faded quickly once she was here. Much like Ty’s mother. Why?

      And why not the king?

      It was something he needed to understand. And there was only one place where he thought he could get those answers.

      To do it, though, he was going to need help.

      “I think I need a team, Bingham.”

      Bingham looked over to Albion, then to Ty, his frown deepening. “You can’t be serious.”

      “What if we take an impossible job. This time, we don’t have just one Dragon Thief, but we have two?”

      Bingham snorted. “You are serious. A fool, but… I suppose I’m not going to let you do this on your own.”

      “You’re not going to stop me?”

      “Oh, I doubt that I could. At least, I doubt I could anymore.”

      “Well, let’s make our plans.”
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      Ty looked up from the floor plan that Bingham had laid out in front of them. He had drawn the outline of the palace, and then he had worked through the layout of the interior of the palace as well, all of it giving Ty reason to believe that Bingham had far more than just a passing familiarity of the palace.

      A single lantern glowed on the table next to them, but little more than that. They had been at this for the better part of the night, and it was getting to the point where Ty knew that if he were to wait too long, he would run out of time to figure out what happened to Gayal.

      Fezel continued to swirl inside of him. There was agitation to him, and it was enough that Ty suspected that Fezel wanted them to do something and take action, only he wasn’t sure just what it was that the dragon needed from him.

      “What are you doing, Tydornen,” Bingham asked, peering down at another map that he’d drawn, this one of the palace grounds that Ty had added to.

      “You don’t have to call me that,” he said absently, looking at the map that Bingham had given him. It was relatively accurate. Some of the rooms were laid out differently, at least the way that Ty remembered them from his brief time in the palace, but overall, everything here felt right.

      “Your mother—”

      Ty looked up. “I know my mother left it. I know that it must’ve had some dragon history to it. And I know that you intend to honor her by using my full name. But I don’t want it.”

      Fezel swirled within him. Was that the dragon’s reaction, or was that Ty’s irritation?

      He didn’t need to snap at Bingham. This was somebody who only wanted to help, and he understood that, but at this point, Ty was frustrated. There was a niggling doubt in the back of his mind. It was something that had bothered him ever since Bingham had told him about his mother, about her weakness, and about the way that she had disappeared.

      He got to his feet and started to pace around the small table inside of the small room off to the side of the tavern. There were other places that they could’ve made this plan, but it was easiest to come and go through here, and Esme had provided food and drink, so Ty hadn’t argued. Olivia had gone off scouting, and Ty had not argued with that, either, as he was not eager to see her, while Albion had gone with her. That was fine with him, as well.

      As he paced, a different question came to him. If his mother knew that it was her time, wouldn’t she have said something to his father? His father had not known. Had he known, he would’ve known where to find her vessel.

      That bothered him.

      Perhaps it shouldn’t, and maybe it was typical for a dragon to run out of time and energy and become too weak to do anything else, but Zara had formed a vessel and had alerted Albion of the time.

      “The vessel,” he said, looking over to Bingham. “I don’t understand it.”

      Bingham frowned at him. “What is it about the vessel?”

      He didn’t know. He wasn’t sure how to phrase it, and he certainly didn’t know what to say to Bingham to get his point across. At this point, the only thing that Ty knew was that he had questions but no answers.

      He needed Gayal. He needed to approach the king. And…

      He needed to do the job.

      He pulled the door open, stepping out into the tavern.

      Bingham hurried after him.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m just going for a walk.”

      Bingham arched a brow, and Ty ignored it, left the tavern, and stepped out of the darkened streets. It was almost a perfect blackness, as if a shadow dragon swirled around him, offering some protection. He doubted that it was tied to dragons. There was no moonlight, though. There was no starlight. And even the pale blue, glowing lights of the city were faded as if they had given up.

      Ty made his way along the streets.

      Bingham caught up to him. “Where are you going?”

      “You know, you could have gone to scout with Olivia and Albion.”

      “You need my layout of the palace.”

      “I know the layout of the palace.”

      “Then you needed my layout of the palace grounds.”

      “I know that, as well.”

      He turned a corner, and Ty could see the palace in the distance. No lights were glowing in it, though that wasn’t uncommon. He couldn’t even feel anything, no evidence of the Flame, and nothing to suggest that the king was even there. What if he had gone after Lothinal again?

      “You don’t have to protect me,” Ty said, glancing over to Bingham, who strode with him. He still had the limp that he’d had in Zarinth, but it wasn’t nearly as pronounced. It was almost as if coming to the capital had refreshed him, though for that to be the case, he would have to be some dragon connected…

      “Are you dragon connected?” he asked.

      Bingham blinked. “I’m your friend.”

      Ty snorted. “You have some sort of power. That’s why you understood the relics and the remnants and everything there. Not Dragon Touched. Not if you were around my mother. Which means that you must be Tecal.” It would fit, even if he had never acknowledged that before.

      “We weren’t called that then. I don’t even know if the Tecal of the kingdom are the same as what we were. We had a connection to the Flame. We don’t use remnants, and we didn’t use dragons as the Tecal do now. We have some connection to the Flame itself.”

      “To have that, you have to be… I see. You are descended from dragons directly.”

      Bingham nodded.

      “Like me.”

      Bingham shrugged. “Something like that.”

      “Then maybe you could be a Tecal.” He focused on Fezel, feeling that dragon swirling within him, and he wondered if perhaps Bingham might be able to use a dragon much the same way. Gayal had said something about other potential Tecal but not having enough dragons to work with. But if the dragons were all bound into their vessel, how was it even possible that there wouldn’t be enough dragons? He had seen the number of vessels that were scattered around the palace. The king had them. Unless he was protecting them. Which made Lothinal reaching the palace all the more dangerous. “Descended from dragons and became a thief. Like me.”

      “I did what was necessary to fulfill a promise.”

      Was that all it was?

      They were nearing the palace.

      Here he had thought that he would just come and look, but maybe he needed to do something more than that. He was planning a break-in of a sort, but for a very different reason than he’d ever broken in. Not to steal, but to protect—and warn. But he had to be ready. Maybe having Bingham here would help him prepare.

      There had been no sign of an attack on the palace, though.

      Which made everything feel… off.

      “How many dragons sculptures—relics—did we claim?”

      Bingham looked over to him, frowning. “You know the answer to that.”

      “Fine. How many did you help my mother move?”

      “Quite a few,” he said.

      “And all of them came to the king?”

      Ty thought about his mother and her desire to keep some of the relics, protecting them herself. He wasn’t exactly sure why she had chosen that for some of the relics, though he suspected they were dragons that she had been particularly fond of. Maybe she had assumed that she would do a better job protecting them than the king. And then there were the three small dragon relics that Maeve had kept. Why would she have held onto them for her?

      More questions. Always with the questions, and never the answers.

      “I don’t have any idea why the king wants to collect them. That seems to be your question, isn’t it?”

      “Something like that.”

      They were vessels. That was something that Ty now understood, and it was knowing that they were vessels and knowing that there was something about them that seemed significant to him.

      But why? The king had always collected them.

      “Why did the king want the sculptures brought to the palace?”

      “I never really understood it,” Bingham said. “I knew they were vessels, and I knew they carried the power of the dragons, and I thought it was a way to honor them.”

      “He didn’t keep them?”

      “Never,” he said softly.

      “Why didn’t you ever try to take the ones at the temple?”

      “There was never a need. They were honored there. They were given a place close to the power of the Flame, and I never thought that there was anything that would ever be needed to do to try to separate them from that.”

      “But they were kept away from the king.”

      “They had been,” he said.

      “Had?”

      “He wanted them to be moved to the palace. After the Lothinal threat, he wanted the sculptures in the palace because he could offer them more protection there.”

      It wasn’t wrong, Ty thought. The problem was that bringing them all together felt strange. Maybe there was something more that the king wanted those sculptures for. Was it because he hoped for the Manifestation of the Flame, for what Albion and the others thought Ty might be, that they could restore the dragons?

      He had no idea how he could do that, though.

      “Ty?”

      “I’m just thinking about a conversation I had with the king. When I visited with him, he was trying to gauge whether I was the Manifestation of the Flame. After Roson James died and I lost that connection, I never believed it, not the way that my brother did—and the way that Zara initially did, but I think the king was trying to decide whether or not I was.”

      “You think that he wanted to use you?”

      “If he believed the same, then maybe he thought I could bring around the resurrection of these sculptures. Maybe that’s part of what he’s after.” Not all of it. He wanted dragons to defend the kingdom.

      “It might make sense to bring them together,” Bingham said.

      Ty thought about it. It did make sense, but what point would there be? He didn’t even know. At this point, the only thing that he understood was that he had to understand more.

      Get into the palace, get answers.

      Stop Lothinal—if they were there.

      He looked over the walls. “I’m going to get inside and figure out who might be responsible. And there might only be one way in.”

      Ty anticipated some resistance from Bingham, especially about this, but he wasn’t going to stop.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I think that if I present myself, then I will end up—”

      “Captured,” Bingham said. “If you’re right about Lothinal, and they’ve already breached the city, you can’t do that.”

      “It may be necessary. There might be the only way for us to get into the palace. I need to find Gayal and understand more about what was happening and why the dragons were weakened. More than that, I need to know why the king was bringing the dragon vessels here. Maybe he intends to honor them, or maybe he’s using them in some other way.” It was the only thought that made any sense to Ty. He wasn’t exactly sure why or what it might mean that the king would call the vessels here, but what if he could use them to reduce the weakness that he felt?

      That didn’t make sense, either.

      There was a connection to the Flame here.

      Zara had used it. By the Flame, Ty had used it.

      No. There was something else going on.

      He turned to Bingham. “You’ve been trying to protect me my entire life. It’s my turn to protect the others. My mother. Zara. Dragons that I don’t even know.”

      Distantly, he could feel Fezel swirling inside of him, almost as if the dragon were reacting positively to his words. Fezel couldn’t speak, but he could practically imagine Fezel telling him that this was the right decision, regardless of how dangerous it might be. “Tydornen—”

      “Don’t come after me.”

      With that, he focused on Fezel. He wrapped the smoke dragon around himself, and it lifted off the ground, carrying him up and over the wall. He could hear the distant sound of Bingham calling after him, trying to draw his attention, there was nothing more that he would say.

      He held Fezel. He wanted to be captured to get inside the palace, but not this way.

      He lowered, nearing the wall.

      Then he started to make a circuit around it. He had gone completely around the wall one time, looking up at the palace, his mind churning as he tried to come up with the way in—and failing—when he heard a rustling behind him.

      Fezel reacted, bursting upward and through him, before retreating again.

      That was unusual.

      A shadowed form moved toward him.

      “That was a neat trick,” Bingham said. “But we are not abandoning you. You wanted a team. And you thought that you needed the Dragon Thief,” he said, glancing over to Albion, who stood near Olivia, “so I think that you are going to work with us. Not against us, and not on your own.”

      “I’ve had a change of heart. I understand that you want to help me. And I understand that you think that you need to protect me, but I also am starting to think that this might be something that only I can do.” And Ty didn’t know why he had to do it rather than he and Albion, as they were both descended from the same people, weren’t they? It would only make sense for both to have the same abilities, but Ty was Tecal, and Albion was Dragon Touched. Was that simply fate—or chance—that had given them different abilities?

      “I know the palace.” Bingham strode forward, hiding within the smoke that stretched on Ty, and beckoned for the others to join him. Albion crept forward, followed by Olivia, who was watching Ty, but she said nothing. “I know the palace. I’m not going to let you attempt something foolish and dangerous when I know something that can help you.”

      Ty couldn’t deny that it might be beneficial to have additional help. As difficult as it might be, and as much as he wasn’t sure that he wanted to risk these others, increasingly, he wondered whether he should have them here.

      “If we do this, it’s going to be the greatest theft ever,” Bingham said, clasping him on the shoulder. “And like you said. Two Dragon Thieves.”

      Ty looked up at the palace. He started working through what needed to happen here and increasingly thought he knew the answer, but he doubted Bingham would like it. “I still need to get caught.”

      “Then let us help you.”

      Ty glared over at Olivia. “I’m not so sure that I want her help.”

      “Stop,” Bingham said. “You keep blaming her, but she’s not the one responsible for what happened. I am. I’m the one who pulled her in on this.”

      “And why was that?”

      “The same reason I pulled anyone in. You. Eastley. Olivia. Several others over the years,” he said.

      Understanding began to settle into Ty’s mind. “She’s connected to the dragons?”

      “Well, somewhat. I don’t know what connection she has, but I think that if we have a little bit more time with her, we might be able to piece that together.”

      Olivia watched Ty. Was that a smug expression on her face, or was there something else? Uncertainty? Usually, she was so confident, but there was nothing that she could do here where her flirtations would make a difference. Not for Ty, not any longer, and not with Albion, who still seemed destroyed over Zara’s death.

      This meant that she was here because she thought she needed to be.

      “You’ve been training them.”

      “Training those who might have potential. Not because I wanted them to reveal themselves, but because I knew that without some training, that connection would eventually become unstable.”

      “I didn’t think that you wanted me to know what I was.”

      “Because I didn’t want you to know, it doesn’t mean that I want you to suffer,” Bingham said.

      Ty looked over at the others.

      Would they fight on his behalf? Would Olivia?

      He needed to know.

      “Are you going to betray me again?”

      “I don’t know. Are you going to make a big deal about what we had?”

      “I thought that we had….” Ty shook his head. When he did, Fezel stirred within him, as if the dragon were trying to protect him, though he couldn’t protect Ty’s emotions, as that was his fault. But as he regarded Olivia, he noticed a faint glowing around her. It was subtle and certainly not as bright as what he saw around Gayal, or even around Bingham, now that he knew to look for it, but it was there.

      Bingham had known.

      And he had been looking with her.

      What connection had Eastley had?

      If Bingham had helped them understand their connection sooner, maybe Eastley would be able to defend himself against Roson James.

      How much could have changed had Bingham been willing to reveal himself sooner?

      Too much.

      It was a difficult conversation that he was going to have later. Not now. It wasn’t the time to deal with that.

      But for now, maybe he could forgive Olivia. Not for what she had done that had led to Eastley’s death, but he could forgive her for the fact that she had used him while he’d thought she wanted a deeper connection. And that was what he had been hanging onto.

      “It’s going to be dangerous.”

      “It’s like Bingham said. We have a pair of Dragon Thieves, right? And maybe we’ve all learned a few things.”

      For a moment, there came a faint surging of the glowing around her. Ty realized that she had a dragon remnant on her, and not only that, but she seemed to control it.

      She was Dragon Touched, and she was using that ability.

      “I should thank you.”

      “Only thank me when the job is over. We aren’t going to celebrate until then.”

      “Well,” Ty said, looking from Bingham to Olivia and finally to Albion, who was watching him with a tight expression in his eyes, “I think it’s time for us to go.”

      And this would be his team. Succeed or fail, they would do this together.
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      They approached the palace, moving under the shroud of smoke. Fezel offered a layer of protection that permitted them the chance to stalk forward, sneaking in the darkness, though Ty didn’t even know if Fezel was necessary for what they had to do. He offered them a level of protection, but it was possible that they wouldn’t have been discovered even without that protection. It was certainly dark enough out.

      “How much control do you have?” Ty asked, glancing over to Bingham.

      Albion stayed behind, looking around, though moving quietly and carefully. He was the Dragon Thief, even now. It was the first time they had attempted to pull a job together.

      Bingham glanced over, a hint of a smile on his face. “I have several techniques that might be effective, but not against this. When I was still in the palace, there were no Tecal. None were connected to dragons the way that you are now.”

      “I didn’t realize that was a recent occurrence.”

      Gayal had told him about her family and her connection to dragons, so how was it that it would be recent? Still, he also had learned that there weren’t many Tecal in the kingdom. They were tasked with ensuring the safety of the borders, defending them from Lothinal, at least for now. Before, that had been the king and his family’s responsibility.

      “What about you?” Ty asked, turning back to Albion.

      He twisted the ring on his finger. “I have a connection to the dragon relics. I can use that power. Perhaps not as well as him,” Albion said, nodding to Bingham.

      Ty snorted. He had never known that Bingham even had that ability, though it would’ve been far more helpful when they had been trying to pull jobs.

      “What about you?” he asked, turning to Olivia.

      He tried to keep his irritation toward her out of his tone, but maybe it didn’t matter.

      “I don’t know. He said he needed to train me. I guess that it’s because he believes I have some connection.”

      Bingham held her gaze before looking over to Ty and nodding. “Potential. I don’t know more than that. I was always looking for that.”

      Everybody here had a connection to dragons. Two of them pretended to be the Dragon Thief, and all were thieves.

      That should be enough.

      “We should go.”

      He started forward, watching the palace for a moment before a different plot popped into his head.

      Thieves.

      That was what he’d been thinking, anyway.

      Which was what they should be.

      “I think that the Dragon Thief needs to sneak in. I’m going to have to take a different approach.”

      “You were the Dragon Thief as well,” Albion said, slipping up alongside him.

      “I wasn’t the real Dragon Thief. But in this case, I’m not exactly sure that I needed to be. I’m one of the king’s Tecal. Find another way in and wait for me.”

      “That wasn’t the agreement,” Bingham said.

      Ty chuckled and shrugged. “I didn’t realize we made any sort of agreement.”

      “We agreed you wouldn’t do anything foolish,” Bingham said.

      “You agreed, but then again, you also seem to think that you can still tell me what I need to do. I’m the Tecal.” When Bingham started to object, Ty patted him on the shoulder. “Go.”

      Albion held Ty’s gaze for a long moment before motioning for the others to slip away. He guided Bingham and Olivia, and they disappeared into the shadows. The Dragon Thief and his team. Bingham knew his way around the palace, which would help. And they were all skilled. For all Ty’s issues with Olivia, he couldn’t deny that she was capable. And at this point, that was what mattered more than anything else.

      He turned his attention to the palace. There was something different now than there had been before. A strange energy that was different than what he’d felt before. He wasn’t exactly sure why he thought that only that he increasingly felt as if it were some connection to the Flame. Why the palace, though? When he’d been at the Hatchery, the connection to the Flame had been there. Had it been redirected?

      He slipped forward, focusing on Fezel. The dragon swirled within him and then slipped out, wrapping him in a protective layer.

      “We are going to need more than just the two of us,” he whispered. The dragon moved with more energy. Almost as if Fezel agreed with him. “Do you think you can help me connect to Ishantil?”

      Asking the dragon always felt better than demanding or directing, though there were times when he had found himself trying to direct Ishantil and Fezel both. Even as he had, Ty didn’t know if he could direct the connection. He wasn’t sure if the dragons had chosen to work with him or if he had somehow been in control of it. At this point, either one was possible. Still, he needed them now. There was a faint sense of Fezel drifting deeper into the center of Ty’s being as if the dragon were finding some way to connect to him more deeply than before. Then he felt a drawing of power coming from someplace deeper. It took a moment, but Ty understood what it was. Fezel connected to Ishantil.

      It bubbled deep beneath the surface. It was the power of the Flame.

      A connection—a conduit, really—formed. Then Ty reached for it, pulling that through him. It bloomed hot energy, the power of Ishantil, the true power of a dragon, flowing within him. Maybe he could have helped Zara if he had been able to connect like this, though even this might not have been enough.

      At the door, he pushed that power of Ishantil. It felt as if it were fighting him, though. It was much like the way the door in the tunnel beneath the city had fought against him. Why would that be?

      He tried pulling on more of the connection, and Fezel stirred deep within him, the dragon starting to shift, trying to push more of the Flame between them. Power flowed into the door. Heat swept into it. And the door began to glow until it finally opened.

      It was the power of the Flame that had opened the door.

      All this time, he’d claimed he wasn’t the Manifestation of the Flame, and Ty didn't think that he was, but perhaps he was connected to the Flame in a way he had not known before. He sent power out through him, using what he could of the connection to Ishantil, and strode into the palace.

      He paused for a moment. The two obsidian sculptures drew him.

      It was strange seeing them like that. Strange that they stood there like guardians looking at the door, and stranger still that Ty could feel that power within them. He had felt it when he'd first come, but Gayal had guided him away, urging him not to get too close to them.

      Gayal had been in awe of the king. Ty had not. At least, not the way that Gayal had.

      There was nobody else around.

      Had Lothinal breached the palace, Ty would’ve expected to see some sign of it.

      There was nothing.

      He stretched out, feeling the warmth from the nearest relic, much as he had felt within Zara. Unlike Zara, there was a fluttering, a stirring, as if an answer of some sort.

      It came to him through his connection to Ishantil. Ty was sure of it. It was almost as if that stirring recognized he was bonded to Ishantil, connecting to that greater power and pushing energy out to help him fully connect.

      Ty held his hand out again and forced a bit of power from him, using that as he probed, letting heat flow from him.

      As Ty began to let that energy spill out from him, he felt the need to draw even more of the Flame. He focused on that conduit that had formed between himself and the dragons, letting that energy connect. He could almost close his eyes, and when he did, he had the imagined sense of power that bloomed someplace deep within him. The power that connected him beyond himself and to something greater. The power of the Flame. He released it.

      There came a flowing sense, almost an urgency, and then a fluttering from within the vessel. Ty strained to pull upon even more power of the Flame. If he could tap into it…

      He tried everything he could to use the connection to Ishantil to detect what was in that vessel. The Flame flowed, but there was something else. Maybe a connection to the dragons, or perhaps something else.

      It faded.

      He released his hold, knowing that it wasn’t going to be enough. He looked at the statue, the dragon relic, and felt the power, though it was nothing he could command.

      He still hadn’t heard anything from Bingham, Albion, and Olivia. Hopefully, they had made it safely into the palace, but now that Ty was here, he wondered whether they should even have come. Maybe this should have just been Ty. He was the Tecal, after all. But the idea that he would do this alone…

      He headed along the hall. A strange energy pushed against him. How many of these other relics could he connect to? Maybe none, though the strange energy in the air suggested something more here. Ty wasn’t exactly sure what that was and connected as he was to Ishantil, he wondered if he might be able to use the Flame in some way to help him reach something even greater.

      He paused, looking all around him. The king hadn’t appeared. If he was unharmed—as Ty hoped—he had to know that Ty was here. Unless he still recovered from fighting Lothinal.

      He found himself standing in front of the throne room. The doors were closed, and he attempted to open it. It was locked, but once again, he used the power of the Flame, drawing from Ishantil, and pushed power out of him and into the door. It flowed slowly. It was more than just the power of Ishantil. It had to be the Flame. He wasn’t exactly sure why he felt that way, only that the more that he focused, the more certain he was that was what was happening.

      How was he doing this?

      He'd been denying that he was the Manifestation of the Flame for a long time, denying that it was even possible for him to be that person, but he no longer knew if he could deny it the way that he had. Perhaps it was time for him to acknowledge that he was connected to the Flame. It was different than just the connection he shared with the dragons. Different than just the connection he shared with Ishantil, though that connection was there.

      Ty felt for the power, that energy, and he let it flow into the door the same way as he had before. It stretched out from him, rolling into the doorway, and then he could feel even more power building.

      Ty pushed. He could feel the energy flowing from him and into the door leading to the throne room. He had no idea what would happen or whether he would even be able to use that power in any meaningful way, but he could feel something changing by pushing it into the doorway.

      It was a tension upon him. There was resistance, as if something tried to fight him, some aspect of power worked against him. He also borrowed from Fezel, using his connection to help drive power outward. And then he was through.

      The door came open.

      Ty held onto the connection even tighter, afraid to release his hold on it, afraid to do anything other than push that power out. He had to hold onto it because if he released it, would he ever get it back? He never wanted to let it go.

      He strode into the throne room, still anticipating an attack.

      There was none.

      The dragon throne loomed at the end of the long hall. The sculptures of dragons lining the hall told him that this was a place of power, and this was a place that had once been tied to the dragons even more than it was now. He could feel that connection to them, and he wondered if perhaps there would be anything more that he might be able to feel of those dragons, anything more that he might be able to detect within them, but he didn't. Ty strode forward, looking along with the sculptures, his gaze taking all of it in, and then he paused.

      This was to be a place where kings had lived. Dragon kings.

      He could feel the energy here. He had to wonder whether the kings that had been here were like the king today or if there was something different to them. These sculptures were the dragon guard.

      As Ty made his way along here, he pushed out with his connection to the Flame, using the same power that he had when he had come the last time. Unlike the last time, there was a stirring of all of them. Ty could feel that stirring and feel the energy, even if he had no idea what that power did or what it meant.

      Perhaps nothing. Just the stirring.

      Ty paused. The king didn’t spend time here. This was just the throne room. He had his quarters, a more comfortable place than this. Maybe once this had been a place of power, but it was no longer. Maybe the king was aware of the strange energy that was here. That might explain why he avoided it.

      He hadn’t seemed like it. Ty remembered how his massive wings had folded, stretching away from him. He made his way through the throne room, pausing at the dragon throne. When he had been here before, the king had placed himself on the dragon throne and looked back at Ty.

      Standing before the throne now, he was tempted to take his seat, though he would feel like a usurper as if he were somehow violating the king himself.

      He rested his hand on the armrest of the throne. It surprised him that it would be so warm, though it was the dragon throne. It was made of obsidian, much like the other dragon sculptures.

      Not just like the other sculptures. It was a dragon relic. Could dragons have formed it as well? Was it a vessel? He hadn’t noticed that before, but now that he did, he couldn’t help but wonder how—or even why.

      The idea that the throne would be a dragon was a strange, terrifying thought. He ran his hand along it, pushing outward, using the power of Ishantil and the energy of the Flame to try to see if he could feel anything there, but there was nothing more than emptiness.

      “I wondered if you might come back,” a voice said from the doors.

      Ty spun to see the king standing there. His long hair was draped in front of his face, and his massive dragon wings curled back behind him, glowing even more brightly than he remembered. His arms were crossed in front of him, and there was a hint of a smile curling his lips.

      “You’re safe,” Ty said, relief sweeping through him. “Something happened to Gayal. I’m not exactly sure what it was, but I think Lothinal responsible. The border had pressed deeper into the kingdom, and I don’t know that we’re going to be—”

      “Lothinal is of no concern,” he said.

      “Because you’re fighting them?” Ty asked.

      The king laughed softly. “Fight them? Why, I’ve needed to use them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I need all the dragon connections here, Tydornen. That’s why I assigned your task. That’s why I called back the Tecal. That’s why I let the border collapse.” His smile changed, now more dangerous. “Once I’m bridged to the Flame, Lothinal will no longer be an issue.”

      Ty brushed his hand along the dragon throne, feeling heat and energy within it. There was power to it, as well. Understanding of what it was filled him. He felt as if he needed to keep him talking until he had a better idea of what was happening. He wanted the king to be visiting with him to try to understand.

      The king wanted Lothinal to push?

      What was going on here?

      “Why would you do that?” Ty asked.

      “I told you that already, Tydornen. My time is short. I can feel it. And, unfortunately, it seems it’s very short. That’s why I’ve allowed Lothinal to press. I need the others to enter their vessels. Which you found, I might add.”

      Ty blinked. The king knew about the vessels.

      The king knew what had happened to Gayal.

      This didn’t fit.

      Buy time. Bingham and the others will come.

      “I didn't realize that the dragon throne was also a vessel,” Ty said.

      “Everything in the palace has turned into a vessel,” he said.

      “Everything?”

      The king shrugged. “Perhaps not everything,” he said. “Enough has.”

      Ty pressed his hand on it. He didn't know how much he glowed with the energy of Ishantil flowing through him, how much that he was powered by that heat and fire, though he suspected there was something. He had to know just what it was that he could do. Maybe it was simply releasing the power of the control of the dragons. Perhaps if he could connect to these relics, he might understand. The problem was that he didn’t understand.

      What about the dragon throne?

      Heat and energy filled him as he pressed his hand onto the dragon throne.

      The king took a step closer to him.

      Strangely, Ty was aware of a presence from the vessels on either side of him.

      “There’s something that’s not quite right,” Ty muttered.

      “No,” the king said. “Something has not been right for a long time. As I’ve told you repeatedly.”

      “We went looking for other dragons and trying to stop Lothinal.” He looked at the sculptures, studying them, trying to understand what was there. “You didn't expect us to find any, did you? But you wanted to know. You used me because of my ability to see the dragon form.”

      And he wanted those with a connection drawn here.

      Why?

      He started to smile. “I didn’t care what form you found them, though it’s much easier in vessel form.”

      “But the dragons could have been anywhere.” Pockets of places. That was what Zara had said. The king had known about those pockets, though.

      “They could have been, only they were not. Lothinal has served that purpose for me, as well.”

      The connection to the dragon throne filled him. Ty struggled to understand what it meant, why there was power, and whether there was anything more that he might be able to feel.

      “I’m disappointed to learn there are no others,” the king said. “I had thought that you might find them, but perhaps the time has finally come.”

      “There were.”

      The king offered him something of a knowing smile, a look in his eyes that suggested to Ty that he was aware of more than he realized.

      “Did you know about Zara?”

      “Zara?” The king said her name strangely and with a hint of accent and heat. “I did not.”

      “She was my brother’s wife. She returned to the Flame and placed herself into a vessel.”

      The king turned toward him. His gaze had shifted, taking on more heat than it had before. “Where is the vessel?” The king took a step toward him. “I intend to give dragons the honor they deserve. You need to bring her to me, Tydornen.”

      Ty didn’t care for the way that the king said his name. Most of the time, he didn’t love it when people said his full name. He tolerated it with others, especially with Bingham now that he knew that Bingham had known his mother as well as he had, but the king spoke in a way that left Ty feeling almost uneasy.

      The only one that he had truly enjoyed saying his full name was his mother. He had such fond memories of her, memories where she had claimed that Tydornen was a beautiful and powerful name. She had always said it was a name for royalty. He had laughed at that, at least, he had laughed at that idea then.

      What would’ve happened had his mother stayed in the capital? What would’ve happened had his mother been joined with the king? Would he have mated and made other dragons?

      But this wasn’t about honor.

      Ty didn’t know what it was about, but not that.

      “What happened to the rest of the relics?” Ty asked.

      That was what this was about, wasn’t it?

      Lothinal pushing on the borders.

      Dragons forced toward the kingdom—and dying before reaching the Flame.

      The Tecal drawn back to the city.

      “They are safe.”

      “How many do you have?”

      The king shrugged slightly. “There aren’t many remaining.”

      “I don’t understand. How are there not that many remaining?”

      The king looked along the hall. “These are some of the most powerful dragons ever to have lived. The dragon guard, as they were called.”

      “I thought you said they served your family.”

      “Not these dragons,” the king said, his voice dropping to barely more than a whisper. It was still hot, a bit violent, and had an edge of anger in it that left Ty feeling as if he were hiding some secret from him. “The dragon guard were like you, Tydornen. They could not reach their full potential. It was a shame, really.”

      “What about Colainth?” Ty asked, looking to the sculpture where he had felt a fluttering coming from.

      “Colainth,” the king said. “A buffoon.”

      “But he was a dragon.”

      “A buffoon,” the king said again. “Too many have been that way. They thought the key to finding power was understanding the connection to the Flame. They believed that they needed to find the Manifestation of the Flame.” He glanced over to Ty, and he smiled slightly. “I must admit that when you showed yourself, there was a part of me that began to question. I had not thought that such a thing was even possible. How could there be a Manifestation of the Flame? So many years spent searching, toiling, looking uselessly, and suddenly you would be it?” He laughed. “But then I realized that was a mistake. There is no Manifestation of the Flame. There is nothing other than the Flame. You simply were connected to it.”

      “I don't see the point.”

      “The point, Tydornen, is that though you may have a different understanding of the Flame and your unique connection to it, you are still only part dragon.”

      “Again, I don't see the point in that.”

      He laughed. “And you wouldn't. How could you? You are but a part of greater power. You cannot understand that greater power, especially as you cannot reach it yourself.”

      Ty didn’t care for the way the king was talking to him. Anger surged within him. Only part dragon? What did that even matter? He was connected to the Flame.

      “Where is the vessel?”

      Ty frowned, and he started to look around. “Why do you care about Zara?” He didn’t think that the king did care for her. At this point, Ty wasn’t exactly sure what the king wanted, but he did not believe that there was anything about Zara that he cared for.

      “I need all of the vessels. It is a connection to something more. And that’s what I need before my time expires.” The king watched him. “You have been useful, Tydornen. But I’m afraid that it is time for you to step aside. Once I do this, I will take care of Lothinal. And the kingdom will be safe.”

      Ty focused on his connection to Ishantil, feeling the power of the Flame flowing through him. But there was something else, as well. A trembling came from everywhere around him. Dragon trembling.

      How was he able to feel that?

      The heat from the power of the Flame flowed through him along with an energy that came from Ishantil, and all of it made it so that Ty strained to detect anything more.

      “Why do you need the vessels?” Ty asked, knowing that he needed to distract the king somehow.

      “I’ve been trying to understand what I need to do to link the energy from these others together, and I finally understand what it will take to bridge to the Flame. Dragons. All of the other dragons.” The king smiled tightly. “There is no Manifestation of the Flame. There are only dragons.”

      That surprised him to hear the king say that. “Then why did the other dragons think there were?”

      The king snorted. “Dragons did not. Others did, and the weak minded among my kind began to believe otherwise. Now, where is that vessel?”

      Ty started to back away. “You aren’t going to get it.”

      The king started to transform, wings shifting, his tail lengthening, and gradually the form of an enormous dragon loomed over him. He had scales like liquid night, claws that looked like spears, and fangs that were daggers.

      There was a rush of heat, a stink of sulfur, and an overwhelming connection to the Flame that began to overpower Ty.

      The king’s draconic voice shook Ty to the bone. “Where is that vessel?”

      Ty moved behind the dragon throne, trying to grasp for the power of the Flame, but it seemed as if it slipped through his fingers.

      “Why?”

      “So that I can consume its power as I have the others.”
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      Fezel fluttered within Ty, and his energy swirled deep within him. Ty could feel the fear of the dragon. It was the same fear he had detected one other time. Ty had to be careful not to release the connection to Ishantil, knowing that he would lose the one advantage he had if he were to lose that. At this point, he needed every advantage that he could muster. There was energy from Ishantil, but it might not be enough.

      The king was a powerful dragon, more powerful than what he had seen from Zara. And he had proven that he wanted even more power.

      Ty had to find a way past it, but he wasn’t sure what he would need to do.

      “Why do this to those who supported you?”

      The dragon tried to move toward him, but the throne blocked him. Ty held onto the throne, using that to block access. Warmth radiated through the dragon throne, but it wouldn’t be enough for him to deflect anything from the king.

      “I have been consuming the power of the others. Once I have all, I can finish it. And then I will take these.” He clawed at the sculptures nearest him. The king chuckled, a dark and horrible sound that was so different than the man who had tried to come across as pleasant when Ty had interacted with him initially. “Of course, you don’t understand. How could you? You are such a simple creature.”

      “I’m part dragon,” Ty said.

      He sneered at him. “Part dragon who did not believe such a thing existed.”

      “I believed in my mother,” Ty said.

      The king laughed again, the sound harsh and tearing at his ears. “Where is that vessel?”

      “It doesn’t matter where the vessel is gone. You can’t do anything with it.”

      Ty squeezed on the dragon throne, trying to stay hidden.

      “I will find it. You told me she was your brother’s mate. All I need to do is find him.” He laughed, the sound horrible. “Such a simple thing to do, and such a simple creature. I can find him, and I will tear him apart.”

      Ty squeezed his hands into tight fists, connecting to all the dragon power that he could. “You aren’t going to hurt Albion.”

      The dragon king tried to make his way toward him, but Ty backed away. The dragon throne kept him safe, but it was only going to work for a little while. He watched the king, trying to come up with some answer as to how to stay away from this danger. How to get away from the city.

      The king roared. For the first time since he’d met him. Terror. His knees buckled. His arms quivered. This was a dragon. When he had been around Zara, there had been something human about her, as if taking on the dragon form was just one side of her, but not who she was. In the case of the king, it was like his human form had been a mistake. The dragon was what he was meant to be.

      Was this what all the others would have been like if they had the opportunity? Would they have become like the king, violent and angry, filled with rage, and more animal than human?

      Ty focused on the power of Ishantil, clinging to the Flame’s energy. Pressure built against him that resisted. Was the king blocking his connection somehow?

      “I will have the vessel so that I can consume the rest.”

      “Why consume them?” Ty asked. He needed time to get a better idea about what the king intended.

      “You would have understood had you known her.”

      “My mother?” Ty kept one hand on the dragon throne.

      There was some deep part of him—or maybe Fezel—that told him he needed to keep his hand on the dragon throne. He had no idea why that would be, no idea what reason there would be for him to hold his hand on the throne, only that he needed to do it.

      “She was supposed to have provided me with another,” he said.

      “Another what? Another dragon for you to consume?”

      He laughed, his voice dark and bitter and filled with anger. “You say that as if it's something I should be ashamed of. I'm a dragon,” he sneered. “I can't feel shame.”

      “Did you fight Lothinal when they used their magic to attack?” Ty stood taller, holding on to the dragon throne. Anger bubbled up within him. “Did you bother to try to do anything when that violence threatened the kingdom? When it threatened your people?”

      “You wouldn't begin to understand,” he said again.

      “And I think you don't even understand what it means to serve your people,” he said.

      The king raged, roaring at him. Ty tried to ignore it, focusing only on the energy he had, but even as he did, he had no idea if he could do anything to stop the king. He wanted to be strong, he wanted to be brave, but even the sight of this monstrous creature was turning his insides to jelly.

      He couldn’t give up. His friends were supposed to be coming. He couldn’t let them find the king on their own. He had to protect them!

      Bingham would lead them into the palace, Olivia and Albion, and then what? What would the king do to them?

      The king lunged toward him.

      Ty dropped down, keeping the dragon throne in front of him. The king slithered around the dragon throne, looping, and Ty hurried to keep away from him. He held one hand on the throne and had the dragon guard behind him. He could feel energy from it. It was the energy of dragons, he was certain. He wondered if he could even reach for it, only he didn’t have time.

      The king lunged, sweeping a claw at him.

      Ty just had to delay.

      He’d thought he’d been helping. He’d been used.

      All of them—including Lothinal—had been used.

      “You can’t hold that form very long,” he said.

      “You would be mistaken in thinking that.”

      “No. It takes considerable power. You would need to have access to the Flame, and there are no ties to the Flame around you.”

      The king laughed. It sounded as if a fire were raging in his lungs. Heat bloomed from him. “Everything here is tied to the Flame. Why do you think I had the capital moved here?”

      The king roared again, swatting at Ty, but he missed.

      “No,” Ty whispered.

      The king started to laugh, drawing himself up. Power flowed from him, and energy unlike anything he had seen before spilled from him. His inky black scales shone with the glowing power emanating from him. It was all Ty could do to stay standing.

      “You are so foolish. So young. And so filled with….” He sniffed. “What is this?” The king roared with anger.

      Ty didn’t dare move. “What is what?” He needed one hand on the dragon throne and was afraid to move away, afraid to do anything other than keep it where it was. He feared the king.

      “What is it that you have?”

      “I don’t have anything.”

      “You do,” the king whispered.

      Ty could feel something coming from him as he tried to get closer. He could feel the heat and energy that radiated from deep within the king. It lashed out at Ty.

      Ty reacted.

      He did the only thing that he thought he could. He tapped into the power of Ishantil. Only, as he had begun to suspect, it was not only the power of Ishantil. It was the power of the Flame.

      He had visited the other places of the Flame. He had visited those places of power, and he had held that energy. He knew it, and he could feel it. It surged from him, creating a massive barrier that deflected the king.

      The king clawed at him, but it did nothing. He still held his power out in front of him, holding onto the energy, and managed to withstand him.

      The king roared at him. “You have the Flame,” he sneered.

      “I'm not the Manifestation of the Flame,” he said. “But I do have the Flame.” Ty pushed.

      Fezel guided him, some slithering, smoky energy that swept away from him. As it did, he could feel something more, a hint of the power that swept away from him. It drifted outward, going into the dragon throne.

      Fezel was telling him to go to the throne. He didn’t know what to do, so he put his trust in his friend. He released as much of his power at the throne as he could muster.

      It flowed into the dragon throne.

      The king roared.

      The throne glowed, incandescent like the sun.

      The vessels around him started to tremble and rattle with a loud crack.

      Ty continued expelling as much power as he could. He could feel that energy flowing away from him, but it wasn’t enough. He needed to do something more, but he didn’t know what.

      The throne continued to shift.

      With an ear-splitting roar, the king clawed at him, but a wall of fiery light pushed him back. In a flash, he turned to flame and then disappeared.

      Ty tried to raise his hand, but Fezel pushed him down, locking his hand to the dragon throne. He tried to move, but power continued to pour out of him.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      Fezel continued to swirl around him. There was more energy, and all of it was pouring into the throne, all of it pouring out and around, flowing from the dragon throne, out into Ty, and then beyond. He tried to understand just what it was that Fezel was trying to get him to do, but even as he felt the energy flowing from him, he didn't know.

      “What you want from me?”

      “Tydornen?”

      He lifted his head, but he couldn't raise his hand.

      Bingham stood in the doorway.

      “Don't,” he cautioned.

      “What are you doing?” Bingham said.

      “The king is responsible. He let Lothinal attack. He wanted the dragons here. He wanted them as vessels. All so that he could consume them.”

      Ty still wasn’t entirely sure that he understood what had happened.

      “The Flame…” Bingham’s voice was filled with awe and reverence.

      “Fezel won't let me lift my hand.”

      “Fezel?”

      Ty nodded. “The dragon. That's the name of the smoke dragon.”

      Bingham took a step toward him. “Do what he says,” he told him.

      “Bingham?”

      “Just do what he says. I think…”

      He could feel more of the energy coming from Fezel, more of that power trying to force its way out of him, and more of it trying to guide him. Ty let go and let the power course out of him. He didn’t know what else he could do.

      He turned his attention back to the dragon throne. The vague sense of movement came all around him, but it was not enough for him to know what was causing it. He felt that energy swirling, but more than that, he was aware of the power of the Flame, aware of the deep energy that flowed through him.

      It was the power of life.

      He let it out.

      The dragon throne continued to slither, sliding, and then shifting.

      The other vessels did the same.

      Everywhere around him came the same shifting, the same moving, and Ty tried to hold his hand in place. He had to do this, whatever it was. He heard Bingham approach behind him.

      “You must continue,” Bingham said.

      Ty didn’t know if he could. He felt empty, hollow. He felt like a burned husk from the heat and power coursing through his veins. How much more could he take? What more could he give?

      Regardless of everything else, he needed to know. “Did you find Gayal?”

      Bingham shook his head. “No. Just hold on.”

      Ty didn’t know what it was that he was doing. “Bingham?”

      “Something is changing.”

      “I can’t control it,” Ty said.

      “Then don’t try,” Bingham said.

      Ty turned his attention back to the dragon throne, but he twisted so that he could look at the other sculptures, trying to make them out, wanting to see what they were doing. How they were changing. They glowed softly with a pale light. They were glowing with fiery golden energy. The Flame. It was amazing—and it was terrifying.

      He stared at them but felt drawn to pour more power out from him, drawn to give in to the energy that the sculptures needed, drawn to provide them with the power of the Flame. He didn’t know how much more he could give, but he knew he needed to provide it.

      “Why?” he whispered.

      Fezel swirled around him. Was he trying to encourage him? He fell to a knee but desperately kept his hand on the throne. He had to help them.

      He was growing weaker. There was less of him than there used to be.

      Even when he fought Roson James, he hadn’t drawn on this much power. Most of it had come to him from the potential at the Hatchery. This was purely his connection.

      This time, he felt connected to something more profound. It was that deep power that he felt as if he needed to hold onto. Movement stirred around him. The sculptures were moving.

      Bingham rested his hand on Ty’s arm.

      Ty wanted to give up. He was exhausted. No more. He blinked and mumbled, “He got away.”

      “For now,” Bingham said. “You need to complete this, Tydornen.”

      Ty took a deep breath. “What am I completing?”

      “Our purpose.” Bingham smiled sadly. “Fezel. I haven’t heard that name in years.”

      “Bingham?”

      “Fezel was an old, powerful dragon when I was still here.”

      “What do you mean?” The power swirled around him, and he could feel Fezel there and feel that energy flowing, but he wondered if that was Fezel, the Flame, or if it came from the sculptures he now connected to. It was getting hard to focus. Hard to think. Had it always been this hard to breathe?

      “It just means that perhaps things are happening that I had never imagined.”

      “What am I supposed to do?”

      “You are doing it,” Bingham said, tears in his eyes. “You’re releasing the vessels.”

      He couldn’t talk. He couldn’t move. There was only the Flame. The Flame and Fezel’s smoky touch reminded him that he was still alive.

      Bingham stared in awe as the room lit with pure flames. The vessels each glowed like suns at the power searing its way through Ty.

      He tried to move, but it was too much. Fezel wrapped around him in a smoky embrace, holding him up. Ty closed his eyes. They were too heavy. In between his haggard breaths, he could feel Fezel reaching out to all the vessels, connecting them back to Ty.

      Fezel was drawing on the vessels.

      Summoning them.

      He could feel the way that Fezel was calling them to him.

      Flames erupted around Ty; dragon fire encircled around him. He couldn’t do more. There was no more within him.

      Fezel spread himself out more, still connected to the vessels, wrapping Ty in a protective shell, and now he was covering the throne itself. Golden dragon fire surged from Ty to engulf the throne. Fezel was sealing the flames in, protecting Ty.

      No. Not sealing it. Pushing the vessels into it.

      He had to trust. He had done all he could. He exhaled a whisper, “guide me.”

      And Fezel did.

      Power flowed from him, slithering out, connecting him to the dragon throne.

      He had thought the dragon throne was a vessel, and it was, but it was not a vessel like the others. It was empty.

      But it needed to be filled. He was being emptied to fill this massive dragon vessel.

      Heat flowed from deep within him. Not the Flame. It was that of Ishantil. Fezel.

      They were being drawn out of him.

      Bingham watched. There was nothing he could do to help. Either Ty would succeed, or he wouldn’t. He whispered, “You can do it, Ty. I have faith. Please.”

      With a soul-rending tear, it all stopped. The golden, searing dragon fire dissipated. He collapsed to the ground, hand still resting on the now cold throne.

      “No…”

      “What's happening?” Bingham said.

      It was gone. The heat. The swirling. The power. Fezel had held it all together until the last moment. Ty realized that Fezel had been torn away from him. It was over.

      “Fezel. He's gone,” he whispered through dry, cracked lips.

      Ty pressed his hand against the dragon throne, desperately reaching for Fezel, Ishantil, the Flame, anything. It was gone. He couldn’t feel it anymore. There was nothing. Fezel was gone.

      As he lay there, hollowed, empty, alone, something tickled inside of him. He couldn’t draw on any power, but he was aware of the volcano, the steam field, and the fire fields. They were distant, but they were there. Unlike Fezel.

      He looked around.

      The vessels were gone.

      “What… What happened?” Ty asked, looking over to Bingham. He had no idea what was happening around him, only that he was empty, yet the air was charged with power. It was like nothing he had ever felt.

      “You did something here. You changed something,” Bingham whispered in awe.

      “What did I change?” He rolled onto his back and looked up at the ceiling. It was all he could do just to exist. Whatever he had changed meant that his connection to his dragons had shifted. With Fezel gone, how would he be able to save Gayal? How would he be able to even get to his feet?

      “We have to go,” Bingham said, looking around urgently.

      “What happened to Albion? Olivia?” With each breath, a small piece of him recovered.

      “They’re fine, but we have to go!”

      They were fine, but Zara might not be. Would he be? He looked at Bingham. “The king has been consuming the other dragons. He knows about Zara….” His limbs quivered with weakness.

      “And he’s going to take her as well.” Bingham bit his lip. “Here, let’s get you up. We need to go, now.” He reached out to help Ty up.

      Ty closed his eyes as Bingham grasped his hand. A flash of heat seared through his closed eyelids.

      Bingham jerked his hand away. “What’s going on? You. You’re hot. Even just touching your hand….”

      Ty opened his eyes again, and every around him was traced in a faint light. Why? He had to get to his feet. He reached out to the throne and pulled himself up to it. Ty blinked again. The faint lines around everything persisted.

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means…” Bingham started to laugh. “Honestly, I don’t know what it means. I think it means you have something you have to do, though what it is remains to be seen. You’ve stopped him once, and I think you need to do it again.”

      “But I didn’t even stop him.”

      “Fine. You slowed him.”

      Even in that, Ty wasn’t sure that he had even done anything. The king was powerful.

      But Ty had done something. He had released the dragon guard. And then they had gone into the dragon throne.

      He was so tired. He felt so alone.

      He tried getting to his feet again, but he staggered back, collapsing once more into the dragon throne. His head rested against it. “Just let me rest here for a moment.”

      “We don’t have time to rest, Tydornen.”

      “Would you stop calling me Tydornen?”

      As he sat there, he noticed a deep burning. It happened slowly, building within him and then rising steadily. A strange energy started in his belly and worked through him before reaching his chest, then his head, and then out. It was like some part of him was burning.

      “Oh,” Bingham muttered. His eyes widened in alarm.

      “What is it?” He tried sitting up, but everything was so heavy that burning wouldn’t stop.

      “I don’t even know how to say it.”

      Ty glared at him. “Just get on with it.”

      “Tydornen. I don’t know how to say this. You… You are a dragon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ty lurched up, and he could feel something flowing through him, a strange sort of energy and warmth, and it was different than what he had felt before. He was still aware of the connection to the Flame, though surprisingly, he was aware of something else, as well. It was a different sort of power, something new.

      He turned to Bingham, looking at him, and found him watching him with a strange expression in his eyes. The vessels were all missing, having disappeared through whatever he had done, reconnecting to them to the Flame.

      “What are you saying?” he asked Bingham.

      He nodded to him. “You, Tydornen. That’s what I’m saying. Something has changed for you.”

      Ty looked down, and he saw the circling of the Flame around him, but nothing else.

      He remembered Fezel leaving him, though. He remembered how he had flowed into the dragon throne, and he remembered the heat and fire that had poured out of him as the other dragons trapped in the vessels were removed.

      “Look at yourself,” Bingham said. His eyes were wide, and he stared at him, the look on his face practically unreadable.

      Ty started toward him. It felt as if he were dragging a greater weight than he usually was, almost as if there was some chain attached to him. He turned, and he froze.

      A dragon tail. Where was the dragon? It glowed the way that other dragon tail had glowed like when he had seen Zara or when he had seen the king, but this was different. Ty turned, and the tail turned with him.

      “What do you mean that I am a dragon?”

      Ty wasn’t exactly sure how to react to that. His mother had been a dragon, but his father had not been. There was no way that he could be a dragon. Albion wasn’t. But Albion was Dragon Touched. How was that possible?

      Bingham just watched him, and there was a look in his eyes as if he understood, but he wasn’t sure what to say. “Look at yourself,” Bingham said. There was something in the way that he said it that suggested Ty needed to look down.

      When he did, he saw glowing, he saw wings, and he saw tail spreading out behind him, much as he had with Zara and the king.

      “How is this even possible? My mother—”

      “Your mother was a dragon,” Bingham said. “And maybe that was enough.”

      Ty turned, and the tail turned with him. Each time he moved, it seemed to move behind him. He wasn’t aware of any weight, nothing other than the flame that he saw, and as he turned, the dragon followed him.

      But that wasn’t right. He wasn’t a dragon.

      He couldn’t even grasp how that was possible. It made no sense to him.

      He tried to focus on the burning within him, wanting to understand whether Fezel was there, or perhaps even Ishantil, but the connection to those two dragons had changed. Had he done something? He didn’t think that he had, but as he focused on them, he realized that he was not aware of either of them at this point. They were faint presences but little more than that.

      They were missing.

      As he studied the energy, the wings, and the tail, an explosion of sound came near him.

      It startled him and forced him to focus on what he needed to do right now. Anything else could come later. This was important. Not this strange dragon presence, but what the king had done, where he had gone, and what he might do.

      That was the most important thing. Ty had to stop him.

      “He’s going after Zara,” Ty said. He looked over to Bingham. “He’s consuming the dragons—and their vessels—for his power.” Which meant that the king must have had Ty’s mother’s vessel as well. What would he have done with that? How much would the king have damaged her by claiming her vessel? And how much would Ty have potentially lost by losing that potential connection?

      “We need to go,” he said. They strode through the throne room, reaching the double doors. Ty staggered, feeling suddenly tired. It was as if he were dragging a weight. Before, when he had been turning, he hadn’t felt that, but now that he was moving away from the throne… and away from the Flame.

      He needed that.

      But there was a connection there. There had to be. As he focused on it, he began to feel the heat and energy of the Flame bubbling up within him. He tried to focus on it, but it wasn’t easy. There was a sense of it, but it was buried somehow, making it difficult for him to reach, difficult for him to do anything with it, though he could feel the burning. As he tried to hold onto that energy, he probed the way he had when reaching for Ishantil.

      “I would be careful,” Bingham said. “Whatever you’re doing is making you glow even more.”

      The power of the Flame. That was what it was.

      Ty hesitated, then drew upon that energy, forcing his way forward. Outside of the throne room, he nearly crashed into Albion, who was there with Olivia. They looked from Bingham to Ty, with Albion frowning deeply.

      “Something is different. I can almost see it. What happened?”

      Ty looked at his brother. There was heat within him, a faint outline of energy that worked around his skin, starting from someplace deep within him but faded.

      Why could he see that?

      Better yet, why was there something similar around Bingham—and Olivia?

      The power of the Flame. That was what it had to be. He had no idea why that should be, nor why he would be able to see around them, but that was what it was. He believed it, and though he could see it around the others, he had no idea what it meant for them.

      With Albion, it likely meant that he was Dragon Touched. What about Bingham? What connection did he have? Some bridging to the dragon remnants and relics, but Ty had never known what that might be. Bingham had never made a point of telling him. And Olivia…

      Ty had not known that she had that potential, but it made sense. She had trained with Bingham, and Bingham had never abandoned her, despite countless reasons to do so, including her betrayal. He had to have had a reason to continue to work with her, and that would be a pretty good one.

      “I don’t know what it is,” Ty said. “But we need to move. The king is going after the dragon vessels.”

      Albion sucked in a sharp breath. “Why would he want the vessels?”

      “Well, apparently, he’s been consuming them.”

      Olivia frowned, but Albion managed to find his tongue faster.

      “Why?”

      Ty didn’t even know. Dragons. But for what reason? And why would he have gone after Gayal?

      The same reason that Lothinal would’ve gone after the Tecal. Dragons. They wanted the dragons. Dorian probably was not safe, either. None of the Tecal would be safe.

      What about Fezel? What about the other dragons that had been pushed into the dragon throne? Ty didn’t have the answers and knew that he had to keep moving, but that was the only thing he knew.

      As he made his way through the hall, leading to the doors of the palace, he began to feel something. It was faint, but the longer he felt it, the more certain it was that he knew it was there. Felt. The dragon had not left him. Ty had thought that the dragon had faded, that his connection to the dragon had shifted, but that was not the case at all. Fezel remained there with him. It was faint, but there was a stirring.

      Not just the faint stirring, but a stronger one.

      More than one.

      He paused, looking over to Bingham. “The other dragons are with me,” he whispered. He turned, motioning toward the throne room. “The dragons from the dragon guard. All of them are with me.”

      Bingham shook his head. “How?”

      “I have no idea. When I connected to the dragon throne, I could feel them flowing through me, but now I feel them with me. It’s almost as if Fezel guided them.”

      Bingham hesitated for a moment. “We are going to have to talk about Fezel soon,” he said, pausing as they neared the door leading out of the palace. There were a pair of dragons that had once stood here, but now they were gone. It was as if they had disappeared. Ty stared, trying to connect to the power of the Flame, but even as he did, he could not feel anything that was there. The king had done something with those dragon sculptures.

      “What about Fezel?”

      “You said you were connected to him?”

      Ty tore his gaze away from the missing dragon relics. “I am. At least, I was. To be honest, I don’t know.”

      Bingham snorted. “That is amazing,” he whispered. Things are starting to come together now.” When Ty frowned, he chuckled. “Things about your mother. And about you, Tydornen.”

      An explosion of light thundered in the darkness outside of the palace.

      Ty felt drawn to it as if he needed to go, but there came a bubbling from deep within him of a smoky energy as Fezel reacted, the smoke dragon pulling him back, warning him across the conduit.

      But it wasn’t just Fezel there, and it wasn’t just that warning, it was more than that. Much more. The dragon guard. They were there, and though Ty could not use that power, not yet, he was aware that they were there.

      Maybe those dragons would help him withstand the king.

      “Whatever you have learned, maybe I can understand what that means later?”

      “Later, but it’s going to be important that you understand.”

      It was almost enough for Ty to pause, to take a moment so that he could get those answers, but at the same time, he didn’t know if he dared. Instead, he needed to understand what the king was doing and whether there was anything more that he needed to be doing. The only thing he knew was that the king was drawing power, calling to Ty.

      Ty paused at the door for a moment. “I need to go quickly.”

      And with Fezel, there was a way that he could.

      He focused on the smoke and summoned it. This time, unlike others recently, there was a slow burn deep within him, as if the smoke were fighting, resisting him.

      Bingham touched him, and he looked over to see him standing with Albion and Olivia. “Be careful, Tydornen. I don’t know what you intend to do, and I’m not exactly sure what’s going on, but I think your mother knew.”

      “Knew what?”

      “Knew the truth. And maybe you are the Manifestation of the Flame the way that your brother has long believed. But if you are, you can’t let him use you. And you can’t let him harm others.”

      He looked at the three of them, all of them glowing softly, all of them connected to the Flame.

      Why should he see that now?

      Maybe because he was the Manifestation of the Flame.

      Maybe.

      “Before you go, there’s one thing you need to know. You can open these gates, correct?”

      Ty frowned, glancing over the open doors. “Yes.”

      “The gates. The palace. All of this is keyed to royalty. That’s why we wouldn’t have been able to break into it. And I think that’s why you were.”

      Royalty.

      No. Ty didn’t think that was even possible. But what it was keyed to was a dragon.

      And that he wondered if he might be.

      “Don’t follow me,” he said. He closed his eyes, focused on Fezel, on that power, and then traveled.
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      Fezel guided him. There was a sense of resistance that hadn’t been there before, but as he focused on it, Ty could feel it now, blooming and pushing up against him, as if the dragon did not want him to travel in this way. He tried to ignore that resistance, trying to fight everything flowing, but also understood that he had no choice but to keep pushing.

      The king was there.

      And the king, regardless of what else he might be, was a dragon that was trying to harm other dragons. More than that, the king was trying to harm those like his mother and Zara.

      Ty didn’t know if anything could be done for his mother—she had been gone a long time now, and it was possible that she could not be saved—but Zara…

      Ty had seen Albion’s expression, and he knew how much the loss of Zara had pained his brother. If he could do anything to help his brother and save Zara, then Ty would do it.

      He felt the pull, felt the energy, and then they slowed. When they did, he stepped free of the smoke and shadows and knew immediately where he was. It was a place that he had been to many times. A place that he had already known had potential, and a place that he understood was connected to the power of the Flame.

      The Hatchery.

      Ty could feel it.

      There was something else with him. Guiding him.

      Fezel?

      It seemed too much to hope, but as he strained for that connection, he could feel it. Fezel was still there with him.

      He didn’t feel anything more, only the same steady burning sense and energy there, and nothing more. Ty worried that perhaps he was too late, but that power continued to build, and he thought that maybe he still had time.

      He pressed his hand up against the entrance, realizing then that the Dragon Touched that should be guarding the Hatchery were not there. What had the king done to them?

      Even a short while ago, he would’ve blamed Lothinal and Roson James, but had they all been a part of some greater plan? Lothinal had been chasing dragons in the vessels, which the king had been collecting, and then consuming. The king hadn’t necessarily wanted to stop Lothinal. He had only wanted to know where those vessels had ended up.

      The king had been a collector of dragon relics for as long as Ty had known, but Ty had never understood why and had never really comprehended the reason that the king valued those relics as much as he did until he had come to understand the reason for that.

      He pressed his hand on the door, pressing heat through it, and then stepped inside the Hatchery.

      The eggs were all gone.

      Had the king consumed them as well?

      He hurried past the alcoves, still feeling the drawing sensation out in the courtyard beyond the main part of the Hatchery. He knew what he would find.

      The king was there. He stood with small, strange, twisted forms all around him. Dragons. They were poorly formed, and seemed as if they were in pain, but the king did not mind.

      Fezel surged within him, smoke swirling.

      Then the king turned.

      “You,” he hissed. He was halfway between his human and dragon form, his tail and wings stretching out from him, but keeping his human head, making him look demonic. “I have searched for all of my kind and thought that I had found them.”

      Ty stepped forward. He was overmatched here. He knew it. But if he could reach for the potential of this place, connect through Ishantil to the Flame, he might be able to do something.

      “You haven’t searched for them. You wanted others to do it for you. Me. Other Tecal.” Ty held onto his connection to the Flame, terrified of releasing it. “And I won’t let you hurt Zara.”

      “This one?” There was a vessel near him, resting on the ground, and Ty was vaguely aware of the energy there, fluttering of panic.

      The king laughed. “You have done all that I asked of you and more. Here I thought that I would spend the rest of my time searching for the remaining vessels until an answer came to me, but you brought them to me, Tydornen.”

      “Do not say that name,” Ty snapped.

      The king cocked his head to the side, laughing. “You don’t care for the name of your ancestors?”

      Ancestors?

      That would certainly make sense why his mother had loved his name, while Ty had never cared for it the way that his mother had.

      “I don’t like the way that you’re saying it.”

      The king swirled, and his tail knocked over one of the strange, twisted creatures, and flames began to engulf them. Shrieks filled the air, but there was something more.

      Pain surged within Ty. It was the pain of the Flame.

      “They are dragons,” Ty said through a choked out pained whisper.

      “They are what passes for dragons here. I have tried to find a way to connect to these dragons,” the king said, waving his hand around him and sneering. “Unfortunately, these weak creatures are the palest manifestation of the regal creatures of my kind.”

      “I thought you wanted to find others like you. I thought you wanted to save them.”

      “My kind scattered, thinking to cower and hide. The Lothinal offered an opportunity.” He laughed. “Though perhaps it was a bit misplaced on my behalf. I didn’t realize that I would be effective in the same way as others, though I have made my interventions. And then you came along, and I recognized you, Fezel.”

      Within him, Ty felt the smoke dragon fluttering.

      “I intend to connect to the Flame,” the king said.

      Ty focused on the connection to the Flame within him, hoping for the power of Ishantil, wanting more of it to stay with him, and hoping that perhaps it would be strong enough like it had been with Roson James. “You will connect to the Flame when you enter your vessel,” Ty said more confidently than he felt. This wasn’t Roson James. This was the ghost—no, the dragon king.

      “And be reborn as what?” the king roared at him. “Bound to you? Or one of my other Tecal?” He turned his head, sweeping his hand behind him, and Ty realized that they weren’t alone. There were others here. He saw Gayal. Dorian. Several other Tecal that Ty did not recognize, though he could see their dragons. They were all bound. Whatever the king intended to do would be done soon. “I intend to overcome that fate.”

      “Because you want the Manifestation of the Flame,” Ty said.

      “Yes. And that is what you will do.”

      Heat surged from him, the dragons shrieked as the power of the Flame consumed them.

      He held up Zara’s vessel. “I have found the last of the true dragons. She eluded me the longest.”

      The last?

      Zara hadn’t known that she was the last.

      “I had thought there were more, but they perished, and thanks to you, they were brought here. Once I have this vessel, then I will remove any other minor manifestation, and I will consume all of them.”

      He held up Zara, and heat engulfed it before Ty could do anything.

      Ty could feel the way Zara fluttered inside of that vessel, panic filling her.

      And then she faded, drawn into the king.

      The king took a deep breath, his wings spreading wide behind him, and power surged from him. He slashed at the air with his massive claws, and heat radiated from him in an overwhelming sense of terrifying power. Everything about the king spoke of his strength and connection to the Flame, which terrified him.

      “Now, your turn. And then the others.”

      “You just wanted power.”

      “What I want is my birthright—to live. And I want what you now possess, Tydornen.” He sneered at Ty. “Because your mother was sneaky.”

      Ty frowned at him. “What do you mean?”

      The king laughed. “You don’t even know, do you?”

      Something that Bingham had said came to Ty then, and it was a troubling thought. Royalty. Maybe Bingham had been right all along.

      “You wanted her to mate with,” Ty said.

      “I wanted her? She practically called me into her bed.”

      Ty shook his head. “No.”

      “She glowed with such passion. She was a powerful dragon, but one I intended to consume once she provided me with the egg.” He glanced to the Hatchery.

      Ty’s eyes widened in horror. “All of those were yours?”

      The king laughed again, this time it dark and bitter sound. “All of them were mine, but stunted and twisted, and all failures.”

      Ty had to stall, somehow, as he had no idea what the king might do. He could feel heat and energy building from him, but he also could feel the power of the Flame within himself.

      The heat was working around the courtyard, starting to build.

      And then it slammed into Ty.

      Fezel reacted, wrapping around him.

      Ty was there as well, and he used his connection, using the bond to Ishantil, trying to draw upon that power so that he could defend himself against the king, knowing that it might be the only way that he could react. He didn’t have the strength or experience of the king.

      “You can fight, but there’s nothing that you can do,” the king said, slithering toward him, wrapping his tail and wings around Ty. In a way, it reminded him of what Zara had once done, only this was not as comforting.

      Ty tried to back away, but he couldn’t.

      Instead, he had to try something else.

      Maybe he was the Manifestation of the Flame. If he was, that was going to be how he would escape.

      He tried to resist, tried to fight, and let the power build within him. There was a connection to the Flame, a bridge formed between Fezel to Ishantil and connected through to Ty.

      The king started to laugh. “It will not work.”

      Ty focused, repeatedly trying to call upon that power, knowing that he needed to use as much as he could so that he could summon from the connection. But as he strained, and as the dragon guard along with Fezel fluttered within him, attempting to help him reach for the power of the Flame, he did not have enough strength.

      “Why?” Ty managed to get out. At least he could have his question answered before he was burned through the king’s power.

      “Because, Tydornen, you are the heir.”

      Heat slammed into him, and this time it was different. Almost as if every part of him were burning. Searing.

      It was pulling him through, pulling against him, drawing on him.

      And as he felt it, he began to understand just what it was that the king had intended. He called on the vessels, drawing those into him, consuming that power.

      Just as he was going to consume Ty.

      Because Ty was a dragon.

      Somewhere deep inside of him, Ty was aware of Fezel and the dragon guard attempting to protect him, circling him, but they weren’t enough.

      The king continued to press through him, power exploding. He was too strong. Too much. What could Ty even do?

      Laughter came from everywhere around him, a dark and violent sort that suggested that Ty could do nothing. It continued to force him down, pressing through him, and…

      There might be something that he could do.

      The Flame.

      It was a gamble, and Ty had no idea whether it worked, but Fezel swirled around his mind, looping through him, attempting to guide him.

      And trying to protect him again.

      He drew him downward.

      At one point, Ty would’ve said that he was drawing him toward Ishantil, but Ty was no longer certain that was what it was. Now he started to question whether what he had thought was Ishantil had been the Flame all along.

      Ty flowed with Fezel.

      But as he did, he dragged the king with him.

      It seemed as if he were entering a place of fire and flame and energy. All around him was heat and red and orange and power. Once he reached it, he separated from the king.

      The king manifested in a fiery form in front of him as a powerful, massive dragon.

      “You would bring me here?” The king roared, his voice loud and nearly overbearing in Ty’s mind.

      “You are not going to succeed,” Ty said.

      “I already have. You have become the vessel, Tydornen.”

      “No,” Ty said. “That’s what the others were doing. That’s why they found a vessel. They wanted to hide from you.”

      “They thought to hide. They didn’t realize I had learned to draw them out.” He looked like a dragon made of fire, massive wings stretching behind him, and elongated tail draping, floating in a fiery sky.

      But as he looked upon himself, he realized something. So was he.

      A dragon.

      “Tydornen.”

      The word came out of the ether, drifting to him, strangely familiar. Ty tried to turn, trying to understand it, but could not quite make out anything more than what he had.

      “Tydornen,” the voice said again.

      And this time, Ty recognized it.

      How could he not?

      It was a voice that had spoken to him for years, talking to him softly, gently, and a voice that had always called to him, filling his mind, reassuring him.

      It was the voice of his mother.

      She was here.

      Not just her. Others.

      All around him were dozens upon dozens of others. Ty was aware of them as dots of light within the fiery landscape around him. And as he turned his attention to the king, he could feel them, providing him with a bit of energy, with their connection, as if they were trying to protect him.

      The king lashed at him.

      Something swirled away from him. Smoke.

      Fezel.

      He was there, providing him with that energy, protecting him, as always.

      The king backed away, laughing.

      “Even now, Fezel, you make a mistake in thinking that you can stop me? You were unable to stop me before.”

      Fezel swirled, floating away, before turning to the king. “I warned him.”

      Fezel’s voice was soft, soothing, and gentle.

      “Warned him,” the king sneered. “You warned him of nothing. Look at what I accomplished.”

      “He accomplished,” he said. “She kept him from you. She did it long enough for him to succeed.”

      “He did not succeed,” the king sneered.

      “Did he not?”

      Fezel swirled around Ty, and there was something distinct to it.

      He looked around Ty, offering him another layer of protection, and this time, he knew what to do. He could use that barrier and that buffer, he could use that protection that Fezel offered, and he could let it fill him.

      The king surged toward him. “I will make you my vessel,” he said.

      “And then what?”

      “And then you will join these others,” he said.

      All around him were the others, but there was something different.

      Not only was Fezel there, the way that he had always felt him, but there were the dragon guard. When he had held his hand on the dragon throne, using that as the vessel, something had changed.

      Here he had thought that he had poured the dragons guard into the dragon throne, but what if that wasn’t it at all?

      What if he had shifted it somehow? He thought about everything that he had done, and he understood. “The throne,” he said softly.

      The king turned to him. Heat and anger raged in his eyes. “What was that?” His voice was crackling in rage.

      “The throne.” Ty looked up. “That’s why you left. That’s why you came here. Or to the Hatchery. You needed more strength. You were afraid.”

      The king roared, spreading his wings and clawing at him, but Fezel was there once again, blocking.

      But it wasn’t only Fezel. There were other protectors. Countless others. There were protections that Ty hadn’t even known existed within him.

      The king raged again. “I will consume all of you,” he sneered.

      Heat exploded from the king, and his wings expanded, stretching out to either side. It swept toward some of the distant spots of light. There were shrieks.

      It was a strange thing for Ty to be aware of those shrieks in the darkness like this, odd that he should hear or feel anything here, in this peculiar, inhuman place, but he was confident that was what they were. Shrieks that came from dragons—and they suffered.

      The king started to swell, growing larger and larger. Ty could feel it as he began to consume the dragons. They were in the Flame—and the king took their power. As he did, they would be lost, forever.

      “No!” Ty called out. He darted forward, spreading out massive dragon wings as he glided on flames toward the king. He tore at him, ripping with jaws and claws, striking as if he could tear through the king with the Flame itself. Each time he struck, pain surged within him, but something came with it.

      Power. Every strike absorbed the king’s power.

      Ty lunged, pulling himself toward the king, driving at him. He wasn’t alone. Then again, ever since bonding to Fezel, he hadn’t been alone. He had always offered protection. And around him were other dragons, all wanting the same protection, welcoming him. All those dragons offered him help.

      Ty could feel it. He was aware of how they worked with him, the way that they were trying to pour power out from him, offering him something more. Dragons. Fezel. The dragon guard. Everything filled him with energy.

      And Ty could use it all.

      He let that energy flow through him, and he called upon the dragon guard, upon Fezel, and on the other dragons, begging for their assistance.

      The king turned his attention to Ty.

      “Do you think you can defeat me? I have been at this for centuries. You barely understand what you are. And I will take it from you.”

      The king roared, sweeping his wings around, trying to pull on the dragons that had offered Ty their protection. Their shrieks filled the air.

      Ty reacted, surging raw power out of himself, but he had no control over it. There were the dragon guard. Fezel. But he needed something more.

      “Tydornen,” his mother’s voice said again.

      It was a light looming nearby, closer.

      The king raged, and he swept at Ty, distracted by that light. That light bloomed. And for a moment, Ty caught sight of his mother. She was in dragon form, and she was magnificent. He knew her even in this form. How could he not?

      Ty thought that he would know his mother in any form.

      And it had been so long since he had seen her.

      All this time, he had searched for her, trying to understand, and all this time, she had been trapped. His brother had become the Dragon Thief to find answers, and then Ty had become the Dragon Thief, but none of that had been what she needed.

      “Tydornen,” she said again.

      And he knew what he needed to do.

      Ty turned to the king and swelled, blasting at him. Something surged within Ty. A connection that he remembered he had but was indistinct here.

      The Flame.

      It was deep within him. All he had to do was find a way to latch onto that power.

      When the king swept toward him, Ty had to find some way to stop him before the king brought Ty into the vessel. But he was the Manifestation of the Flame.

      That was how he’d stopped Roson James. His connection had been incomplete because he, as a dragon, had been incomplete.

      Now he was power.

      He was heat and energy.

      Ty could withstand him.

      He burst forward, holding onto the energy within him, feeling how Fezel wrapped around him and felt the connection.

      It wasn’t just to the dragons that were here, though fewer now than there had been. There was something else. He called upon the Flame, and he pulled that power through him, and then he unleashed it, pouring it at the king.

      The king turned, deflecting the surge. But Ty was the Manifestation of the Flame. He was a dragon. He was power. He opened himself to the power. He followed Fezel’s guidance deep down to the Flame and unleashed an apocalypse of golden dragon fire at the king.

      The king couldn’t resist the power, which exploded over his ethereal form.

      But something began to change.

      The king started to expand.

      For a moment, Ty feared that the king would just absorb this like he had the other dragons. But there was nothing left to do. He rushed forward, wrapping his wings and tail around the king, then expelled another fiery inferno.

      The king’s form started to dissipate. The king clawed and bit at Ty’s form with a deafening howl of rage, but the flames didn’t stop.

      The other dragons within him surged forward, glowing lights surrounding their intertwined forms. The Flame overwhelmed the king’s form with a blinding flash of light, and the shining light of the king’s power disappeared into the Flame.

      He was destroyed, but his power was not. Ty sagged and floated. He was surrounded by power. By dragons. By the energy of the Flame. He could feel the effect of what he had done and how it was drawing upon him, weakening him. He could feel how it would call him to the Flame.

      “You must withdraw, Tydornen.”

      It came from Fezel. All this time that Ty had wanted to speak to him, and now he was. His voice was soft, comforting, warm, and commanding.

      “I don’t know how.”

      “Use the Flame.”

      Fezel was a gray-haired man with a thick, graying beard and warm, comforting eyes that matched his voice. Then he shimmered, becoming a smoky dragon.

      “I don’t know how,” Ty said.

      “You have always known, Tydornen. Use the Flame.”

      He needed a connection. A conduit. That was what Fezel had always done. He had been there waiting for him and had to return to his form. But why only him? The king had harmed so many others, twisting and corrupting them.

      He realized that he could use the connection to the Flame as he flowed.

      He wrapped it around and pulled that with him. Some of those small fluttering connections came along with him.

      Dragons came with him.

      He would not be the last.

      They dragged forward and flowed along with the Flame, and when he surged back into his mind, everything exploded with the bright light for just a moment, but then it was gone.

      He collapsed.

      As he did, Fezel spoke to him. “Rest, Tydornen. When you awaken, you must lead.”
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      Everything felt strange. Ty was aware, but only vaguely. For a moment, he felt as if he were floating in the Flame. There was a warmth and heat that filled him, and it was different than what he had known before. There was pain, but it was a dull, burning sort of pain, and it seemed to radiate everywhere around him, stretching throughout his entire being. He could not fully grasp the source of it, only that it seemed to come from everywhere.

      He had been in the Flame.

      That was why he hurt.

      Other dragons had been there. The king. Fezel. His mother.

      There came a warmth. A fluttering that suggested to him that Fezel was there now.

      Ty opened his eyes. Light streamed in. He was not in the Flame. He was… Ty had no idea where he was. Everything felt difficult to comprehend. There was light, but not the light of the Flame. Lantern light. The firelight. But not the scorching heat that he had entered.

      He could feel that, still. He was connected to it.

      But of course, he was. He was a dragon.

      That thought came to him and left every bit of him churning with a strange sense of uncertainty. How was that even possible? Ty was a dragon.

      Distantly, he heard voices.

      Ty thought maybe it was Albion, as it was a male voice, and thought perhaps he had rejoined them, but it was not his. It was familiar, though. He really should know it. He listened and rolled his head to the side, his head swimming for a moment.

      Light flickered. His vision shimmered.

      “I think he’s coming around,” a voice said.

      He blinked, and his vision blurred.

      “Albion?” he whispered.

      “It’s not Albion,” the voice said.

      It was close to him, close enough that he could practically feel them, somebody touching him, but not quite. The Flame. It was the power of the Flame.

      “Bingham?”

      Bingham had been there in the palace with him, but Ty had left the palace, hurried over to the Hatchery, and left it behind. He had faced the king on his own. Maybe it would have been better to wait for the others. But what would they have done against a true dragon? If he had waited for them, he would have lost everything.

      “I’m here,” Bingham said, though it was a different voice than what he had first heard.

      Who was it?

      “Try to take a deep breath, Tydornen,” Bingham said.

      “Just tell me what’s going on.” He did take a deep breath, though. He tried to open his eyes again, blinking once more, and everything blurred once more. There was a memory of the Flame. It had scorched its way into his eyes. A tracing of energy seemed to surround everything.

      That was the Flame.

      “Take a deep breath, Tydornen.”

      When Bingham said his name this time, Ty smiled. He enjoyed hearing his name in full in a way that he had not for a long time. He had heard his mother say it again. He understood it now. A name of royalty. And now he understood why the dragon king had hated it.

      But the person who called him Tydornen this time was someone who had said it with a familiarity.

      “Father?”

      “I’m here, Tydornen.”

      That was the voice that he had heard. Not Albion.

      He blinked, and some of the outlines of the Flame began to fade, though the intense heat remained. Ty held onto that, recognizing that he could, and he tamped it down, squeezing it deep into his being. Gradually, everything clarified.

      His father was dressed in a brown cloak, his face weary and withdrawn.

      When he saw Ty looking, he smiled. “There you are.”

      Ty breathed out. “What happened?”

      “You made it. You survived.”

      Ty looked around. He could see Bingham, his father, but nothing else. “What happened?”

      Bingham stepped closer. “What do you remember?”

      “I remember… Fire.”

      For a moment, he focused on Fezel. The dragon had been with him for a long time and having heard his voice in the Flame had left Ty hoping that he might still hear him, or perhaps just feel him, but there was no sense of him now. Fezel was gone. Had he lost the smoke dragon forever? He had been his protector. Without Fezel, Ty knew what would have happened.

      “That was you,” his father said.

      He wasn’t sure how much of it was him. He remembered defeating the king. He remembered pressing the power of the Flame into the strange potential that was here inside the heart of Carn, the center of the Hatchery, and had connected to the Flame. That had changed something. He had drawn energy through him in a way that he could never even have known.

      “You did everything your mother would have ever hoped for,” his father said.

      Ty sat up. His mother.

      She had been there. She could still be there. She was a vessel connected to the Flame…

      He looked around. He was in a simple room. A wooden wall surrounded him, and a pair of windows let in a pale streaming light. There was a hazy light around everything.

      He tried to turn, but he wobbled. He was still exhausted. Everything felt wrong.

      “Take it easy,” Bingham said, resting his hand on Ty’s shoulder.

      There was a warmth from him.

      But of course, there would be. Bingham was connected to the Flame. He could be Tecal.

      He tried to move, focusing on the heat within him, wondering if there might be some way for him to use that. He was connected to the power of the Flame. He believed that. And because of that, there had to be something that he could summon of it, wouldn’t there?

      “Why can’t I move?” Ty asked.

      “You need to recover.”

      Ty didn’t remember getting hurt—not that he remembered a whole lot of anything outside of what happened in the Flame.

      He looked around. He remembered fighting the king. He remembered the power of the Flame. Remembered the dragon guard, and other dragons that had been there. All of them had filled the Flame and had given him the power that he had needed.

      The dragons.

      “What happened to the dragons?” He looked over to Bingham, practically begging him to answer. When he didn’t, Ty looked over to his father. Neither of them said anything.

      “What happened?” Ty asked.

      His father took a seat next to Ty. “I think what happened is that you are everything your mother hoped for. Everything that she tried to make you into. Even when I didn’t believe.” He smiled sadly. “It wasn’t until she was gone, and until you came to the fire fields, that I started to question if she had known all along.”

      “I don’t understand,” Ty said.

      “I didn't either,” he said, looking over to Ty's father. “Until he returned.” He took a seat next to Ty. “Your mother left the capital all those years ago, but she did so for a reason.”

      “What reason?”

      “To protect you.”

      Ty shook his head. “I don't understand. I was not born here.”

      Her father took a seat down next to him. “You were,” he said, his voice soft and so different than what he remembered. “We kept it from you. We kept it from your brother.”

      “Why from Albion?”

      “Dragons develop differently,” his father said. “Your mother knew that and knew that taking you away from the capital would change things, but it would also potentially give you a chance.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She knew about him,” he said. “After he forced himself on her”—his voice dropped, and there was rage bubbling deep beneath the surface. “She left.” He reached for his hand before catching himself and pulling his hand back. “She didn't like to talk about it. She never did. But I knew. She wanted to keep it from me, from everyone, really, but I knew. She wouldn’t talk about it, even if she had needed to.”

      “What are you saying?” Ty asked, looking from him to Bingham. “I don't understand.”

      “I'm saying that you're older than you think,” his father said. “You're older than your brother.”

      “What?”

      “As I was saying. Dragons develop differently. You grew slowly. We had you. It was hard when your brother was young, but we introduced you as his younger brother as he got older. That way, we could—”

      “Hide me from the king,” Ty said.

      “Exactly,” his father said.

      “Then what happened to him?”

      “The king came looking for you. Looking for her, really, but she knew that the only way that she would keep him away from you was by disappearing.”

      “But she didn't disappear.”

      “No. She went into the vessel. She left this world. She became something else.”

      “I still don't understand how any of this is possible,” Ty said.

      “You've been living a life where you thought that you were someone else,” Bingham said. “And I lived a life thinking you were someone else, and for that, Tydornen, I am sorry.”

      He shook his head. Tydornen. The name his mother had always called him.

      He focused on the power of the Flame.

      It was there. Burning within him. It connected him to Ishantil. To the fire fields. The steam fields. The Flame did that.

      Somehow, when he had connected to Fezel, it had been a way of offering protection.

      He had spoken to him, briefly, long enough to hear him whisper something to him.

      “What happens to them now?” Ty asked.

      “That's what we need to talk about,” Bingham said.

      “Why?”

      “Many fought to protect you,” Bingham said. “And to do so, they returned to the Flame.”

      Ty squeezed his eyes shut. “You mean they died.”

      “They died,” Bingham said. “But because you are the Manifestation of the Flame, something happened.”

      “What?”

      “You will have to see.”

      Bingham held his hand out, waiting for him.

      Ty took it and realized something as he looked down at his hand.

      He didn't have just a hand. Around his hand was the glowing aura of a massive dragon claw.

      A dragon. That was what he was.

      And he could feel the other form within him. It was bound to the power of the Flame. Something that connected deep within him, something that tied to him, and all he had to do was reach for it, and he could feel that energy there buried within him, burning.

      Only Ty didn't know how to do it. Fezel had always provided the connection.

      He followed Bingham out.

      They were on the edge of the capital. Not only that, but they were near the Hatchery. There was a hole in the wall that surrounded the Hatchery. Bingham guided him toward it.

      “What are you doing?” he said.

      “You need to see this,” he said to him.

      He followed him, and he froze when he stepped through into the Hatchery.

      Eggs. Dozens upon dozens of eggs.

      Instinctively, he connected to the Flame. He didn’t even have to think about it. It was just there. With a thought, the energy suffused the eggs, filling them with heat and life.

      “I can feel them,” he whispered.

      All the eggs were connected to the Flame.

      Every single one of them.

      He knew that all these eggs would hatch.

      “What will they be?” he asked, turning to Bingham.

      “They will be dragons, Tydornen.”

      They would be dragons, but what kind would they be? How would they be? He had seen the dragons within the Flame and had known that kind of power but had not been able to do anything.

      “I wish I could have saved her,” Ty said.

      “I know,” his father said. “But no, you made her proud.”

      “I know,” he said softly. And he did. There was an image of her fighting on his behalf within his mind. She was battling, but there was some other aspect that he remembered. His mother had served as a barrier, defending him from the king. She had protected him. Maybe for one more time, but she had protected him.

      “Not all the dragons died trying to save you,” Bingham said.

      “They didn’t?”

      Bingham started to smile. “Some did, unfortunately, and I don’t know if there’s anything that can be done about it, but not all of them did. Come along.”

      Bingham guided them forward, through the wall and the grounds of the Hatchery and into the Hatchery itself. As he made his way through there, Ty knew that the eggs would have to be placed into the Hatchery, but not for now.

      “What do you want me to see? It feels like I need to be doing something else.”

      Bingham chuckled and motioned for him to follow and took him to a bench near the door. His brother was there, and he looked up when he came in.

      But that wasn’t what caught Ty’s attention.

      “Zara?”

      She looked up. She looked the same as Ty remembered, her dark hair flowing, her pale skin glowing, and energy that seemed to come from how she was connected to the Flame. Only this time, Ty could see her connection with it. She was full of life.

      “My king,” Zara said, tipping her head.

      Ty frowned. “I don’t know what you’re saying.”

      “You are my king,” she said softly.

      “You are all of our king,” another voice said.

      Ty recognized it. He had heard it once, a warm, comforting voice. A voice that seemed to come from the darkness and a voice that filled his mind.

      He looked over to the gray-haired man and started laughing. “Fezel?”

      He bowed, twisting his hand in a flourish. It seemed as if a faint streamer of smoke swirled around him. When he stood, he drew himself up. He, too, glowed with the connection to the Flame. “You are our king.”

      “Others will see you the same way,” Bingham said. “Once they learn the truth, you won’t have any choice but to sit upon the throne. Especially since you are the next in line.”

      “And he did want you to find his heir,” a voice said from the shadows.

      Gayal was there, Asarra swirling around her, keeping her cloaked in the shadows. Could she be returned to the Flame? Maybe she couldn’t, not until she returned to it first. There was something that he would have to address later.

      “You’re alive.”

      “I am. I tried to warn you, and then Asarra wanted to do so. At least, that was the way that it felt to me. I could feel her. Does that make any sense? I thought it was Lothinal.” She took a halting breath. “The Tecal—including Russell and Dorian—have pushed Lothinal back. For now.” She looked around. “I think we might finally defeat them.”

      Ty focused on the shadow dragon. He could feel her now. There was a connection to her that bound her to the Flame, much more than it had been before. Much like his connection was greater. “We will,” he agreed.

      “Will I lose her now?”

      Ty glanced over to Fezel, found him frowning, watching Gayal. “I don’t even know. Maybe? Fezel helped me, and I think it was time to return to the Flame. Maybe Asarra has waited to return to the Flame to ensure that it was safe to do so. Maybe your bond was long enough that she felt as if she had to.”

      “She will return when she chooses,” Fezel said. He turned to Ty. “And now there are many things that you must address, Tydornen.”

      Tydornen. A name of royalty. That was what his mother had always said. Perhaps that was what he was meant to be.

      “I guess I don’t get to be a thief anymore,” he said, glancing to Bingham.

      Bingham smiled. “Oh, you were always more than a thief.”

      “But I kind of enjoyed being a thief,” he said with a laugh.

      Bingham chuckled. “Well, you’re probably the most skilled thief of all time. Even more so than your brother, now. You pulled off the greatest heist that any thief could ever think of.”

      “How do you figure?” Ty asked.

      Bingham chuckled again. “Because, Tydornen, you did something no other thief ever did. You stole the throne. You really are the Dragon Thief.”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for joining me on this journey! The series took turns that I could never have imagined, but all along I knew Ty would be a different kind of thief than he started. I hope you enjoyed it!

      

      Looking for another fun read? Check out Unbonded - the start of a great series featuring sword magic, monsters, and a journey toward leadership.
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Dragon King. 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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