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      The cold was biting, tearing through the upper slopes. The longer Jason was here, the more he began to question whether his sister would be able to tolerate the same cold that he could. For his part, he felt it as an overwhelming sensation that filled him, almost more than he once could bear; and yet, with his dragonskin clothing and his connection to the ice dragon, he was better able to handle it than he ever had been before.

      “I don’t remember it ever being this cold,” Kayla said.

      She let out a breath that steamed in the air. Her head was covered by a thick fur hat, and the black fur jacket should have kept her warm, but with as cold as it was, it was possible it wasn’t doing nearly as much as it needed to. Without the dragonskin jacket, Jason wasn’t sure if he would have been able to tolerate it as well.

      “Father used to tell me—”

      “Father used to tell you many things.” She smiled as she said it, though it looked forced. “What can you tell me?”

      Jason had spent so much of his time thinking about what his father had taught him that he often neglected his own observations. His father’s lessons wouldn’t help when it came to the dragons. Not that Jason knew, at least.

      Which meant it was up to him.

      What did he know?

      It’s cold. Too cold.

      “I don’t remember this kind of cold either, which means something else is going on,” Jason said. He had no idea what it was.

      He focused on the distant sense of the ice dragon. He had to be out there, and yet, Jason couldn’t find his location. If the dragon was involved in the unusual cold, then perhaps that would explain things.

      Only, Jason hadn’t seen the dragon for the last few days. He was aware of the sense of the dragon, but he hadn’t spotted him. It left him worried, wondering whether something had happened, though with as much power as the dragon had, he had a hard time thinking anything could have happened to him.

      Jason motioned for his sister to follow, and they made their way along the snowpack, winding quickly. She said nothing as she trailed behind him. Jason still didn’t know whether or not she was bothered or afraid of the dragon. He knew how he had reacted. He had been terrified when he’d first seen a dragon.

      Kayla seemed to tolerate it much better.

      There was something else about it, though. For her, it seemed almost as if the dragon gave her a sense of hope she hadn’t had for quite some time. It was a sense of purpose. Jason had gone with his sister many times, trudging up and down the face of the mountain, giving her the opportunity to see the dragon again. Most of the time, the dragon remained hidden. He’d revealed himself for Kayla, but he had gone into hiding again shortly afterward.

      And now they were searching for any movement.

      In the weeks that he’d been back, he continued to wait for Therin and the Dragon Souls to appear. With every passing day, he felt a growing certainty that something would change. And yet, he’d been able to fall back into a pattern, one where he could wander and roam, though no longer alone as he had been. He went with his sister, traveling with her and having company he’d never enjoyed before.

      We aren’t hungry. That’s another change.

      And because of that, a sense of relaxation flowed between them.

      “I can’t believe you spent much time outside like this,” Kayla said.

      “Most of the time, it wasn’t quite as cold as this,” Jason said.

      “Most of the time?”

      As she turned to him, a gust of wind caught her, sending her staggering back.

      He reached for her, catching her arm before the wind sent her tumbling downslope. With enough initial force, she could slide quite a ways down the mountainside. Jason might have some way of using power, but he didn’t know what would happen to his sister if she were tumbled down the side of the mountain. He didn’t want to risk it.

      “Most of the time,” he said.

      They should return to the village. The cold was far more biting than usual, and the swirling snow made it difficult even for him to see much. He might have dragon sight, but Kayla did not. He might have the ability to notice heat and the difference in temperature, but with as cold as it was, there was no noticeable difference. It would take a significant change for him to be able to detect anything.

      He was determined to continue his search, checking to ensure there was nothing else out here to be worried about. He wanted to be alerted if there were any signs of dragons.

      It was a strange thing to be hunting for dragons rather than looking for food. For the most part, he’d spent his days searching for food, but now with the ice dragon, he no longer had to worry about that. The ice dragon helped, hunting alongside him and providing him with the necessary resources. Without that, he would have been forced to go in search of rabbits or squirrel, or try to find deer, but now he had plenty.

      From what he had been able to determine, he and his family were the only ones.

      The village suffered. It was why Reltash had tried stealing from him. The hunters had found it difficult even on the back face of the mountain, and many had gone hungry over the last few months. It wasn’t something that Jason had heard much about. For the most part, he stayed out of the village gossip. Typically, he hadn’t been a part of it because he hadn’t been a part of the village. Ever since his father’s death, there had been a wall between his family and the rest of the villagers. It wasn’t intentional—at least, Jason didn’t think it was—but most people found it hard to talk to him and his sister. And then with his mother being as sick as she was, that difficulty had been more pronounced.

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

      “I don’t either. I think it’s time for us to head back,” he said.

      Kayla sighed. “I just want to…”

      “What?”

      “It’s hard. I understand I need to help Mother, but I can’t help but feel as if there’s other ways for me to be useful. There has to be more for me than just sitting around, waiting for her to wake. I feed her. I cook. And I trade for the necessary items in the house, but…”

      Jason thought he understood. It was the reason she’d been so eager to go after the dragon. She had wanted a sense of purpose.

      And it was different for him. He had felt a sense of purpose, though he hadn’t gone looking for it. It was as if the sense of purpose had come for him.

      A steady rumbling built, and Jason frowned.

      It reminded him of the dragon, but he didn’t think that was the case. He would have been aware of the ice dragon had it been near. And though he knew the dragons might come looking for him, he saw no sign of them, either.

      His hand throbbed. He glanced down at the metal surrounding it. He found it difficult to keep a glove on it, almost as if the iron dragon pearl had formed its own sort of glove, but in cold like this, it began to ache in a way that it didn’t otherwise. It was stiffer, too.

      He pushed on a hint of power, letting it roll through him, letting it fill the hand. In doing so, he was able to remove some of the stiffness. It took energy and effort on his part, but in order to lose that stiffness, he was willing to use it. Besides, it also connected him to the iron dragon, and in the time he’d been back in the village, he had lost sight of where the iron dragon was. He had no idea where he was hunting, and if he was even safe. It was different than what he felt with the ice dragon, where he had a vague sense of how to find him.

      “What was that?” Kayla asked.

      Jason shook his head. He tried to peer into the darkness, to penetrate the swirling snow, but his eyesight wasn’t that good. He focused on the power of the ice dragon, drawing it through him. If nothing else, he wondered if he could use it in order to better understand what he’d heard.

      It wasn’t just him who had heard it. Kayla was aware of the rumbling as well, which suggested that if nothing else, it was real.

      It didn’t come again.

      He hesitated, but then he started forward again, up the face of the mountain. He hadn’t been lying when he’d told Kayla it was time for them to return. They’d visited the cave, found the ice dragon gone, and had wandered along the stream long enough to search for anything else, but there was nothing else out. A storm was coming, and the wind and cold swirled around them. Kayla’s lips were growing bluer, which told Jason that she wasn’t nearly as tolerant of the cold as she pretended. She was strong and had grown up out here, the same as him, but she didn’t have the same resistance that he did.

      As they headed up the slope, the rumbling sounded again.

      Jason hesitated.

      He listened, trying to understand.

      Gradually, the rumbling intensified, picking up speed.

      Rumbling in the mountains can be only two things. Storms or…

      “Avalanche,” he whispered.

      Kayla looked over, her eyes going wide.

      If there was an avalanche, neither of them should be out in the open. He glanced back down the slope. It was too hard to see, but they would need to make it to the cave. It was the only place he could think of that would offer any protection, and yet, he didn’t know if they could get there quickly enough.

      He sent out a summons to the ice dragon. He pushed through his connection to the dragon, using the sense of the cold, using that sense of the dragon within him. In doing so, he could feel the energy rolling away from him, and he tried to grab it, to do anything in order to call to the dragon, but there was no response.

      The sense of the avalanche continued to intensify.

      Jason looked around. They had to find protection.

      On this part of the mountain, there was no shelter from the elements. It was them and the wind. Nothing more. The only protection they had was the cave, and that was far enough away that they weren’t going to be able to reach it.

      Jason focused on the heat he could summon. Thankfully, he was wearing his dragonskin, and he was warm enough. He used the summoned heat, letting it flow through him, and he pushed out through the iron dragon glove.

      It exploded from him and formed a hole in the snow.

      He grabbed Kayla, pulling her into the hole, and hunkered down.

      With the shelter around them, he looked out at the swirling wind. It was a makeshift cave, and as soon as the avalanche flowed over them, they would be trapped. It was possible the snow would fill the new cave that he’d formed, and it was possible they might not survive, but he thought he could push outward, using the power from the iron dragon to perhaps blow the snow away.

      The avalanche reached them.

      It did so quickly, snow at first dribbling over the edge of his new cave, and when it struck the barrier he had formed with the iron dragon’s energy, it steamed.

      More and more snow collapsed on them, and as it did, it formed a burst of moisture around them. Jason held on to power, and he pushed against the avalanche. He’d never tried anything quite like this, and he didn’t know if he had enough power to do so. With his connection to the iron dragon, it was possible to hold on a little bit longer. He needed to hold out as the avalanche crashed around him, and if he could, he might be able to maintain protection for him and his sister.

      The snow cascaded, filling the inside of the cave. Kayla cried out.

      Jason drew on more power. It flowed outward from him, a surge of heat.

      The rumbling thundered around him. It reminded him of the dragon battle, the cacophony of noise that came as the dragons were thundering around him, the way they’d clawed at each other, tearing at each other, and yet this was all the work of nature.

      It seemed to go on forever. He had last felt an avalanche like this farther down the slope; he couldn’t remember the last time he’d noticed one this high in the mountain. It was unusual, and mostly because his people did a good job of trying to trigger avalanches higher up so that they didn’t get caught beneath them. There was always quite a bit of snow in the upper reaches of the mountain, but never so much that they should be trapped.

      He held on, gripping his sister, his arms wrapped around her as the snow continued to crash around them. He squeezed, afraid of letting go. The longer that he held her, the more he felt that he needed to draw more power. The problem was he didn’t know if he possessed more power. He was drawing everything he could through the iron dragon, gripping the glove tightly, squeezing it and letting power flow through him. Jason added a hint of energy coming from the ice dragon, and even that wasn’t enough.

      The snow filled the inside of the cave.

      They had enough air, and with the pressure that he formed, they were safe.

      With the weather being what it was, the wind whistling around them, this avalanche was different. It was tied to the storm. Perhaps the cold had made the snow unstable.

      His sister cried out again and they huddled together, neither saying anything as the storm continued to rage around them, the cascade of snow falling, and he held on to power, no longer pulling with nearly as much.

      His breath was shaky.

      How long would they be able to withstand the ongoing trembling? How deep would the avalanche cover them?

      Those were the thoughts that filled his mind. He waited, counting the moments as the rumbling persisted, waiting for that time when it would finally end.

      And then it was done.

      He sat there, shivering, but not because of the cold. With dragonskin, he was rarely cold.

      “Is it over?” Kayla asked.

      Jason took a shaky breath. “I think so.”

      “I’ve never felt anything like that before.”

      “I haven’t either.”

      “Had you not…” Her gaze drifted to his hand. She had questions about it, but he had never answered them before. He had never wanted to.

      “I did what I was able to do,” he said.

      They waited for a few moments, and then began to dig.

      Jason pushed through the snow, using heat through the iron dragon glove, letting it flow outward from him. It struck the snow, melting it around his hand, making it easier to dig. The snow filtered around them, falling, and Kayla cried out.

      Jason hesitated, looking back. The snow was surrounding her.

      He needed to try something different. They had to dig out of here, and he had no idea how deep the snow was, and yet, each time he disturbed the snow, it swirled around her with even more force.

      It was almost as if he wasn’t going to be able to dig them out.

      “Hold on to me,” he said.

      “Jason?”

      “Just hold on to me.”

      She grabbed his waist.

      He thought about telling her to use his legs, but decided that wasn’t going to work either. She was scared, and grabbed on to him tightly. He wasn’t going to tell her how to hold. Instead, he began to dig. He used power, drawing from the iron dragon, but also through the ice dragon, letting that strength fill him, and he pushed at the snow, exploding outward.

      He had expected it to blast outward, the same way he had experienced the power exploding other things, and yet the snow seemed compacted, and it absorbed his explosion. He tried everything he could, and yet there was no way to push past the snow.

      He sat back. “I can’t get us out.”

      Kayla whimpered.

      There were plenty of people in the village who had been caught in avalanches over the years. The stories of them were many, and just as many were the search parties that went out from the village, looking for anyone who might be lost, and yet, he doubted anyone would come for them. They had gone out early enough, and they had gone in a direction that few others would travel. It would be difficult for anyone to find them, and he knew better than to expect anyone to come for them.

      Kayla trembled near him.

      He focused on the sense of the ice dragon. He needed his help.

      He tried to focus on the iron dragon too, but this wasn’t the kind of weather the iron dragon would be able to withstand. It was too cold.

      He sat there, and the warmth of the dragonskin began to fail. The cold all around him pressed inward, almost more than he could tolerate, and Jason started to shiver.

      Kayla shook, and he squeezed her hands.

      Jason wasn’t about to give up. He couldn’t. His sister still needed his help, and unless he did something, they were going to be trapped here, but he didn’t know what he could do. He tried to draw heat through the iron dragon again, but every time he did, the snow melted and reformed around the melted section.

      It reminded him of when he was in the cell in Dragon Haven. When he was there, everything he had done had been pushed backward, resisted.

      Jason tried mixing the cold of the ice dragon with the heat of the iron dragon, and it blasted into the snow, but then all he was left with was a face full of snow.

      He sat back, thinking.

      There had to be some way out. The only problem was that he didn’t have access to dragon pearls—even though, according to the dragon, he might not fully need them—and he didn’t have enough power to get clear.

      That suggested the avalanche had covered them far more deeply than he could imagine. It could be several feet of snow overtop of them, and if that were the case, then no one would find them. And with that much snow smothering them, even with his powers, they might not be able to escape.

      Jason took a deep breath and focused. He thought of the dragons. He thought of what he wanted.

      Help.

      He sat for a long time, focusing on the dragons, on the sense of them, letting the power flow through him. He had no idea if what he was doing was even going to work, but he was determined to continue to try, to call upon that power, to use it to draw them. If the dragons could find him, if they recognized his need, one of them could come.

      It would be the ice dragon, and he would be able to burrow through the snow. Jason knew he could.

      He sat there, but nothing changed.

      Kayla looked over at him. “We aren’t going to get out of here, are we?”

      He held her gaze. He wanted to tell her anything but the truth, but what could he say?

      “We can keep trying,” he said.

      “If your dragon magic isn’t going to get us out, then what will?”

      “I don’t know.”
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      They had been in the small cave for a while. Jason was shivering, the cold pressing through him, overwhelming even the dragonskin, and Kayla had gone silent. Her breathing was slow and shallow. He tried to use power every so often, but even when he did, there was no way to do anything. There was resistance against him. He thought that he would have summoned one of the dragons, and yet, the ice dragon hadn’t appeared.

      It was a disappointment. Why hadn’t the dragon come to him? He needed help. Hadn’t Jason gone to the ice dragon when he had needed help?

      A distant rumbling sounded, and for a moment, he thought he was imagining it, but then it came again.

      Another avalanche.

      He looked over at Kayla. She still hadn’t said anything, but he wasn’t going to tell her what he detected now. There was no point in it. If it was another avalanche, and if it added more snow to what was already covering them, it didn’t matter. They were already trapped.

      He sat there, thinking about when he had been in the first avalanche, thinking about the experience he had with the dragons, and wishing this wasn’t the way that he was going to die.

      Did he have to, though?

      The avalanche was the key. If he could focus on the snow, and if he could focus on that power, then it was possible he could use it. He could push along the snow, and he could send it cascading, giving them a bit of an opening.

      He had to draw upon enough power, but could he focus his effort beyond where he was? He was trying to power through the snow, to blast it with strength and energy, but perhaps that was the wrong approach.

      Jason tried to shake off the lethargy.

      He had to clear his mind. He had to find some way of getting them out of here, and that involved being clear enough within his thoughts to find some way to freedom.

      If this was going to work, it was going to take all the strength he could summon, everything he could draw from the iron dragon. He had to pull on power, had to use what he could detect, and he had to angle it, somehow targeting it above him. And in order to do so, he needed to have a clear mind.

      He shook himself, looking at his sister, noting the way she was lying there, barely moving, barely breathing. Seeing her like that, seeing how close to death she was, Jason knew he had to be the one who got her out of this.

      He focused on the power. It was the iron dragon that he needed to use. The ice dragon would be helpful, and he had summoned that power enough times, but in this case, Jason was convinced the iron dragon was the key to this. In order to get to freedom, in order to shear off the snow, he was going to need the power of the iron dragon.

      Somehow, he needed to use a disruption powerful enough to throw the snow free.

      Jason concentrated on the snow. The cold. He focused on what was above him. He thought about that, the way that the snow and ice was overhead, the cold that pushed around him.

      He had to ignore the cold. The cold was going to be the problem. He needed to use the iron dragon, and the iron dragon wasn’t tied to the cold. The iron dragon was tied to something else.

      Jason called for more power. He let that sense fill him and then let it out.

      It exploded. It flowed beyond him, through the snow, and then beyond even that. And then when it struck, he heard a steady rumbling.

      He waited. If the avalanche was going to work, it would take time. The rumbling intensified, and the walls around him began to tremble and shake.

      He held on to Kayla, but nothing changed.

      Jason tried again.

      He pushed outward, sending power flowing from him, drawing through the iron dragon glove to call for as much strength as he could.

      That force filled him, and yet it still wasn’t enough.

      His connection to the dragons wasn’t going to save him.

      Regardless of what else he might be able to do, he wasn’t going to be able to get free from here.

      Jason leaned back and focused on the sense of the dragons. It wasn’t their fault they hadn’t come for him. They’d helped him enough times, and he’d worked with them enough that they understood he was on their side.

      And he understood. It was possible that the ice dragon was off hunting, and it was possible that the iron dragon couldn’t even reach him because of the cold.

      He rested his head against the snow. It was cold, but he ignored it.

      Kayla’s breathing continued to slow.

      He hated that their mother was going to waste away because of what happened to them.

      There came another sense of rumbling. Another avalanche?

      Jason didn’t care. At this point, he was ready to let the sense of his impending death take over.

      A strange hissing added to the rumbling, and Jason looked up.

      That wasn’t normal.

      That certainly wasn’t an avalanche.

      The hissing came from right in front of him.

      The snow was shifting.

      That was what he was sensing. It wasn’t just that there was an avalanche, but now it was collapsing in on them. Now there would be no way for them to survive.

      And then something jutted into the opening.

      Jason trembled. It was dark, but it glowed softly.

      The iron dragon.

      He grabbed on to the tail with a gloved hand. That was what it had to be, and he wrapped his arm around Kayla.

      Heat filled him, warming him immediately, and now that he had a physical connection to the iron dragon, power flowed through him. He pushed outward, widening the hole the iron dragon’s tail had formed, and they were jerked free.

      They were dragged through a deep tunnel, far deeper than Jason would have ever imagined possible, and when he lay on the snow next to the iron dragon, he looked up at a dark sky. Snow swirled around them; the wind whipped. And the iron dragon crouched nearby, his body glowing intensely with heat.

      The dragon curled around Jason and Kayla, pressing his warmth into them.

      “How did you find us?”

      “I felt your summons,” the iron dragon said.

      “I didn’t think you would.”

      “You didn’t think I would hear or didn’t think I would come?”

      “Either,” Jason said.

      He took a few deep breaths. He continued to stare up at the sky.

      Jason rolled over to Kayla, pressing power into her. He worried she was too weak to survive, and yet she was breathing. The iron dragon’s warmth pressed into her, and her breathing quickened as her coloring started to improve.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      He looked up at the iron dragon and realized the dragon couldn’t stay here. With as cold as it was, the energy it took for the iron dragon to continue to push against it was incredible. The dragon used significant energy in order to maintain his temperature.

      “You can leave,” he said.

      “I want to ensure that you are safe,” the iron dragon said.

      “I think we will be.”

      “I will wait,” the dragon said.

      Jason wanted to argue, but he was relieved by having the iron dragon with him, and he appreciated that he didn’t have to do this alone.

      Gathering Kayla to him, he lifted her. She was light, even though she was nearly the same size as him. Had she grown so frail in the time that he’d been gone, or could it be more about him? Jason had changed in the time he’d been away, drawing now from the dragons in a way he never had before.

      He looked up the slope. He would walk. He thought that he could ride the dragon, but that would draw attention.

      As they trudged up the side of the mountain, the dragon trailing alongside, his body glowing a faint orange, Jason shook his head. “I thought the ice dragon would have appeared.”

      “I don’t detect him,” the iron dragon said.

      Jason looked over. “What do you mean that you don’t detect him?”

      “I don’t detect him. He has been gone for some time.”

      “Where has he gone?”

      The iron dragon surged heat, and Jason imagined him trying to use whatever connection existed between them to determine what had happened to the ice dragon, but when it faded, the iron dragon rumbled. “I don’t detect him.”

      That troubled Jason.

      He’d been waiting for the possibility the Dragon Souls would come looking for the ice dragon, waiting for the possibility that Therin would come for revenge. He knew that day would come, but he’d thought they had more time. Therin would need to gather himself, to regroup and find more troops.

      He crawled along the mountainside, and as he went, he drew power from the iron dragon, partly without even meaning to. It flowed from him, into him, and the iron dragon didn’t resist. Jason didn’t expect the iron dragon to fight him, but was thankful that the dragon allowed him to draw power. He remained warm, filling the dragonskin cloak and jacket with heat radiating from the dragon.

      As he walked, strength began to return.

      He tested his connection to the ice dragon. Could he still use that power?

      He found it within him, so the ice dragon was still around, but where? Jason looked around, as if he would magically be able to see the ice dragon, and as he did, he suspected they would soon be nearing the village.

      He turned to the iron dragon. “You can return.”

      “All you need to do is summon,” the iron dragon said.

      Jason smiled and patted the dragon on the side.

      With that, the dragon took to the air, streaking as if he were an arrow shot into the sky, a flaming bolt that disappeared into the night. Jason watched for a long moment before turning his attention away and carrying Kayla back into the village.

      Only, they didn’t reach the village.

      He was wrong. He had thought they were nearing the village, but there wasn’t any sign of it quite yet. As he continued to make his way up the slope, he began to entertain a different question.

      There had been an avalanche, but where had it come from?

      So far, they hadn’t seen any sign of snow having sheared off. Typically, with an avalanche, there would be a section that he would’ve expected to have torn away, but as they came along the slope, he didn’t see anything to explain that.

      Maybe it hadn’t been an avalanche. Maybe it had been an attack.

      He hadn’t thought that it was, but he didn’t really know.

      Had he been wrong?

      He didn’t think so, but perhaps something had happened to the village.

      What if the village had succumbed to an attack?

      He took a deep breath and lunged forward. He needed to find the village.

      There was no sign of it.

      Had the avalanche somehow covered it?

      The idea seemed possible. The village was high enough on the mountain that they didn’t experience avalanches.

      As he continued to head through the snow, wandering the face of the mountain, looking for any sign of the village, he didn’t find anything.

      It was almost as if it were gone.

      Kayla stirred.

      Jason paused, setting her down, and he used a bit of heat, drawn from the iron dragon again, and let it roll into his sister. She moaned again, and he tapped her on the forehead. “Kayla?”

      “What happened?” she whispered.

      “The avalanche.”

      “Are we dead?”

      “Not yet,” he said.

      She looked around, and there seemed to be a dazed expression on her face. “Where are we?”

      “We’re on the mountain,” he said.

      He waited for her to come back around, and when she did, she took a deep breath. Together, they started walking, and it made it easier to move more quickly. He was able to hurry along the side of the mountain, though he floated above the snow whereas Kayla sunk in as she walked.

      He wondered if there were any way to use his abilities in order to keep her from sinking into the snow, but he didn’t know how to control what he did well enough to do so.

      A light flickered in the distance.

      A light might mean the village. It would be unusual for anyone to burn anything, unless something was wrong.

      Kayla pointed and Jason hurried toward it, racing along the snow, and when they neared the glowing light, he slowed.

      It wasn’t anything like he expected. Nothing remained of the village other than glowing embers.

      That couldn’t be right, could it?

      He slowed, looking over at Kayla.

      “What was this?” she asked.

      “I think this was the village,” he said.

      “This can’t be that.”

      Jason wanted to tell her otherwise, but the buildings had all been burned. Nothing but charred husks remained. He wandered between the buildings and looked for his home.

      It was gone. Everything here was gone.

      The people were gone.

      Something had happened. Either they had run off—and if they had, then there should be evidence of them—or they had been taken.

      “What do you think happened?”

      “Dragon Souls happened,” Jason said. “I thought we had more time.”

      Kayla looked over at him. “You knew this was going to come?”

      “Not this. I knew there was a possibility of something. They’re angry with me, and I knew they might attack.” And he had been looking. That was the whole point of going out of the village, wandering with Kayla, searching for any sign of dragons or anything else. He had been searching for them. He’d known there was a possibility that the Dragon Souls would come, that they would attack, and yet now that they had, he hadn’t expected this.

      Therin had done this.

      He wandered, making his way through the remains of the village, and something caught his eye near one of the flames.

      He approached slowly.

      It was a small sphere, and it rested on the ground, glowing with the reflected firelight all around them.

      He crouched in front of it, and Kayla approached him, watching. “What is it?”

      “It’s a dragon pearl.”

      “What’s a dragon pearl?”

      Jason picked up the pearl, holding it in his palm. It glowed softly and had a hint of warmth in it, a residual energy from whoever had used it.

      It was a taunt. He recognized it.

      More than that, he thought that he recognized what dragon it came from. He believed it came from Therin’s red dragon.

      The dragon was freed. He had been there, and he’d seen the dragon freed. There shouldn’t be anything he needed to worry about when it came to the red dragon.

      But then, this dragon pearl suggested otherwise.

      Had Therin come up with some way of recapturing dragons Jason had freed?

      He squeezed the dragon pearl and pushed power through it. The pearl began to glow, warming in his hand, and he cried out, anger filling him.

      “Jason?”

      He let out a frustrated breath and threw the dragon pearl, hurling it with every bit of strength he had. He had no idea if it was safe to even use, or whether there was some way that Therin might borrow the power within the dragon pearl to find a way to follow him.

      “They came for the village,” he said.

      “Who?”

      “A dangerous man. A madman. I disrupted his plans.”

      “You did that?”

      Jason turned to her, meeting his sister’s gaze. “Where do you think I’ve been going?”

      “When you said you were working with the dragons, I had no idea.”

      “I’ve been working with the dragons. It seems my work with the dragons has done the one thing I didn’t want to do.”

      With the dragon pearl here, the taunt Therin had left him, he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps the people in the village weren’t dead. It was just as likely Therin had gathered them up and brought them to Lorach. Knowing Therin and his cruelty, he would use them. He would force them into slavery.

      And it would force Jason into deciding whether he would go after them or not.

      There were quite a few people in the village he knew well. There were quite a few people whom he still cared about. Even though they had essentially abandoned him and his family, leaving them to fend for themselves, he still cared. And then there was his mother.

      Would Therin even know who she was?

      He certainly wouldn’t treat her kindly. He wouldn’t know she needed to be fed. She would waste away, her mind gone, and by the time he found her, she would be lost.

      He had already lost his father because of Therin. He wasn’t going to lose his mother.

      That involved something different. Something dangerous. And Jason wasn’t sure if he was able to do it. It would involve taking a risk.

      And yet, how could he not?

      He needed to take that risk. He needed to find his people.

      “What are we going to do?” Kayla asked.

      He had to find something for her.

      The answer was obvious, but would they help?

      “I’m going to get you to safety,” he said.

      “There is no safety. Not if they can attack like this.”

      “I’m going to bring you someplace they don’t know.”

      “Where?”

      “It’s called Dragon Haven.”

      Jason made his way around the outside of the village, looking for any other signs of what might be left here, but as he wound through the outskirts, he didn’t uncover anything. There might be remains that he could use to help him in his own taunt.

      It was possible Therin hadn’t brought them anywhere. It was possible they were already dead, and yet knowing Therin as he did, knowing the way he’d attack, Jason couldn’t help but think he would have held on to his people. Therin would want to use them, to abuse them, to find some way of tormenting Jason even more.

      As he looked, he didn’t find anything. He searched, scanning every place around him, looking for evidence of bodies. That was the hardest part. He hated that he had to search for the remains of people he knew, and yet, he didn’t find any. It left him filled with a strange relief. They weren’t here, but it was possible that they were still captured. Captivity might be a fate worse than death, and as much as Jason hated to admit it, he had to decide whether it was even worth his time to go after them.

      If he didn’t, who would?

      No one would.

      He focused on the iron dragon. Perhaps he should have let the dragon bring him all the way back to the village. At least then, he might have come in time. But then, he doubted that was the case. The avalanche was connected to the attack. The more he thought about it, the more certain Jason was that it had all been tied together.

      He wanted to cry out. He wanted to shout at the sky. He wanted to rage.

      He let that anger fill him.

      It reverberated, ringing through the glove of iron dragon pearl on his hand. The sound echoed throughout the night and his hand began to glow. The throbbing was pushed away and power filled him, leaving his fist filled with fire.

      He stood in place, shaking with his anger, shaking with the desire for vengeance.

      Somehow he would find it.

      He focused on the iron dragon. The creature would have to be there somewhere, and he would have to come to him. Jason sent a surge of energy, using that to call to the dragon.

      He couldn’t have gone far.

      He turned in place, that anger nearly overwhelming, and he found Kayla watching him. Fear filled her eyes.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t like that,” she said.

      “What don’t you like?”

      “Whatever you’re doing. I don’t like it.”

      Jason suppressed the anger, tamping it back down. It was difficult to do, and he struggled against it, but he wasn’t going to scare his sister.

      Slowly, the glowing in his fists began to abate.

      He studied everything. He fixed it in his mind. He was going to remember this place. He was going to remember what had happened here. And he was going to ensure Therin understood his vengeance.

      He was going to find a way to understand his power. And when he did, he was going to stop Therin.

      Light bloomed in the sky, and Jason looked up to see the iron dragon descending. When he came to a stop near them, the dragon breathed in heavily, his eyes glowing as he searched the remains of the village.

      “What happened here?”

      “The Dragon Souls happened.”

      “This was your home.”

      “This was.”

      The iron dragon rumbled, the sound like that of another avalanche. “What would you do?”

      “We need to get Kayla to safety.”

      “You haven’t answered.”

      “I’m going to give Therin what he wants.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Me.”
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      Kayla perched on the dragon next to him, saying nothing. They flew rapidly, heading toward Dragon Haven. The air became warmer the farther they flew, but part of that came from the heat wafting off the iron dragon. Every so often, Kayla would glance down at Jason’s hand. Around the iron dragon, his hand glowed with a brighter intensity. He tried to tamp it down, to force that anger and irritation out of his mind, but it was difficult to do so.

      He thought he needed to. Kayla was right in that. He couldn’t let his anger, his rage, fill him so mindlessly. If he did, he would only do exactly what Therin wanted. He needed to find a different way. A better way.

      Where is the ice dragon?

      That was the question that filled him, leaving him wondering whether he had missed something. There had to be some way to find the ice dragon, and yet, he’d seen no sign of him. More than that, he hadn’t detected anything.

      Every so often, Jason would attempt to reach through his connection for the ice dragon, trying to find some way to stretch across the distance, but every time he did, he found nothing. There was no sense of the ice dragon. No sense of anything. All he detected was emptiness.

      It was as if the ice dragon had disappeared.

      Considering the attack on the village, he had to worry about something happening to the ice dragon, and yet Jason thought he would’ve known. He should have been able to detect it, but with everything that had occurred, he hadn’t been able to find anything quite yet.

      He breathed out, frustration filling him. He needed to push that frustration away, but found it bubbling up within him far more often than he liked. He didn’t want to leave Kayla troubled. She deserved better than that from him.

      “It shouldn’t be much longer,” he said.

      She nodded, and yet didn’t say anything else.

      He looked over to see her sobbing.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll do better.”

      “What do you think happened to Mother?”

      Jason took a deep breath, wanting to hide the truth of what he suspected from her. If Therin were involved, nothing good would have happened to their mother. “I don’t know. I suspect they captured people from the village.”

      “Why would they do something like that?”

      “Because of me.”

      It pained him to admit that, but it was true. Anything that had happened was his fault. The attack was because of him. They were trying to harm him, wanting to get his attention, and they had.

      He would have to find it within himself to do whatever it took to reverse the situation.

      “I just don’t even understand. Why would they even care about you? Why would you matter to them?”

      “Revenge,” he whispered.

      That was all it was. Revenge, pure and simple. Therin was angry because he’d disrupted his plan.

      Unless it was fear.

      Jason had proven he had a connection to the dragons that allowed him to help free them from whatever the Dragon Souls did to them, and if they feared he might use that power to disrupt their control over the dragons, he could see them attacking.

      He disagreed with David that the dragons were dangerous. He recognized the power within the dragons, and he recognized there was something within them that he could help.

      If he could free them, they wouldn’t hunt people. The sense he had from the dragons was that they were interested in working with people.

      He didn’t have the chance to think on it more. In the distance, Dragon Haven came into view. The sight of it always impressed him. Situated in the middle of the forest, the city managed to remain concealed, the heart of the rebellion hidden close enough to Lachen that they could reach it by dragon but hadn’t found it.

      Lights glowed, flames crackling throughout the entire town. It illuminated the night. There was more than just the fires throughout the town. There was the sense of the dragons. Heat that radiated. He tapped on the iron dragon, and they approached slowly.

      Perhaps this was the wrong approach. Jason had thought about bringing Kayla to Dragon Haven to offer protection, but what if he should have brought her with him to where the other dragons were? He knew there were other dragons nearby, and they were trying to protect the other misfits, and yet in order to get his sister to safety, he thought Dragon Haven would be the best place.

      No dragons came out to greet them.

      That surprised him.

      Had Dragon Haven been discovered?

      He didn’t think that the Dragon Souls of Lorach had uncovered it yet. David knew about it, but if he truly had spoken the words of the flame, and if they truly did restrict him from harming these people, then there should be no concerns of them coming to Dragon Haven.

      And there was another barrier. Now that Jason had helped heal the dragons, now that he was responsible for freeing some of them, they had more support. There should be no way for the Dragon Souls to even reach Dragon Haven. Then again, Jason would have expected to have known whether he was in any danger in the village, and he had not.

      He took a deep breath, letting it out in frustration.

      They descended, coming to land in the clearing. Three other dragons approached slowly and Jason pushed on them, using his awareness, drawing through his connection to the ice dragon, testing to see whether they were dragons he had healed before. He detected nothing. At least he still had his connection to the ice dragon, even if he couldn’t locate him.

      While there was some sense of these dragons, he didn’t find any influence on their minds.

      They were free. Much like all the dragons were free. At least here.

      Heat radiated from the nearest of the dragons, and Jason scrambled off the iron dragon’s back and approached slowly. He held the other dragon’s eyes. They seemed to glow with a deep green, though in the darkness, it was difficult to tell. The dragon had dark scales, but that darkness could represent purple or blue or even forest green.

      “I need someone to help watch my sister.”

      The dragon circled him, watching him. He had a sense the dragon understood everything in his mind, the same way the ice dragon did.

      “Something happened to my village. The Dragon Souls attacked. People were taken.”

      One of the smaller dragons behind the lead rumbled. Flames erupted from his nostrils, and heat burst from his side.

      “I’m going to find them.”

      “You should not do this yourself,” the dragon said.

      Surprisingly, the dragon had a high, female voice. He hadn’t spoken to all that many female dragons. He had a sense from those within Dragon Haven that female dragons were prized, almost as if rare. He understood that Lorach would keep the dragons and harvest their eggs. Eggs were rare enough that they were valued, and with everything the Dragon Souls had put them through, there was a real possibility there weren’t enough females remaining.

      “I’m not going to risk anyone else going. Besides, I think it would be easier to sneak in with a small group.”

      “Have you spoken to the others?”

      He frowned, shaking his head. “Who would you have me speak to?”

      “The others.”

      Jason sighed, glancing back at the iron dragon. Heat radiated from his body and he glowed against the night, giving off a soft orange light. There was no other movement, nothing else that showed that anyone else was approaching, and yet he had a sense of power.

      He looked up. Three darkened shapes approached, and he frowned.

      “You called them,” he said.

      The dragon turned away, disappearing into the forest.

      The three dragons quickly descended, landing in front of him. When they did, Sarah climbed off one, Henry followed, and a third person Jason didn’t know remained seated on one of the other dragons.

      “You’re the reason they summoned?” Sarah asked, frowning at him.

      “It’s my sister,” he said, nodding to her. Kayla still stood by the iron dragon. She hadn’t moved, and she stared at the dragons, her eyes wide.

      “What happened?”

      “Our village was attacked. Destroyed. I think it was the Dragon Souls. Therin. He left a dragon pearl as a taunt.”

      “He wouldn’t leave a dragon pearl. They’re far too valuable.”

      “He would if it was a reminder that I wasn’t able to help the red dragon as much as I thought I had.”

      “But you freed the red dragon.”

      Jason breathed out heavily. “I thought I’d freed the red dragon. It’s possible they found some way of overpowering what I can do.”

      Even that seemed surprising. When he’d freed the dragons, the others had tested, trying to find out if there was any way for the Dragon Souls to overwhelm what he had done, but they had not.

      Henry had failed. David had failed.

      But then, Therin was something else. He was powerful.

      More than just powerful, Therin was motivated. He was determined to exact revenge. And he understood the risk Jason posed to the Dragon Souls.

      “You brought her here for protection.”

      He nodded.

      “What about you?” Henry asked.

      “I intend to go after them.”

      “How?” Sarah asked.

      “I don’t know. I’m just going to go after them.”

      Henry started laughing. Sarah shot him a hard look.

      “It’s a mistake,” the other man said. “He doesn’t know anything. He didn’t even know anything about Lorach. He can’t go in there and hope to find them.”

      “He can’t leave his people, either,” Sarah said. “You know what they would do to them.”

      “It’s already too late,” Henry said. “If they’ve taken them, the prisons are difficult to reach. The rebellion knows better than to get involved with that.”

      “They might, but I don’t,” Jason said. “Knowing Therin, I doubt he placed them in prison.”

      Henry watched him, saying nothing.

      “I’m more concerned he’ll force them into slavery.”

      Sarah watched him. “We can help.”

      “Sarah. You know what your parents will say about this. The rebellion is already stretched thin, the Dragon Guard—” Henry started.

      “I don’t know that we have much choice, Henry.”

      “There’s something else,” Jason said.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I don’t know what happened to the ice dragon. I can still feel a connection between him and myself, but I haven’t seen him in several days. With what happened, I would’ve expected him to respond to a summons, but he didn’t.”

      “We haven’t seen him, either,” Sarah said.

      Jason hadn’t thought that they would. The ice dragon would remain hidden, and he would’ve stayed in the north, in the cold, rather than returning to the forest and the warmth.

      With as cold as it had been, he thought the ice dragon would have been somewhere he could reach.

      Combining the attack on the village and the fact that he could no longer reach the ice dragon, he was concerned Therin had figured out some way of holding the ice dragon.

      “If you can detect him, it’s unlikely they have him,” Henry said.

      “But you don’t know that,” Jason said.

      “The dragons choose when they respond,” he said.

      “I know. And I’ve seen it often enough to understand there are times when the dragon may just be hunting, but with what we’ve been dealing with…”

      He would’ve expected the ice dragon to have remained in contact with him. It troubled him far more than he wanted to admit that he had lost track of the dragon.

      Sarah grabbed his hand and nodded to the iron dragon. “Come on. Why don’t we get your sister settled. Then we can talk about what we need to do.”

      Kayla remained silent as they walked into the town. She wore an expression of incredulity, and when she looked back toward the clearing, her eyes widening again, Jason understood. She struggled with the idea of the dragons and what they meant for her, but she struggled just as much with the idea of where they were.

      “Can you tell me what happened?” Sarah asked as they headed back to town. She and Jason took up the rear position. Henry guided them toward the town, with Kayla in between.

      “There was a violent storm. Kayla and I were out looking for any evidence of dragon movement—”

      “Your sister knows about the dragons now?”

      “She discovered it on her own. When I returned the last time, she wasn’t at home. I found her in the cave the ice dragon had claimed for himself.”

      “I can imagine how hard that was for her,” Sarah said, studying Kayla’s back.

      “She took it in stride. She didn’t seem to be bothered by it, and offered to stay with me.”

      “Why were you out searching for signs of dragons?”

      “I’m convinced Therin will return. Or, I was convinced.” Jason squeezed his eyes shut, pushing away the image of the burned husk of the village. There was nothing left. Just debris. In time, snow would consume it, leaving nothing but a memory. Eventually, even that would fade.

      It was no longer home, which left him uncertain. What would he do now? Where would he go?

      “We were looking for any signs of dragons. I didn’t see anything, and hadn’t seen anything in the week that I’d been back.”

      “We haven’t noticed any movement either. We have been tracking them, paying attention to where the Dragon Souls have been traveling, but we haven’t uncovered anything else.”

      “I thought I might have a way of detecting them. I didn’t expect to be surprised like that.”

      “They’ve been working with dragons for centuries, Jason.”

      It was something similar to what Therin had told him when they had faced each other the last time. The other man had suggested that he was ignorant, and that was exactly what he was. He thought he knew more than he did. He had known about dragons and how to connect to them for less than a few months, and in that time, he had barely acquired the knowledge needed in order to withstand their attack.

      Somehow, he had allowed himself to become arrogant, confident in the idea he knew more than he did. He had allowed himself to come to believe he’d be able to defeat the Dragon Souls alone.

      “I know.”

      Sarah took his hand, squeezing it. “I didn’t say that to upset you. I’m just trying to remind you that they know more than we do. We learn from the dragons, so in that we have an advantage, but they have centuries of knowledge we do not.”

      He looked up, meeting her eyes. “They know more than you know in Dragon Haven?”

      “We have experience here, but even that experience isn’t the same as what they have. The trainers in Lorach are gifted. As much as we hate what they do to the dragons, they are able to accomplish far more than we are able, and do so with far more skill than we have. We rely on our communication with dragons. Camaraderie. And we rely upon what the dragons are willing to let us do.”

      “I never expected they’d destroy the village like that,” he said. And that was another piece of his pride. He knew what Therin was willing to do. He knew how violent he was willing to be, and still he had somehow allowed himself to believe Therin wouldn’t do anything to harm anyone other than him.

      It was a mistake, and it was one he should have known better than to make.

      “You’re safe now. She’s here. And we’ll help you with whatever you need in order to find your people.”

      Jason could only nod.

      They reached a low-roofed building with a gradual curve toward the ground. The side of the building had ornate decorations, carvings of dragons, and Henry paused before pushing the door open. He waved them inside, and Sarah and Kayla went first, but Henry stepped in front of Jason before he could follow them.

      “You’re going to have to be involved.”

      “I know,” Jason said.

      “I don’t think you do. We let you leave before. When you uncovered the ice dragon, we left you in your village, and I didn’t think too much of it. I understood why you wanted to stay behind. You aren’t a part of this, and even though Therin had come for you, I thought that…” Henry let out a frustrated grunt. “I suppose it doesn’t matter what I thought. All that matters is that you went back home. You returned to whatever normal was for you. And then you hid the presence of an ice dragon from us. You risked Lorach finding them.”

      “And I also went after them,” Jason said.

      “You did. That’s the only reason I’m not shouting at you. You did everything you needed to, offering your protection to the dragons, and it was still almost not enough.”

      “Were it not for me, we wouldn’t have freed as many dragons as we have,” he said.

      He didn’t want to argue with Henry, but at the same time, he didn’t want the other man berating him for choices he’d made.

      “You’re going to need to be involved,” he said again.

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      Henry locked eyes with him. “Would you be here if your village weren’t destroyed?”

      Jason looked down. He had told them that he was going to return. That he was going to help the dragons, and had meant it at the time. Yet the longer he was away, the longer he was separated from their fighting, the harder it was to join them. There was something about being in his home village, remaining behind, waiting, that had kept him away.

      Maybe it was nothing more than his desire to see his mother to safety. But then, if that were the case, he could have brought her somewhere in the meantime. With the ice dragon, and with his newfound abilities, Jason would have been able to get her down to the base of the mountain to safety. To a place where she could rest, find a healer, and perhaps not have to worry about food ever again. He could have even brought her to Varmin, a place that would’ve been far more familiar to her.

      Instead, he had waited. And then waited again. By the time he was done waiting, it was almost too late. And then the village was destroyed.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “And that’s fine. All of this is new to you. I understand how it can be difficult to know the right step to take. That’s why I wasn’t pushing. Until now. It’s time for you to become involved. The rebellion needs you. The dragons need you.”

      Jason took a breath, meeting Henry’s eyes. “I’m here. I intend to get involved.”

      “You’re here because you want help recovering your people. And I’m telling you I don’t know if there is any help for your people. Most people here in Dragon Haven don’t know Lorach the same way that I do. Most people haven’t escaped from it and haven’t experienced what it was like to be a Dragon Soul, and most people know nothing about the power that’s there. I do. And I know just how unlikely it is your people will even make it there alive.”

      Jason frowned. “I have to believe that Therin intends to use them against me,” he said.

      “What makes you think Therin views you as important enough to do that?”

      “Because of how I defeated him.”

      “Did you defeat him?” Henry held his gaze with a bright intensity that burned in his eyes. “We stopped him, sure. You freed several of the dragons. You disrupted the Dragon Souls. But did you defeat him?”

      He no longer knew. Now it was difficult to think he’d done anything but fail. And now that he’d drawn Therin’s attention, inciting his anger, it didn’t seem as if there would be any way to reach those he wanted to help.

      More than anything, that was what he was after. He wanted to help those who were now trapped, but how?

      “If you know them so well, what do you suggest?”

      “I don’t know,” Henry said.

      He released Jason’s shoulder and they headed into the building.

      Lanterns glowed on the walls, but there was something cold about it. It wasn’t so much the temperature in the room—with his connection to the dragonskin, he was plenty warm, and in Dragon Haven, the air was always a little bit humid, not at all like his home had been—but a feeling to the halls. Every so often, a sculpture of a dragon adorned the hallway. There were paintings, many of them depicting scenes of forest or trees or fields, some of them with buildings in the background. In all of the paintings, dragons flew overhead. They were of different colors, and in his time having experienced the dragons, Jason had seen such colors.

      At the end of the hall, he stepped through a doorway, joining Sarah and Kayla in a small kitchen. Kayla sat at a round wooden table, her elbows resting on it and her head hanging down. Sarah grabbed food from shelves, moving quickly behind Kayla before setting various items down on the table. She forced a smile before turning away, grabbing a cup and filling it with water.

      “How did you know we were here?” Jason asked.

      “The dragons alerted us,” Henry said.

      “How did they know?”

      “The dragon you were riding has a unique signature. I think all of the dragons know his sense.”

      Jason flexed his hand, the metal soft enough that he was able to move it. It still throbbed a little bit. Because of it, he had a connection to the iron dragon, and he could practically feel the dragon in the field.

      He had never tried to focus on that connection, and wondered if there might be something more that he would be able to do with it. Could he use that connection in some way to help him know what the dragon was experiencing? Even if he could see what the dragon saw, that would be valuable.

      “Thanks for welcoming us,” he said.

      Jason took a seat across from Kayla. She was crying, and every so often, her body convulsed, tears streaming from her eyes. He reached across the table, grabbing her hands. He squeezed, trying to offer whatever reassurance he could, but she pulled away, shaking her head.

      “Kayla…”

      Jason didn’t even know what to say. It was his fault. The attack was because of him. Therin had come because of him. The people in the village had been captured because of him.

      All because he’d chosen to return. It would’ve been easier and better for them had he remained away. Jason glanced over at Henry, noticing him watching. It was almost as if Henry knew what he was thinking, recognizing the pain Jason felt, and yet—

      “It’s my fault,” she said.

      Jason frowned at her. “What are you saying?”

      Kayla looked up, rubbing reddened eyes. “It’s my fault.”

      Jason squeezed her hand, and she didn’t pull away this time.

      “It’s my fault. I’m the reason that they came to the village. I’m the reason they were there in the first place. You don’t need to blame yourself.”

      She looked down. She pulled her hands away, squeezing her fingers together, twisting her hands. “It is my fault. After the first day we saw the dragon, or I saw the dragon, I didn’t even know what to say.” She choked off the sob. “You told me Father wasn’t killed by a dragon, but we knew what happened. We had heard. And…”

      She finally looked up at him.

      “When we saw the dragon, I couldn’t keep it to myself. I said something.”

      “Who did you say something to?”

      “The only person I could.”

      Jason leaned back, staring at his sister.

      “Not the marshal.”

      She licked her lips, swallowing. “What choice did I have?”

      He breathed out. Here he had blamed Therin for what had happened, and it still might be Therin who was responsible, but would he have come so quickly?

      “I’m sorry, Jason. It is my fault. I didn’t know. I still don’t know.”

      “I don’t understand,” Sarah said.

      Jason closed his eyes. “The marshal is tasked with ensuring we’re prepared for a dragon attack.” He had known that his whole life, that the marshal was responsible for making sure the ballista were all prepared for the possibility of an attack, that the bolts remained ready, and yet, now that he understood the Dragon Souls and the role they played, he wondered something else. He had never given it much thought before, but after learning about the dragons and learning about Lorach, he should have considered it.

      What if the marshal was tied to the Dragon Souls in some way?

      “He told me that he would take care of it,” Kayla said. “All I wanted was to keep us safe. After what happened to Father, and the way that Mother has been…”

      Jason squeezed his eyes shut. It had been his fault, but it wasn’t really. The dragons weren’t around the village because of him. They were there because of Therin and the Dragon Souls. He couldn’t take the blame or the credit for it.

      But neither could his sister.

      “None of that matters anymore,” he said.

      “It matters. They have them.”

      Hopefully, he didn’t say. There was the possibility that everyone from their village was dead, though he didn’t want to admit that to Kayla. “They do. And now we have to figure out how to get them back.” He turned and looked at Henry. If anyone would have some idea of how to get them back, it would be him. Only, would Henry be willing to help?
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      Flames crackled nearby, the steady warmth of the fire pressing upon Jason. The sweet smell of the woodsmoke drifted into the room, far more agreeable than the stench of burning dung he’d known his entire life. This was something almost pleasant.

      He sat on a plush chair looking across the table at Henry. A mug of steaming tea rested untouched in front of him.

      “You have something in mind,” he said to Henry.

      “I have an idea, but it’s going to be difficult,” he said. “We can’t involve the entirety of the rebellion in this. Too much would be risked. But there might be something that would work.”

      “What is it?” Sarah asked, joining them from the far side of the room. She stood near the fire, resting with one arm on the mantel.

      It was only the three of them, though Sarah had sent word to William, and Jason wanted to see the other man. Kayla had gone to sleep. It had taken a while for her to settle down, so Jason had sat with her, holding her hand the way that she had once held their mother’s hand while sleeping.

      “We have one of two options,” Henry said.

      “What are they?” Sarah asked.

      “We can either try to infiltrate the Dragon Souls, or…”

      Jason blinked. He knew what the or was.

      “You want me to be a slave.”

      “You would fit. You have the look. And I don’t think they would watch too closely. If they’ve placed your people anywhere, it would be in the pens.”

      “You can’t expect him to get in there and back out,” Sarah said.

      Henry didn’t turn toward her. “I didn’t say it would be easy. I just said it would be something to consider. Neither are good options.”

      “I’ll do it,” Jason said.

      Sarah moved away from the fire, blocking him from looking at Henry. “You don’t even know what’s involved. You can’t do that.”

      “If it means getting close enough to try to help them, I have to do it. Besides, they won’t be expecting me to be able to use any power.”

      “They might know,” Henry said. “The pens are dangerous for many reasons, not the least because of how brutal they can be. Going there willingly… I can’t even imagine. The problem is that you wouldn’t be able to fit in very easily as a Dragon Soul. You have the wrong color eye.”

      “There are ways around that,” Sarah said.

      Henry looked over at her. She had deep silver eyes, and unlike Jason, she could have been a Dragon Soul.

      “None that would pass scrutiny, and none that would last long enough for us to be effective with what needs to be done.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Henry looked over. “I don’t know that it’s ever been tried.”

      “What?” Jason leaned forward, glancing from Sarah to Henry.

      “She wants you to draw upon the dragon pearl to change yourself.”

      “It can do that?”

      “Drawing upon the power of a dragon pearl does many things, and changing your appearance is just one thing that would be possible. We have used it temporarily. You can mask your presence when you learn enough, but we’ve never attempted to hold on to that power.”

      “But it can be done,” Sarah said.

      “Again, we don’t know if it can be held long enough to pass scrutiny.”

      “I don’t know if it would be better to go in as a Dragon Soul or as a slave,” Jason said.

      “If you go in as a Dragon Soul, you’d be able to learn,” Henry said. “You would have more access than you would as a slave, and you wouldn’t be abused nearly as much.”

      Jason started to smile. “Nearly?”

      “Training as a Dragon Soul is incredibly difficult. Not everybody survives.”

      Jason leaned back, shivering. “Wouldn’t it just be easier for me to go in, free a few dragons, and see if we can’t draw their attention that way? Then we could rescue my people.”

      “Without knowing where your people were placed, I don’t know that you could.”

      “I could go to David,” he said.

      He had no idea if the other man would even help, but if anyone would, he thought the Auran would be invested. He had already done enough, though Jason wondered whether he would violate the vow he had made.

      It was the reason there were such security measures now around Dragon Haven. Having an Auran know how to find it was dangerous. He didn’t know what David might do and doubted that the other man would try to harm anyone here, but it was possible that he would.

      “We can’t trust an Auran,” Sarah said.

      Jason crossed his arms, looking up at her. He wasn’t about to get into that argument again, but David had helped when the rest of the people from Dragon Haven had been reluctant. David had done it because of an interest in the dragons, and he had done it because of a commitment he’d made through the words of the flame.

      She dropped into a chair, shaking her head. “I also don’t like either of these plans.”

      “I can’t just do nothing,” he said.

      “No one is telling you to do nothing,” Henry said.

      “I realize that, but…”

      He lifted the tea, taking a sip of the bitter liquid. Strangely, it helped clear his head. He squeezed his iron dragon glove, trying to work out the throbbing in his hand. As he did, he could feel the iron dragon somewhere distantly.

      Strangely, when he closed his eyes, he caught snippets of color. Almost as if he were using his dragon sight, but it faded.

      “We have another issue,” Henry said.

      “What’s that?” Jason asked. He took another sip of the tea.

      “Your hand.”

      Setting the mug down, he rested his hand out, squeezing it for a moment. “I could wear a glove.”

      “You could, but if they notice it, there will be questions.”

      “What happened to it?” Sarah reached for his hand, holding on to it, tracing her fingers along the metal. Her touch was gentle, almost a caress, and he was tempted to pull away, but he enjoyed the connection. “I remember seeing it after the fight, but I didn’t ask what happened then. I should have.” She looked up at him. “I’m sorry that I didn’t.”

      Jason studied his hand. The metal looked no different than the skin had. And it blended in, so it looked nothing like an actual glove. He could still see the wrinkles and the lines on his fingers. “When I was holding on to the iron dragon pearl when Therin attacked, heat began to wash through my hand.” He could remember the way it felt, the way the metal had slowed, swirling around him. How much of that had been him, and how much of that had been the iron dragon working on his behalf? It was difficult to know. The iron dragon had no real control over how the metal flowed along his back. When asked, he had not been able to explain any of that to Jason.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” she said.

      “No one has,” Henry said. “The dragons are so different, so unusual, that no one has seen anything like it.”

      “Why do you think this will raise questions?”

      “Look at it,” Henry said.

      “It glows when I draw power from the iron dragon,” he said.

      “It glows?”

      Jason connected to the iron dragon, focusing on power. Heat began to build through the glove, but as often happened, there was no pain that came with it. It was simply an awareness of that heat. It was there, a presence, but nothing more than that. It wasn’t painful in any way. The glove continued to glow, getting warmer, and then he released it.

      “If you do that around any of the Dragon Souls, they’re going to question it,” Henry said.

      “If I did that as a slave, they would question it,” he said.

      “Then we need to know which way he could hide it most easily,” Sarah said.

      “I suppose he could wear leather gloves,” Henry said.

      “As a Dragon Soul?”

      Henry nodded. “I don’t like it. It means he’s going to have to hold on to a change. He doesn’t even understand his powers that well yet.”

      “Could I change the glove, too?” If he could modify his eyes, then maybe he could learn to modify his hand, concealing it.

      “Again, it would be difficult.”

      Difficult, but not impossible. He didn’t know what it would take in order to mask his eyes, but adding to what would need to be done for his hand would be even more challenging.

      “I don’t like doing this.” Sarah got back to her feet and turned, her back facing them. “I’m going with him.”

      “You can’t do that, Sarah,” Henry said.

      “And why not?”

      “For one, I doubt your parents would be thrilled with you going, but for another, you know too much. You’re going to raise the wrong sort of questions.”

      “No differently than him. With his abilities, he’s going to need help to hide them.”

      “Sarah…”

      She spun back, facing Henry. “I’m going. If he has the ability we think he does, and if he can free the dragons, then we need to use that knowledge.” She glanced over at Jason. “While you help your people, I’m going to do what I can to help the dragons.”

      Henry grunted. “You’re going to make me regret this.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I don’t think you can go alone. Either of you.”

      “You can’t return to Lorach. They would recognize you.”

      “I have ways of moving around the city that won’t be noticed. At least by going there, I can ensure the two of you don’t end up dead.”

      “What about what we’re dealing with to the south?”

      Henry looked over at Jason, shaking his head. “I don’t know that any of it matters. If we can get in there and rescue some of the dragons, we have a real chance of changing things,” he said. He leaned forward, locking eyes with Jason. “I know you don’t love the idea of getting involved, but if you do this, we’ll need you to do more than just try to save your people.”

      “If I do this, then I don’t know if I’ll have much of a choice.”

      Henry smiled slightly. “You might find that you have a choice, but you may not care for what choice you’re offered.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “What it means is I have very little doubt that the Dragon Souls will be eager to take you in. Given your natural talent, they’ll be thrilled with seeing what you might be able to do. That’s not what I worry about. What I worry about is whether or not you reveal too much to them.”

      “About what? My ability to help the dragons?”

      Henry nodded. “We don’t know exactly what it is that Therin is after, only that he clearly is looking for something. If he’s doing this to draw you out, then we need to be careful that we aren’t falling into some trap of his making.”

      “He wouldn’t expect us to come to Lorach,” Sarah said.

      “He wouldn’t expect the two of us to go. That’s part of the reason I’m willing to do it. But he wants Jason to do it. I think he expects you to head to Lorach, to see if you can do something to break the dragons free, and then he’ll capture you, the same way he captured your people.”

      “Then you don’t think we should do this?” Jason was confused, not sure at all what Henry was getting at.

      “On the contrary. I think we need to.” He leaned back, pressing his hands together, rubbing them. “It’s been a while since I’ve been to Lorach. We are going to have to work out a way of communicating.”

      “We’re going to have to work out more than just a way of communicating,” Jason said. “If it’s about me trying to hold on to this power, using it to shield myself, then I’m going to need something more. I’m going to need training.”

      “We can train, but I wonder how much time we have,” Henry said.

      “I thought you said they wouldn’t hurt my people.”

      “If they put them in the pens, it’s not about hurting them. It’s about how long they might survive.”

      Henry got to his feet and slipped out of the room. It left Jason and Sarah looking at each other. She took a seat across from him and rested her elbows on her knees.

      “You don’t have to do this,” he said.

      “You’re starting to sound like him.”

      “This isn’t your fight.”

      “Were you not paying attention? If you were, you’d know the reason I’m doing this. If you can get me close enough to help some of the other dragons, this will be worth it. All of this will be worth it. We need to help them as much as possible, and this might be the only way to do it. We’ve never really known how to help the dragons, not in any way that would make a difference. We tried, and we have failed. Too often when we have gone after dragons, trying to free them from Lorach, their training kicks in. Whatever the Dragon Souls have done to them changes them. We don’t know how to overpower that, even though we have tried.”

      “If the ice dragon is injured, I don’t know how much I’ll be able to do.”

      “That power is within you, Jason. You have to find it. You have to use it.”

      “I don’t know if I can.”

      He focused on the cold, letting the sense of it flow through him. It might be there, but it came distantly, slowly, and the longer that he thought about it, the more that he tried to reach for that power, the harder it was to do anything with it. He could feel it bubbling within him, though it did so slowly. It was different than when he had the ice dragon pearl to use. When he had that, he was better able to connect to the ice dragon, and he had to wonder if perhaps there would be a way to find another dragon pearl. If he could do so, then he wouldn’t have to worry about reaching for that power.

      But then, if he were going to sneak into Lorach, he wouldn’t be able to bring dragon pearls with him. That would only draw attention. He would have to go in naïve, or presumably so. He would have to hide who he was, what he knew, and he would have to try to obey.

      That might be the hardest part.

      Not only that, but he would have to avoid Therin and David, though he doubted either of them would be found where they trained Dragon Souls.

      “I can feel the cold, but I can’t really use it the way that I did before.”

      “Then we might need you to find the ice dragon in order for this to work.”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know what happened to the ice dragon. If Kayla did betray us”—and he had a hard time thinking that she had, though his sister would have felt the same way about the dragons that he had, filled with the anger and disappointment of what had happened to their father—“none of that explains what happened to the ice dragon. Why did he disappear? Where would he have gone?” And more than that, why could Jason still feel him? There was a sense of the dragon in his mind, but he wasn’t near.

      “One thing we noticed with the free dragons is that they are more likely to roam than those that have been controlled by Lorach. They don’t have anything confining them, not the way that they do when Lorach has been training them.”

      “I’m not sure what you’re trying to get at,” he said.

      “What I’m getting at is that having a dragon wander isn’t all that surprising. They do that even here.” Sarah closed her eyes and shook her head. “There are times when we’ve been working with dragons, and we think we know what they might do, where they might go, and they surprise us. We have come to terms with that. Much like you need to come to terms with it.”

      “You’re trying to tell me I’m being unreasonable with my expectations of what the dragon would do?”

      “Somewhat,” she said, smiling at him. “I know you don’t do it intentionally, but the dragons need to be given an opportunity to explore. And these dragons are different. Knowing what we do about them—which isn’t all that much—we have to understand that they might need to find themselves. They might need to better understand what they can be.”

      Jason wondered if that were true. His experience with the ice dragon hadn’t been one where the dragon was searching for any sort of self-enlightenment. It was more about trying to find a place that was comfortable. Hunting. And nothing more than that.

      Having the dragons disappear, having Therin hunting them, left him uncomfortable. He couldn’t shake the feeling that something had happened, and if that were the case, then he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something more he would need to do for the ice dragon.

      She leaned across, taking his hand—and not the iron dragon-gloved hand, he noticed. “Get some rest tonight. We can begin to work on teaching you what you need to know to mask your eyes—and the hand.”

      She got up, leaving him. Jason sat there for a moment more, sipping at his tea. After a while, he left, heading down the hallway, and before he reached his room, he saw a familiar face.

      “William.”

      He smiled. William had a wide face, a quick smile, and his hair stood up, just as unruly as the day they’d met. He was dressed better than that day, though everybody in Dragon Haven wore the same style of clothing.

      “I heard you were back. Then again, you were back before, but you didn’t stop and visit.”

      “There really wasn’t the time.”

      “You have some way of protecting them,” William said.

      “I think so,” Jason said.

      “How? Everything they tell me says that there shouldn’t be any way of protecting them.”

      “I think it has something to do with me and who I am.”

      “From what Sarah says, they can’t replicate it. They talk about it, and I think it upsets them that they can’t.”

      Jason looked past William, wondering why that would upset them. Was it because they needed Jason, or was it because they really did want to know what he knew, and wanted to find some way of helping the dragons?

      “I understand you’ve been working with them.”

      “As much as they let me,” he said. He smiled widely. “I don’t have any natural ability like you, but I keep hoping I might develop something.”

      “Was it hard for you to come here?”

      “Why would it be?”

      “You gave up everything you knew.”

      “It’s not like I had all that much to give up. My life back home wasn’t that exciting.”

      “I’m not so sure I would say that,” Jason said.

      William smiled, shrugging. “Well, I am lucky.”

      “And I’m not so sure I would say that, either.”

      “That luck saved you.”

      Jason chuckled and leaned against the door. He wanted to rest but felt as if he hadn’t seen William in such a long time that he needed to talk with the other man.

      “How long are you going to be here?”

      Would it matter if he told the truth? He didn’t know whether the others were sharing with William what was going on, but he thought the man needed to know.

      “Not long. They attacked my village. They took most of the people. And—”

      “You’re going after them,” William finished for him.

      Jason nodded.

      “How?”

      Jason sighed. “I don’t know if what we’re going to do will even work, but we’re going to try to convince them to train us as Dragon Souls.”

      “Us?”

      “Sarah intends to go too.”

      William stiffened. “Why would she go?”

      “I think she intends to see if she can free more of the dragons there.”

      “You can’t let her go,” William said.

      “I’ve already told her I don’t think that she should go, but it’s not really up to me. It’s up to her.”

      It amused him that he was saying that. It was the same sort of thing that Sarah—and Henry—were saying about the dragons. It wasn’t really up to them. It was up to the dragons.

      By going to Lorach, he had to hope there would be some way to find out if the ice dragon had been harmed by Therin. If he had, then Jason was going to use everything in his power to figure out what had happened to the ice dragon, and he was going to find some way of helping.

      “Jason, you can’t let her go,” William said again.

      Jason shook his head, heading to the door to the room where he was staying. “And I’ve told you, it’s not up to me. Sarah gets to decide for herself.” He smiled at William. “It’s good seeing you. I’m going to get some rest, and then we can catch up more in the morning.”

      The other man nodded and Jason stepped into the room, looking past the darkness, and he lay down on the narrow bed. Within a few moments, he was asleep.
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      Noise outside the room woke him and Jason jumped to his feet. His heart hammered and he immediately thought of an attack, worried he was facing something similar to what he had before, and yet as he remembered he was in Dragon Haven, he realized there should be no sort of attack. He should be safe.

      He took a deep breath, looking all around.

      The room was still dark, though there was a soft glow in one corner. He got to his feet, his body aching, and staggered over to the corner, checking to see what glowed over there.

      A dragon pearl rested on a table. That was strange. Why would there be a dragon pearl here?

      Jason lifted it, feeling the heat radiating from it, the smooth surface, and he studied it. It had a dark color, but glowing as it was, he couldn’t tell if it was black or a deep red.

      Holding on to the dragon pearl, he was tempted to use it, but decided against it. He set it back down. He didn’t know which dragon it belonged to, and because of that, he had no interest in trying to use it.

      His sister was still sleeping soundly, and he was thankful. She breathed heavily and he watched her for a few moments, relieved she would finally have a sense of peace. It might frighten her being in Dragon Haven, surrounded by all the dragons, but at least here, he wouldn’t have to worry about her finding food or water or safety. He wouldn’t have to worry about her staying warm.

      The only thing he had to worry about was her reaction to what he intended to do.

      He sat on the edge of the bed, trying to piece together what he might say.

      He got lost in thought, thinking of the dragons, of his mother and the rest of the villagers who had been carried away, of the attack and what had happened, when Kayla rolled over.

      “How long have you been watching me?” she asked.

      “Not long,” he said.

      “It’s strange, you know.”

      He smiled, laughing softly. “It probably is strange.”

      Kayla sat up, running her fingers through her hair before taking a deep breath. “I suppose I did the same thing with Mother almost as often.”

      “You kept her alive.”

      “We both did.” She yawned. “Had you not been able to hunt and catch food, neither of us would’ve survived.”

      “It’s not going to be that hard here,” he said.

      Kayla looked around and sat upright, everything in her body a little stiffer than it had been before. It was almost as if she remembered where she was. “I don’t think I can stay here,” she said.

      “Where would you go?”

      “Jason, there are dragons here. A lot of them.”

      “There are. And good people. I’ve worked with them.”

      She watched him, resting her hands on her lap. “I still can’t believe you got involved in all of this.”

      “I know how hard it is to believe, and I know you still aren’t sure what to make of what I told you about Father, but it’s true. He was killed by one of the Dragon Souls.”

      “Why would they do that? This is our father you’re talking about. He wouldn’t be able to do anything.”

      “As far as I can tell, he killed Father because he discovered the ice dragon egg. Or perhaps he discovered another egg.” If it was in Varmin as they believed, then it might’ve been the iron dragon. And if that were the case, then… His gaze drifted down to his hand. “I don’t know that it matters anymore. Father got caught up in something that was beyond him, much like we are.”

      “Which is why we shouldn’t get involved,” she said. “There are places we can go. I’ve heard stories of places like Varmin, or—”

      “I can’t go to Varmin. There’s another town, on the base of the front side of the mountain, that you could go to if you want.”

      “How do you know about that?”

      “The first time I disappeared. That was where I ended up.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t believe you could travel that far.”

      “A lot of that was falling rather than traveling.” When she frowned, he smiled. “I got caught in an avalanche.”

      “Like the one that nearly killed us?”

      “Not quite like that one, but it pushed me down the slope of the mountain. I was lucky to stay ahead of it.”

      “How did you return?”

      “The dragons.”

      Kayla got to her feet. She started to pace around the small room, every so often pausing and looking over at him before starting to pace again. “I don’t know what to make of all of this. From what I can tell, you intend to leave me here.”

      “I do.”

      “Because you think you can somehow go after the others.”

      “I have to,” he said.

      “What about me? Why can’t I go with you?”

      “Do you think you could?” He didn’t really intend for her to come with him, but he also didn’t want to tell her that she couldn’t. Kayla was strong, and after everything she’d done throughout the village, he didn’t want her to think that he didn’t believe in her capability.

      “I don’t know. I don’t even know what you intend to do, but I suspect it’s dangerous.”

      “I don’t really know how dangerous it might be. Everything they tell me suggests that it would be.”

      “Could you die?”

      “Maybe,” he said.

      “I need to go with you.”

      “Kayla—”

      She turned, crossing her arms over her chest, glaring at him. “It’s my fault. I know you say it’s not. But I’m the one who went to the marshal. Had I not, there would’ve been nothing.”

      “That’s not true. They were coming after me regardless. And that’s why I know it’s my fault. Had I not stayed in the village, they would’ve had no reason to come for us.”

      Kayla held his gaze. “Whatever you plan, I’m going with you.”

      “I don’t know that I’m going to be able to survive it,” he said.

      “Then don’t go.”

      “I don’t know that I can not go, either.”

      She watched him before taking a seat next to him. “I don’t understand. How does it come to this?”

      “I don’t know, either. Dragons, I suppose.”

      She shivered, staring at her hands for a long moment. “What’s it like?”

      “What’s what like?”

      “Using the magic.”

      He smiled. It was a good question, and one he didn’t have a good answer for. “It’s strange. It’s a way of feeling some part of yourself that you never knew existed. It’s there, the power that stirs deep within you, and when you draw upon that which fills the dragons, it…”

      He flushed. He’d never spoken about what it felt like when he used the power of the dragons, and talking to his sister about it was surprisingly difficult. Perhaps that was because of their upbringing, the fact that both of them believed they’d lost so much to the dragons, or perhaps it was the fact that he just didn’t like talking about it.

      “You can tell me. It’s okay.”

      “I like it.” He stared at his hands for a moment before looking up. “When I first realized I had the ability to use that power, I was scared. After everything we believed, everything we’d been told about the dragons, I couldn’t help but be scared. Even now, I’m not quite sure what to think. What to believe. They are powerful, but they aren’t dangerous to us.”

      “You know how the dragons attacked.”

      “I know how they attacked, but I don’t know that they ever attacked us intentionally. We were caught between sides.”

      That was what he’d been able to uncover, though it still didn’t make all that much sense why his people had stayed where they had. Could they really have been so afraid of the dragons that they’d remained? Someone within the village must have known about the dragons, and must’ve known what they were capable of doing long before, and yet no one had made that claim.

      “And that doesn’t scare you now?”

      “Should it?”

      “What happens if we’re caught between sides again?”

      “I think we already have been,” he said.

      “You don’t have to go after them,” she said.

      “You know I do.” Jason leaned back on the bed, resting his head against the wall. “Even though most in the village weren’t always the kindest to me, and they didn’t really help when we needed it, they were still our people. And there’s Mother.”

      “If someone doesn’t feed her, she’s not going to make it very long,” Kayla said.

      “Which is even more reason for me to move quickly.” But then, he didn’t know if the plan would work that way. Even if he moved quickly, and if he got everything organized, it was possible he still wouldn’t be able to get to his mother. What he was talking about was more an infiltration, and it required he take time in order to do so. He wouldn’t be able to get to anyone that way. He needed to find where the villagers were trapped and then figure out how to get to them.

      Maybe his thoughts about trying to help his mother were misguided. As painful as that was to consider, it was possible he wouldn’t be able to do anything. It was possible he’d already lost her.

      And if that were the case, then perhaps he shouldn’t do anything. He could go with Sarah, and they could try to rescue dragons, and from there… Then they could find something else.

      He got to his feet. “I need to start practicing.”

      “What do you need to practice?”

      “My powers.”

      He had reached the door when Kayla grabbed his arm. She pulled him toward herself and wrapped him in a hug. He hugged her back, squeezing tightly, and when he released her, she turned, wiping a tear away.

      Out in the hall, he looked to see if there was anything there, but there was no movement. He headed back to the room where he and Sarah had been the night before, expecting to find her or Henry or someone else, and yet, none of them were there. Instead, he came across an older man. He was thin, frail, and a cane rested next to him.

      When Jason stepped into the room, he looked up, pressing spectacles up his nose, watching Jason for a moment. “Are you him?”

      “Am I who?” Jason asked.

      The old man’s eyes darted to Jason’s hand. His lips pursed into a deep frown. “Interesting.”

      “Who are you?”

      “My name is Thomas Jacobs. I will be your instructor.”

      “My instructor?”

      Thomas looked up, locking eyes with Jason. He stared at him for a long moment, and he smiled. When he did, something changed about him and his appearance shifted, becoming that of a much younger man. The spectacles disappeared. The gray in his hair changed to all dark. And the green that shone in his eyes flashed over to brown.

      It lingered for a moment, long enough for Jason to take in the illusion, but then it faded.

      “You are to learn the art of illusion,” Thomas said.

      “You’re to teach me that?”

      “Well, I must say that I am something of an expert, but from what I understand, you need to hold the illusion much longer than most. I’m not sure I will be able to do quite what they hope, but I will see what I can teach you.”

      Thomas smiled, and Jason felt somewhat disarmed. Thomas left him unsettled, and it had something to do with his power, but also something to do with the fact that he didn’t really know which was the illusion. Was it the older man, including the cane and everything else about him, or was it the younger version?

      And if it was the younger version, then why would he hold the illusion?

      “What do you think you can teach me?”

      “Well, if your goal is to create illusions, then I can teach that. It is something of a specialty of mine.” Thomas smiled. “Do you have your own pearls?”

      Jason shook his head. “I won’t be able to carry dragon pearls with me.”

      “If you won’t be able to carry dragon pearls, then how is it that you intend to prove your power when you present yourself to the Dragon Souls?”

      That was something Jason hadn’t given all that much thought to. And if he didn’t have dragon pearls, how was he going to hold on to an illusion? If the illusion required the energy of the dragon pearls, and if Jason couldn’t bring the pearls with him, then it might not be possible for him to do this.

      “I don’t need the dragon pearls for everything,” he said.

      “Truly? You have natural talent?”

      “I don’t know about that, but I can do things without the pearls.”

      “Interesting. And what about your hand?” Thomas grabbed for Jason’s hand, holding it up to the light and examining it.

      “That’s the remnants of a dragon pearl,” he said.

      “I’ve never seen a dragon pearl like that,” he said.

      “And I doubt you’ll see another like it.” He wasn’t sure how much he could trust this man. He didn’t know anything about him, and yet, if Henry had brought him here in order to work with him, to try to teach Jason how to create an illusion, then he would have to trust him. “The dragon pearl was from the iron dragon.”

      Thomas tipped his head to the side and began to study Jason’s hand with renewed interest. “The iron dragon. I have heard of this, but had not expected to see it myself. It must be here then.”

      “The dragon is here.” He could feel the dragon, the connection between them, the heat in his hand, and yet, he didn’t know what the dragon was doing. He was tempted to see if there was any way to use their connection and know more about what the iron dragon was experiencing, but he wasn’t sure if it would make a difference. He needed time to explore that bond between them.

      “I heard this dragon is unique. I’ve also heard that’s not the only unique dragon you’re familiar with.”

      “That would be true.” There was no point in denying it. And there probably were enough stories about him throughout Dragon Haven that others would know not just about him, but about the dragons that he had brought here.

      “What of this dragon of ice?”

      “What about it?”

      “Is it really of ice?”

      “It is.”

      “Fascinating.” Thomas leaned back, and he pinched his lower lip. “Many have speculated over the years that where the egg gestates is the type of power that will form, and yet none have ever proven it with any certainty. And here you are, telling me this very thing is true.”

      “I don’t know if that’s why or not.”

      “But you think it is.”

      Jason shrugged. He only went by what he’d been told when it came to the dragon eggs and how they took on the characteristics of their environment. It fit with his experience. The ice dragon had taken on the characteristics of his homeland. The iron dragon had taken on characteristics of the iron mines of Varmin. And then there was the forest dragon.

      He still hadn’t explored where the other hatch mates had gone, or anything about them, and yet he needed to in order to better understand what they might be able to do.

      And he was certain that there would be something different about them. They were the misfits, dragons unlike any others. They were different than the dragons of Lorach. They were different even than the dragons of Dragon Haven. It was fascinating, but it was also terrifying. It terrified him that he would be the one responsible for trying to help the dragons in whatever way he could. It was terrifying that if Lorach managed to gain control over those dragons, they would suffer some horrible fate. And it was terrifying that he no longer knew what happened to the ice dragon.

      “All of this is dependent upon having access to an egg. Here in Dragon Haven, unfortunately, we don’t have very many eggs. Too few females, as you know.”

      Jason just nodded. He hadn’t known that.

      “Those in Lorach have hoarded the females. Any female they discover of ours out beyond the borders of Dragon Haven, they trap and carry her away. They care little about the males. They have plenty of males.”

      “What do they to the males?”

      “Do? Why, they destroy them.”

      “Why would they destroy them?”

      “Training a dragon is a difficult tactic. It begins from the hatching, and from there, the Dragon Soul must work with them diligently. It’s how they manage to gain the control over the dragon that they do. The females are worth the time and energy, but they never fully train them. Any female they capture, they keep as breeding stock and nothing more.”

      “That’s… horrible.”

      Thomas shrugged. “It may be horrible, but it is what it is. We’ve come to terms with it. We’ve lost a majority of the females hatched here. When a female hatches, it’s a time for celebration, but a time for sadness as well.”

      “Why sadness?”

      “Because we know they’re in danger. We know there will come a time when those from Lorach will try to come after us, come after them. And we know that there is only so much we can do to protect them.” He leaned back, tapping the bridge of his nose, pushing up his spectacles. “Or at least, that had been the case. I understand you have some way of protecting the dragons as well. You really are quite the useful individual.”

      Jason stared for a moment, uncertain how to take the comment. “I have some way of trying to help dragons. I don’t know it works all the time, but when it does work…”

      “When it does work, I understand the Dragon Souls aren’t able to influence our dragons any longer. A valuable technique.”

      Jason wasn’t sure whether he cared for this man or not. There was something off about him. “You seem to know the Dragon Souls quite well.”

      “I should think so. I spent a considerable amount of time within Lorach.”

      “Were you one of them?”

      “I was never a Dragon Soul. I never had the talent, you see.”

      “But you’re supposed to teach me how to use an illusion.”

      “You don’t need to have the talent with dragon pearls in order to be an illusionist. In fact, that’s probably unnecessary. You only need the pearls to prove yourself a Dragon Soul.”

      “Why would it be unnecessary?”

      “Those who have the talent to be a Dragon Soul focus their energy on all of their powers. Those who have the talent to be an illusionist use it exclusively for that purpose.”

      “I’m not sure what ability I might have.”

      Thomas looked up, meeting his eyes. “Considering your eye color, it’s possible you would have the talent to be either.”

      “Why would my eye color matter?”

      “Why do you think the Dragon Souls fear our kind?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Because we have the potential to be illusionists.”

      For a moment, his eyes shimmered, then they took on the same brown color.

      “I don’t know what you’re saying.”

      “What I’m saying is there is a reason the Dragon Souls don’t care for our kind.”

      “You keep saying our kind.”

      “Do you think we are so different?”

      Jason’s breath caught, and he suddenly understood why Thomas would have spent time in Lorach. He suddenly understood what it was about the man.

      He was like him.

      Was that the reason that Henry had brought him to Jason? Did he think that learning from someone like him would help?

      Unless Henry hadn’t known there was an illusionist.

      If that were the case, then why wouldn’t he have mentioned it first?

      “They weren’t sure that an illusion could be maintained,” he said.

      “As they wouldn’t know,” Thomas said. “An illusion is challenging, and it does take mental energy and a certain amount of fortitude. The longer you attempt to maintain an illusion, the harder it is to do so. I must say, though, the longer you practice at it, the more you acquaint yourself with the techniques, the easier it becomes to hold on to that illusion.”

      He stood up, twisting with a flourish, and Jason stared at him again.

      “Who are you?”

      “The question all men must ask themselves.”

      “No. Which are you.”

      Thomas smiled and tapped the bridge of his nose, pushing up his spectacles once again. “Again, another question all men must ask. You wonder how you could be either a Dragon Soul or an illusionist, and yet, I would challenge you to wonder whether you could be either. Or perhaps both.”

      Thomas took another seat and pulled something from his pocket. He set a dragon pearl out. It was small, almost perfectly black, and it rested precariously on the table between them. “When you call upon power, what do you feel?”

      “I feel the power.”

      “No. What do you feel?”

      “I don’t know. I feel energy within me. I feel it flow from the dragon and into me.”

      “You can feel the connection between yourself and the dragon?”

      Jason considered it. He hadn’t given it a whole lot of thought, especially recently. When he had used that power recently, he’d been so focused on trying to understand the nature of it that he hadn’t given much thought to anything else about it.

      “I suppose that I can,” he said.

      “Fascinating,” he said.

      “Would you stop saying that?”

      “Why? It is true, after all.”

      Jason sighed. “It might be true, but I don’t want to be fascinating.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you want. You might be the reason that much changes.”

      “I don’t want to be the reason that much changes, either.”

      “You would want to only work with the dragons?”

      “Is that so bad?”

      “No. The dragons are a worthy cause, and as you have proven your willingness and interest in trying to heal them, I can only surmise you have a unique connection to them, one greater than many others. And yet, one must also wonder whether that connection is all that you have.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because of who you are.”

      Jason frowned. “I suppose you’re going to tell me you know something about me. That you knew my parents. Well, let me tell you that isn’t possible. My parents were from a small village high in the mountains. Unless you traveled into the desolate north, climbed mountains that were meant to keep anyone from surviving, I doubt you knew my parents.”

      “I would never imagine I know your parents, but I know your kind.”

      “And that is?”

      “The same kind as me.” Thomas smiled. “You fear what you need not. You fear you are somehow different, but I tell you that is not a problem. And you fear what you could be. Well, all men should fear what they could be, if only they understood their true nature. In your case, I wonder how much of your true nature you know.”

      “I don’t fear anything about myself,” Jason said.

      “Good,” Thomas said. He leaned back and watched Jason for a moment, then smiled broadly. “Perhaps we can begin again. I would like to see if you are able to create an illusion. The technique is not all that difficult. I think that given your natural tendencies, you should be able to do so, and all I need from you is for you to try to draw upon your power, and to see whether there’s anything you can do that will allow you to hold on to the illusion. The challenge for you will be the duration. I think in order for you to be effective, you’re going to need to be able to hold on to this for a long stretch of time. With your hand, you might be able to cover it, but there may come a time when you need to keep your hand exposed, and if that happens, then you’re going to need to be able to maintain multiple illusions.”

      “Multiple illusions?”

      “It’s possible to hold on to a single illusion for your entire being, but I wonder if that might be more than what you would be able to do.”

      “I don’t even know how to create an illusion in the first place.”

      “You need to focus on what you want. You think about what you are, and then you use that, draw that power, and you shift it, allowing it to be something more.”

      Jason smiled. “None of that really makes any sense to me.”

      “You will have to find a way for that to make sense for you.”

      He watched Thomas, but the other man simply stared at him, smiling. Every so often, the illusion he created shifted, and it made it so that Jason still didn’t know which one was the real man and which was the illusion.

      If the illusion was the older man, then he was maintaining it for a long time. If the illusion was this other that flickered in place, then even that was impressive.

      As he watched, he couldn’t help but wonder if there was something more he needed to try to determine. He wanted to do what the other man suggested, and wanted to find some way to reach for the power Thomas told him he needed, to find a way to understand himself, to use the power Thomas suggested he had, but he wasn’t sure he knew how.

      “We will keep working. In time, you will understand.”

      Jason watched him. “What happens if we don’t have time?”

      “You can’t rush this.”

      Jason sighed. He didn’t know that he would be able to take the time that the other man suggested, and if he couldn’t, if he had to push through this, then what would happen to the people of his village?
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      Jason sat in the room by himself, nothing but the hearth for his company. A flame crackled softly near him, putting off warmth that still felt foreign. The firewood smoked pleasantly, and he found himself looking at it, eyeing up the hearth, trying to watch as the wood was consumed by the flames.

      The illusion continued to elude him.

      Thomas made it seem as if the illusion should be simple, and for him it was, at least seemingly. For Jason, it was something else. He struggled to craft an illusion that would mask his hand, let alone his eye. If he couldn’t do both, if he couldn’t find some way of hiding who he was when he went into the city, he wasn’t going to be effective. His mother and the rest of the villagers would remain captured by Therin.

      Focusing again, he tried to think about what maintaining control over the illusion would involve. His hand should be the easiest, mostly because it was the one he could actually see, but his hand was what he struggled with the most. As much as he tried to get an understanding of how to shift into an illusion, he couldn’t find any method that would grant him that ability.

      He held on to the power within him, focusing on what he wanted.

      That seemed to be the most important, though even as he did that, Jason wasn’t entirely sure if what he was doing was working.

      He had to grasp some way to call upon the power that would allow him to shift the appearance of his hand.

      Thomas had made it clear that doing something like that should be straightforward. The other man had changed his entire appearance, so Jason’s attempt to find some way to change only a small part of himself shouldn’t be that much of a challenge. Only, the more he focused on his hand, the more hopeless everything felt.

      He simply didn’t know what would be involved in trying to create the necessary illusion.

      If he couldn’t, then his plan of going to the city, freeing the villagers, even freeing the dragons, was for nothing. There was no point in risking himself like that. It would be better to simply go in and be open with who he was, expose himself to Therin, and battle him openly.

      That was if he could even get close to the city.

      Jason had no misconceptions about whether or not he would be able to get near Lorach. He suspected they would be prepared for the possibility of any members of the rebellion coming, and once they did, then he thought it likely that they would press an attack, probably enough of one that he and the others would be thrown back quickly.

      It meant that he would have to consider an alternative.

      The alternative was leaving his mother behind.

      He had a sense from Henry that the other man wanted Jason to simply abandon her. And unfortunately, some part of him knew that going after her was likely a suicide mission, but he didn’t think he could leave his mother behind. She had suffered enough, losing her husband, losing so much to what she believed to be the dragons, that he couldn’t let her suffer more because of someone who served the dragons.

      He turned his attention back to the illusion.

      He could do this. He was determined to find a way to hold on to it, and once he did, he believed that he would be able to master the skill.

      If Thomas were like him, then Jason could use the same techniques. He would have to be able to use those same tactics.

      All it would take would be for him to find the method in order to do so.

      He stared, thinking about what the other man had instructed, knowing that the lesson was there and that he could do it.

      It involved focusing on some buried part of himself.

      He held on to that sense and stared at his hand.

      For a moment, it flickered. The iron glove that surrounded his hand began to shift, taking on something of a fleshier appearance, and Jason thought he was going to be able to hold it, but then that faded and the iron glove returned.

      He let out a frustrated groan.

      That wasn’t what he needed. He needed to keep trying. He needed to see if there was anything more he would be able to push into that connection, and if he could uncover something about the illusion.

      What he wanted was to use the lessons that Thomas had taught him. Focus on the image he wanted to convey and believe that it was real.

      That was what he needed.

      It was a state of mind, nothing more than that. If he could hold on to that, he thought he might be able to use that energy, and he might be able to understand just what it would take to succeed with this.

      He knew what he wanted. That part was easy. He wanted to use the iron dragon glove to grant power to hold the illusion. He had to hold it.

      Letting out a frustrated sigh, he started to lean back when a knock came at the door.

      He looked up as the door opened and Kayla entered. She looked over at him, frowning. “What are you doing here?”

      “I am trying to work on a plan for getting Mother back.”

      He wasn’t sure that telling her anything about the illusion would benefit either of them. The only thing it would do would be to create worry for her. If she learned that was what would be involved, he suspected she would be troubled by his ability to maintain it. Jason shared the concern about that, and he even didn’t know if he would be able to hold on to that illusion well enough to solidify it, so it was too early to share that concern with her.

      “You really think you can get her?”

      He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, looking up at his sister and meeting her gaze. Worry flashed in her eyes.

      Given everything that she had gone through, all of the work she had been forced to endure on their mother’s behalf, she still wanted her back. There was some part of Jason that had wondered whether or not his sister had given up on their mother. He certainly wouldn’t begrudge her that if it were the case. She had been the one responsible for providing care to her, ensuring that she was fed, clothed, changed. His sister had dealt with nursing her when their mother had wanted nothing more than to give up on herself.

      “I think that I can. I don’t know, though. The person who is responsible for this is powerful, and I don’t know what he has done.”

      His sister leaned against the door. “How did you anger someone so powerful?”

      He smiled up at her. “It’s a long story.”

      “I have time.”

      Jason looked around the inside of the room before getting to his feet. He needed to stretch his legs, but more than that, he wanted to get out of the room, to see more of Dragon Haven, and perhaps even show his sister a little bit of the city.

      “Would you care to walk with me?”

      “In the city?” She flicked her gaze toward the door nervously before turning her attention back to him.

      Jason smiled at her, trying to be as reassuring as he could. “Out in the city. Out near the dragons.” If she was going to remain here, she was going to have to get used to the idea that there were dragons here. Most around the city were smaller, meaning she wouldn’t have to worry about them. The larger dragons patrolled outside the borders of the city itself, and he hadn’t seen them close to the city too often. Certainly not often enough that they would pose much of a danger.

      “I suppose I could go with you,” she said.

      “Good. I need to get out of here. I need to see if there is anything more that I can do.”

      “What else do you need to do?”

      “Mostly just get a feel for the people of the city.”

      “Will that help you in any way?”

      He shrugged. He didn’t really know if it would make a difference. Whatever he was doing was going to help the people of his village, not necessarily the people of Dragon Haven. That was going to be Sarah’s role, not his. He might do whatever it would take in order to save dragons, but he wasn’t going to necessarily aid her people.

      Perhaps that was selfish of him. Perhaps that was a misuse of his power, but he needed to focus on the people he could help, and on those who could benefit from him.

      He wasn’t convinced that he could make much of a difference for all of the people of this city.

      “I don’t know if it’s going to help, or not, but I think I need to do it,” he said. They headed out of the building, and from there he moved slowly, looking along the streets. There was movement, certainly more so than when he had first come to Dragon Haven. Perhaps that was intentional. When he had first arrived, there was suspicion about him and his intentions. Now that he had been here a while, the people seemed to recognize that he wasn’t someone to fear. His dragons were, but that was a different matter. As far as he could tell, they still didn’t know what to make of the iron dragon, though truth be told, Jason didn’t really know what to make of the iron dragon.

      They headed toward the grassy space just beyond the edge of the city, near the forest the dragons occupied. He paused at the edge of it, looking toward the center. There were three small dragons visible. They wrestled and played, no different than any young animal did, the only difference being the flames that burst from their nostrils every few moments.

      “They almost look cute at that size,” Kayla said.

      Jason found himself smiling. “They do, don’t they?”

      “But then they get big. Deadly.”

      “I don’t think the dragons want to do anything to harm you,” he said, looking over at her.

      “You don’t know it, do you?”

      “Not the dragons from Dragon Haven. They wouldn’t do anything to you. They have no interest in hurting people. On the contrary, they work with the people here.”

      “It’s almost as if they worship them,” Kayla whispered.

      Jason smiled softly. “I thought the same thing when I first came.”

      “You did?”

      He nodded. “When I first came here, I was running from one of the Dragon Souls. He was powerful and terrified me, but I also still was afraid of the dragons.”

      “I can’t believe that you aren’t still afraid of them.”

      “It’s not so much that I’m not afraid of them, it’s just…”

      Jason tried to frame his feelings, though he wasn’t entirely sure how to do so. He was afraid of some of the dragons, especially those that were still under the control of the Dragon Souls. Those dragons needed his help, and he believed that he could do something to help them, if only he was given the opportunity. It would take a healing touch, drawing through the ice dragon…

      His thoughts went to the ice dragon. In the time that he’d been in Dragon Haven, he hadn’t felt the ice dragon nearly the way that he was accustomed to. There was still a distant sense of him, though it was tamped down in the back of his mind, almost as if the ice dragon was trying to conceal his presence. That didn’t make any sense, though. Why would the ice dragon hide from him?

      He was likely searching for other dragon misfits. Jason wanted to be a part of that, and until he rescued his villagers, he wasn’t going to be able to do so.

      “I guess there’s a part of me that is still afraid of them,” he said.

      “You are?”

      Jason nodded. “I don’t know how I couldn’t be. I recognize how powerful they are. I wish the ones that have been captured and held and used by the Dragon Souls could be freed.”

      “When they’re freed, then they become wild dragons. Isn’t that worse?”

      “There was another who made that same claim,” he said.

      “Who was that?”

      “An Auran.” When his sister made a confused expression, he went on. “They’re different than the Dragon Souls. Perhaps they serve in the same way, but it’s my understanding that they’re somehow different. I’m not entirely sure just how that is, though. What I do know is that they recognized the dragons and they worked to try to train them.”

      Thinking of David left him worried about whether the other man might betray their position to the other Dragon Souls. He had spoken the words of the flame, but Jason still didn’t entirely know what those words meant, or whether there was any way for him to get around the power that they bound him within.

      He headed into the grassy section of the training ground. Kayla remained behind him, though she surprised him by heading out, following him. He hadn’t been sure whether or not she would be willing to do so, and her action suggested that she was far braver than he was giving her credit for.

      Not that it should surprise him. His sister had proven herself over the years, and had showed her fortitude in the way that she had cared for their mother. Jason didn’t doubt that Kayla would be brave.

      As he approached one of the younger dragons, he held out his hand. He didn’t fear the dragon biting him and tearing off his arm, though from the look his sister gave him, she did. He smiled at her, turning his attention toward the dragon.

      “They are curious about us,” he said.

      “You’d better be careful,” a voice said from behind him.

      Jason turned to see William approaching. His hair was standing on end and he was wearing a collared shirt, open to his mid-chest, with a strange-looking medallion hanging there. He looked comfortable here, certainly much more comfortable than Jason felt.

      William flashed a smile at Kayla and glanced at Jason.

      “The little ones can be feisty,” he said.

      “Don’t scare her,” he said.

      “I’m not trying to scare her. I just want her to know that the little ones can be feisty.”

      “How are they feisty?” Kayla asked.

      “Well, the little red one here likes to nip at your fingers. I lost two last week.”

      He held out his hand, his fourth and fifth fingers missing, or seemingly so.

      Kayla glanced at his hand, grabbing it and prying his other fingers out.

      “I didn’t say they didn’t return.”

      Kayla laughed.

      William flashed a smile at Jason. “I might not be able to work with the dragons the same way that some can, but I have learned a thing or two about them. You have to hold yourself out to them. They don’t mind if you’re a little bit scared. In fact, I think they like it when you are.”

      “Why would they like it?”

      “The dragons like to feel superior. Even the little ones. And given the size they attain, superiority suits them.”

      “I don’t think they like to feel superior,” Jason said.

      William shot him an annoyed look. “You don’t know that. Just because you can ride them and speak to them and use their power…”

      Kayla laughed again.

      “The yellow one here likes it when you stroke his wings,” William went on. He approached the yellow-scaled dragon. They had stopped frolicking and turned their attention to William. Two of them snorted at him, steam erupting from their nostrils, but they angled downward. From the way they did so, Jason could feel something almost playful about them, not nearly any sense of anger, and certainly nothing that would be meant to harm the other man.

      “Why aren’t there more than this?” Kayla asked. She glanced from Jason to William. “There are quite a few of the larger dragons, but I don’t see all that many little ones.”

      “Females are rare,” William said. “Not just that, but an egg hatching is equally rare.”

      “If they’re rare, then why would they have put some of them in the mountains and in the iron mines?”

      William shook his head. “Stupidity. Probably nothing more than that.” He looked up as the iron dragon circled, creating a shadow on the ground. “Then again, had they not, we wouldn’t have known such beauty, would we?” He smiled again, turning his attention to Kayla.

      As the iron dragon settled to the ground, Kayla turned toward the yellow dragon, holding her hand out.

      Jason looked over at William. “Am I going to have to watch out for you now, too?”

      William winked. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      He strode forward, joining Kayla with the younger dragons.

      Jason stood there for a moment, considering joining his sister, but decided against it. It might be better for her to have some time with William, to have him be the one to guide her through the city. As William didn’t have any power over the dragons, and no way to use the dragon pearls, who better to guide her in an understanding of the dragons’ role than someone who didn’t necessarily share in that power?

      Instead, Jason headed toward the iron dragon. His glove began to throb, taking on a bit of the heat of the dragon.

      “Have you seen any sign of the ice dragon?”

      The iron dragon rumbled softly, shaking his wings. There was the sound of metal screaming, and he had a sense from the iron dragon that he was amused at the nature of that sound.

      “Nothing.”

      “He’s out searching for others like you. Other hatch mates.”

      “I’m certain that he is,” the iron dragon said.

      Jason didn’t like the idea of heading toward Therin and the kingdom without knowing more about what had happened to the ice dragon and whether or not he needed to be concerned, but he could feel him distantly, so he believed that he was still there.

      “I’m trying to learn how to place an illusion,” he said to the iron dragon.

      “What is an illusion?”

      “Creating the appearance of something that is not there.”

      The iron dragon snorted. “You can create only what is real.”

      “I’ve seen another do it.”

      “He can do only what is within him.”

      Jason frowned at the comment. There was something within it that struck a chord with him. “What do you mean?”

      “The truth is within you. Reality is within you.”

      The dragon rumbled again, and he began to glow.

      Jason turned his attention to the iron glove, staring at it. He could feel the energy within it, the way that it throbbed, but he also knew how his hand had once looked.

      Was that the key?

      If he could find some way to hold on to that connection, something within him that would allow him to keep hold of that sense, then he thought that perhaps he might be able to maintain an illusion.

      He stared at his hand for a long moment, focused.

      He thought about the way that his hand had once looked. He thought about the power of the iron dragon and how it had slid over his hand. In doing so, he pushed outward through his hand.

      Something seemed to shift, a faint shimmering. It was almost a sense of heat that swirled around him, though this was a little bit different. As it did, he could see the image of his hand begin to take hold.

      It was going to work.

      He looked over at Kayla. He had promised that he would work with her, but now that he was here, holding on to the power, he realized that perhaps it didn’t matter. Kayla was preoccupied by visiting with William.

      They reached the end of the grassy training ground and Kayla looked over at him, but William said something and she laughed, turning back to him.

      He had wanted to stretch his legs, but perhaps that wasn’t what he needed to be doing.

      No, what Jason needed was to focus on the illusion and try to uncover the secret to be able to create one. Once he did that, then he could take all the time that he wanted. For now, what he needed was to focus. What he needed was to master this technique.

      He leaned up against the iron dragon, who had curled down on the ground. Jason pressed his back up against him, feeling the heat radiating from him, recognizing the comfort of it, and then he started focusing on power. He concentrated on the energy within him. He let that power flow out, struggling to master the illusion.

      In order to help the people of his village, he was going to have to master it. He would have to do it quickly. He had no idea how long he had, but he suspected that the other villagers—including his mother—couldn’t tolerate him waiting too long.

      If he did, and if something happened to his mother, Jason didn’t know that he could ever forgive himself.

      Behind him, the iron dragon rumbled softly, power pulsing out from him.
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      Jason sat in the small room with Thomas as he attempted to hold the illusion. In this case, he was trying to create nothing more than a change to his hand. It was easier than working on his eye color. At least with his hand, he could see what he was doing. In doing so, he tried to focus on having it match the other one, and calling upon that power was easier than he had expected. It was power that filled him, energy that was a part of him, and it didn’t require drawing through the dragon pearls quite as he had suspected.

      Still, he hadn’t managed to hold on to the illusion for more than just a moment.

      That wasn’t going to be long enough for what he needed to do. Not nearly long enough. He attempted to latch on to this image, trying to trap the understanding of what he needed, to use that, and yet as he did, it flickered.

      He was able to maintain the illusion for a moment. And that was it.

      With a frustrated sigh, he looked up at Thomas. “That’s as long as I can hold it.”

      “That’s as long as you are willing to hold it,” Thomas said.

      “I’m trying to do it, but I just can’t.”

      Thomas shook his head. “You keep saying that you can’t, and yet you have shown that you can. Your issue isn’t a matter of what you can or cannot do.” Thomas got up from the soft chair. He stopped in front of the hearth, which still crackled with a warm flame. The smell of the woodsmoke drifted out, and Jason noticed it the same way he did every time that he was here. It was still a sweet smell, and its fragrance filled his nostrils.

      “Had you grown up in Lorach, you would’ve understood your abilities better than this.”

      “And yet I didn’t,” Jason said. Thomas had said something similar before, and each time he did, Jason grew increasingly frustrated. It wasn’t that he was being deliberately difficult. It was more about how his power was so different than what Thomas was familiar with.

      “You’ve done the illusion. You have focused on your hand. Perhaps it’s time we think about your eye.”

      “I’m not sure I can do that without being able to see what I’m doing.”

      “Do you need to see in order to know?”

      Jason frowned. “I don’t really understand what you’re getting at.”

      Thomas turned toward him, crossing his arms over his chest. He seemed larger than the last time Jason seen him, and each time that he was around Thomas, he couldn’t help but wonder how much of what he saw was an illusion. He never saw Thomas outside of this room, and it made Jason think that perhaps everything he experienced when it came to Thomas was an illusion. If that were the case, then his ability to maintain it was far more than what he let on. He made it sound as if holding on to an illusion was difficult, almost impossible, and yet if he were able to present himself as someone else for such a long time, then he was more skilled than he let on.

      “Do you know what’s in your heart?” Thomas asked.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Do you know what you want?”

      Jason nodded. “I know what I want. I want to help my people.”

      “And you need to see that in order to know it?”

      “I…”

      Thomas took a step toward him. He loomed larger with each step, and he began to shift, changing from the small and frail man to someone much larger.

      Jason backed away, almost stumbling in his attempt to get away from the sudden transformation. And then the illusion changed. Once again, the frail form of Thomas stood in front of him. He smiled.

      “What do you know about me?”

      Jason shook his head. “I don’t know anything about you.”

      “Indeed. I have intentionally made it so that you know very little. And because of that, it makes it difficult for anyone to be able to see through the illusion.”

      “What is the real you?”

      “A question all men must ask.”

      Thomas had said something similar each time they worked together. Frustration filled him with Thomas’s comments, though he tried to suppress it. It did no good to let himself get irritated with him.

      “Try again. And this time, I want you to focus on what you know of yourself. Use what you know, use your power, and create an illusion.”

      “How do I know if it works?”

      “How do you know if anything works?”

      Most of the time, Jason was aware of something working because he felt the power shifting. In the case of using his power for the illusion, he didn’t know if it would be the same.

      He pulled on that power, drawing it through him, and he focused on what he wanted. That was the key, at least according to what Thomas said. It was a matter of using his desire and focusing his mind, and forcing the power to do what he wanted it to do.

      The illusion. That was what he needed. In order to do what he wanted to do next, in order to help his people, he needed to summon the necessary power and mask himself in such a way that he would be viewed as a Dragon Soul.

      He wanted eyes that matched Sarah’s.

      Thinking about his eyes, thinking of the color of them, he imagined them the same as hers. He imagined he had similarly colored eyes.

      And power surged through him.

      He held on to it, thinking about what needed to happen. Thinking about the way his power needed to hold in order for this to work. And gradually, power began to flow from him.

      Thomas watched him the whole time.

      He turned away, grabbing something off the shelf, and turned back to Jason. When he did, he held a mirror outward.

      Jason looked into it. His face reflected back. He was the way that he remembered. He had his sharp jaw. The dark and curly hair he’d always had, and yet, he had matching silver eyes.

      “You did it,” Thomas said.

      “I did,” Jason said.

      He continued to stare. He couldn’t take his eyes off himself, scarcely believing that he had managed to do it. Now that he had done it once, could he continue to do so? As he watched, the image began to flicker, and then one silver eye faded, becoming blue again.

      Now that he had done it, could he do it again?

      He tried, focusing on what he had done before, thinking about how he had wanted to use that power, wanting to push it through himself, and in order to do so, he had needed to hold on to it. If he could do that, then he should be able to create that image once again.

      Slowly, the color of his eyes began to flicker again.

      And then he saw it.

      Two silver eyes.

      The challenge would be holding it. The key was maintaining a connection, and as he did, he had to hold on to everything he could in order to ensure he let that power flow through him.

      He stared at the mirror, waiting for the image to disappear, but it didn’t.

      He could feel what he was doing. That was the strangest thing. As he looked into the mirror, he understood what he did. He had focused on what he wanted, and he drew power, but it wasn’t his power, was it? He was drawing from one of the dragons.

      Would the same thing have worked if he tried to focus on his hand?

      He didn’t know if he would have enough strength to give himself a matching pair of normal-looking hands, but he didn’t mind having the iron dragon pearl glove. It gave him a connection to the iron dragon that he wouldn’t have otherwise.

      He thought about his hand. He focused on what he wanted, doing the same as he had before, and let that sense fill him. It radiated outward, and in doing so, he continued to focus on the way his hand should look and feel. There was a distinct sense to it, and the more he thought about it, the more certain he was that he could find some way to hold on to that power.

      He stared at his hand but decided that he would try something else. What he had done with his eye was to focus on what he wanted, and he hadn’t worried about what he saw. He concentrated on what he felt.

      In this case, he wanted to feel the power working through his hand. He wanted to feel the way it shifted things, watching over him, and if he could do that, then he knew he could change something.

      He strained, thinking about the hand, thinking about the way it should feel. He thought about the way his other hand felt, and he used that sense, pushing it through his awareness, pushing it through his sense of power, and it began to change.

      That wasn’t right. What he wanted instead was to borrow from the iron dragon, knowing he could use that heat to mold things.

      His experience with the iron dragon had shown him that together, they were able to change things. He’d seen the way the iron dragon used the heat and power within his body to transform, and it had to be something Jason could borrow.

      He focused on that sense. Heat began to build, and he wondered if he could even change that. He didn’t want to remove the glove of the iron dragon pearl, but he did want to modify it so it wouldn’t be so visible.

      He pushed out power, focusing on it, his eyes squeezed closed as he did.

      And then something shifted.

      He could feel it sliding over the surface of his palm, along the back of his hand, and then it burned, but only for a moment.

      “Very good.”

      Jason opened his eyes and looked down at his hand. The color was slightly different. It was a little bit reddened, but it otherwise looked the same as the other side.

      “You know what you did differently this time?” Thomas asked.

      Jason shook his head. The problem with this time was that he didn’t know if it was an illusion or not. He had no idea if the change that he had caused was a matter of moving the dragon pearl, or if it was something that he had truly created as an illusion.

      He released his connection and it flickered for a moment and then faded altogether, revealing his iron dragon pearl hand again.

      He smiled to himself.

      It worked.

      Thomas tapped his cane and smiled.

      “Keep practicing. You understand the basics of illusion. There are many more complex aspects of it, and in time, you may be able to learn them, but for now, you need to focus on maintaining what you can. When you begin to understand the more basic parts of it, then you can work on the more complicated ones.”

      “That’s it?”

      “I was asked to help you learn how to create an illusion. Nothing more than that.”

      Thomas headed toward the door and Jason stared at his hand, wondering if he could create it again. He tried, pushing power through him, feeling the way it shifted, the same way he had before, and then his hand changed, creating an image much like it had the previous time, and he smiled to himself. He got to his feet, turning toward the door, but Thomas was gone. Looking down the hallway, the other man was nowhere to be seen.

      How had he disappeared?

      Jason wished he had more time to understand. He wished he had more time to work with Thomas, and he wished he could hold his illusion better.

      The challenge was going to be in holding on to it.

      When it came to the illusion for his hand, he understood how it felt when it failed. The difference was his eye. Without having a mirror, he wouldn’t know if the illusion was holding. What they planned would be dangerous if it failed.

      A slight knock on the door caught his attention. Jason turned.

      Sarah stood in the doorway, watching him. “How is it going?”

      “Apparently I can do the illusion,” he said.

      “Apparently?”

      Jason concentrated on his eye color. This time, he made a conscious effort to focus on the ice dragon. He used that to help him, and he drew power through him, and there came a surge of energy, a sliding sense, and a burst of cold washed over his face.

      Sarah gasped. “You did it.”

      He reached for the mirror that rested on the table in front of him, holding it up. The color was a little different than it had been when he was working with Thomas, but when he had been working with Thomas, he hadn’t used the ice dragon as part of the creation. He had been trying to focus on power within him, and yet, he had a sense that drawing power from the ice dragon would be even more effective.

      “Do you think it’s believable?”

      “It’s completely believable.”

      She sat across from him, staring into his eyes. Jason focused on trying to hold on to that sense, maintaining his connection to the ice dragon. That was the key at this point. If he could hold on to the link to the ice dragon, if he could use that to tie him to what was done, and if he could hold that power, then he thought that maybe he could be successful. Maybe this would work.

      It was the same way he had felt the power in his hand, the strange sensation when he had been shifting the iron dragon pearl, using that to help mask the glove. At least in this case, he would know if it failed. He would feel the energy fading.

      The challenge would be in holding on to it. What would happen if he got too tired?

      “Henry has been making plans,” Sarah said.

      “I’m sorry I haven’t been a part of that,” he said.

      “You needed to do this. And if you can do this, think of the other things that you might be able to do as well.”

      “Such as what?”

      “If you learn to create an illusion, then…” She shook her head. “I’ve seen some of the things Thomas has done. His illusions can be quite complex, and when he does those, it’s amazing. If you can master something like that…”

      “I think all I’m able to do is what he considered basic.”

      “Basic or not, it’s still impressive.”

      Jason focused on his hand. Could he maintain a connection to both? He held on to the sense of the ice dragon, using that to change his eye color, but he wondered if he could do something with his hand at the same time. It would be difficult, and yet, he had to try.

      He pushed that sense through him, focusing on the iron dragon, trying to think about how his hand had modified when he had done it before. The sense of the iron dragon flowed through him, and the metal on his hand began to shift. And then the color changed, taking on the same color as the other.

      “What did you do?” Sarah asked, taking his hand and looking at it. “It even feels different.”

      “I don’t know that I’m doing things the same way as Thomas.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “He was trying to get me to focus on power within myself. And I think it would work, but in this case, I’m not focusing on power within myself.” He stared at his hand. He could feel the connection to the iron dragon as he did. “With my hand, I’m connecting to the iron dragon.” Looking up at Sarah, he met her eyes. “And with my eyes, I’m concentrating on the ice dragon.”

      “Whatever works for you is all you need to do.”

      “And what happens if it fails?”

      “Do you think it will?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know how long I can maintain this connection.” But then, when it came to connecting to the ice dragon, Jason thought he could hold on to that link for a long time. He had done so before, and he could feel that bond between the two of them. He had known that the best, and the longest.

      The iron dragon had a connection to him through the dragon pearl that had formed around his hand. Even if he was only drawing enough power to create the illusion, would that matter? He was still drawing upon the iron dragon power.

      Sarah squeezed his hand. “If you don’t think you can do this, then we don’t need to risk you. There are other ways to accomplish what we want.”

      “How?”

      “Well, I was thinking if we went to Lorach, and we focused on freeing as many dragons as we could, then you could—”

      “I don’t think freeing the dragons will accomplish what I need.”

      She released his hand, leaning back. “You do intend to help me with this, don’t you?”

      Jason inhaled deeply. “I’ll help you as much as I can. My reason for going to Lorach isn’t about the dragons. It’s about my people.”

      “I know why you’re going,” she said.

      The image of his hands flickered for a moment, but Jason pulled on more power, solidifying it.

      “I just want you to be willing to work on behalf of the dragons. Seeing how much they’ve given you, I thought you would understand.”

      He didn’t want to argue, but at the same time, the dragons had given him much, but they had also taken from him. It was strange to think like that, but had Therin not brought the eggs to his village, had he not tried to force their energy into places that they should not have been, Jason didn’t think he would have been changed quite as much. Perhaps his father would still be alive. Perhaps the village would be intact. And perhaps Jason would never have known that he had a connection to dragons.

      He couldn’t think like that. The link to the dragons was valuable to him, and the more that he connected to them, the more that he understood them, the more he realized that he was born to do so.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “You don’t have to be sorry,” she said.

      Jason took a deep breath, shaking his head. “I think I do. I’ll help with the dragons. I’m just… I think I’m just a little scared.” He looked up at her. “All of this depends upon me being able to hold on to this power and maintain the illusion. All of this involves us going into a place of danger. A place where they treat dragons like pets.”

      “They treat them worse than pets,” Sarah said.

      “And we’re going there,” he said.

      “We have to.”

      He breathed in heavily. “I understand. And I’m willing to do it, but I…”

      Sarah leaned forward, taking both his hands. She ran her thumbs along the backs of his hands, squeezing. “You’re not going to be doing it alone. I’m going to be there with you. Henry will be there, and we need him.”

      “And what happens if Therin sees me?”

      She shrugged. “What if Therin doesn’t see you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, he knows what you look like, but can you change your appearance if it comes down to it?”

      “I can change my eyes, and I’ve been able to change my hand, but Therin wouldn’t have known about the hand.”

      “It doesn’t have to be anything dramatic. Even at a small change would be enough to make you almost unrecognizable. I doubt he would expect it.”

      Jason worried about what Therin might recognize. He was the one he was most concerned about. Therin was powerful, and he’d proven he was far stronger than Jason had believed when he’d first met him. The more he came to know him, the more he feared him.

      Which was reason enough to stay clear.

      And then there was David. The other man might be far more observant than Therin. He struck Jason as more scholarly, and it wouldn’t surprise him if David noticed something strange. And if they were worried about his kind having some ability to create illusions, then how hard would it be for them to have some way of detecting it?

      The only advantage he had was that he might be able to create an illusion differently than the others. Given the way his power worked, the fact he was going to be pulling it from the dragons, he had to wonder if it would even matter.

      “I guess we’ll worry about that when the time comes,” he said.

      “You can do this,” she said.

      “What about my sister?”

      “She’s going to be fine. We’ll make sure of that.”

      Before he did anything else, he would have to ensure that his sister was safe. He was about to leave her behind when there was a possibility that something might happen to her.

      And he needed to make sure she understood. It was possible she wouldn’t. She might not know why he had to do what he did, and she might not even agree with it. She wanted him to take whatever steps were necessary to find their people, but at the same time, if he did that, and if he risked himself, he ran the real chance of losing not only himself, but everybody in the village.

      And then Kayla would be left with no one.

      That was the part of it that troubled him the most.

      He looked over. Sarah was watching him. She said nothing, but it seemed almost as if she knew what he was thinking.
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      Jason approached the grassy courtyard, feeling the energy of the iron dragon. He was out there, curled up the way he was the last time Jason had seen him, the sense of power within him radiating outward. Jason held on to that, pushing through the connection that formed between them, using the energy within the iron dragon glove, feeling that power as it flowed.

      There was a sense of connection, a surge of power, and the iron dragon connected to him. When he did, Jason focused on that power for a moment.

      Nothing more than that, long enough to be aware of the iron dragon and the power that was within him. From there, he stretched out his senses, focusing on it.

      He turned his attention to the other dragons out here. They were small dragons, and he pulled upon his faint connection to the ice dragon, pushing it through them. For a moment, he thought there might be some sense of resistance, but then that sense faded. There was no further resistance.

      He held on to that energy, pushing it out from him.

      Distantly, he could feel something within those dragons, but he realized what it was as he continued to explore it.

      Freedom.

      It was different than what he had felt from the other dragons. With those others, there was no sense of the same freedom that he detected from these dragons. There had been a sense of fear, of concern about captivity, a worry that the Dragon Souls would eventually catch up to them and if they did, they would find a way to train them.

      Perhaps that fear came from the dragons themselves, but some of that emotion seemed to come from those who worked with them, seemingly training them.

      Did the people of the city really want the dragons to fear the idea that they might end up captured?

      What purpose would that serve?

      Jason stared at those small dragons.

      That was what Sarah wanted to do. She wanted to find some way to help dragons like that, to see if there was anything that could be done to ensure their safety. More than that, she wanted to free other dragons, to release them from whatever the Dragon Souls had done to them, and to see if Jason might be able to save them from further influence.

      It troubled Jason that only a part of him was concerned about that. A greater part of him was focused on what else he needed to do. It was more concerned about the others, and whether there was anything he could do to release them. The villagers needed him to do whatever he could to save them.

      The iron dragon sat up, looking at him. There was heat in the gaze, heat and power that surged off him, flowing outward.

      Jason could feel that power, recognizing the energy of it, and he held on to it.

      It was a power that he needed to embrace.

      “You are troubled,” the iron dragon said.

      Jason smiled at him. The iron dragon had become increasingly perceptive the longer they were around each other. How much of that was because of some influence he had over the iron dragon, and how much of that was simply due to the iron dragon’s freedom?

      “I am troubled,” he said.

      “I thought that you had discovered a technique with this illusion.”

      Jason held his hand out, and he flashed between the iron glove and the illusion of normal flesh. It happened slowly, but each time that he did it, he was able to maintain the effect for longer. Henry and Sarah both believed that with enough time, he would be able to hold the illusion indefinitely. He didn’t know if that were true or not, but it was certainly far more than he had believed he would have been able to do even a few days ago. He owed most of that to Thomas, though he still wondered how much of his technique was similar to the way that Thomas used his power.

      “I have a technique, though I’m not entirely sure whether or not it’s going to be effective when it comes to combating those we will face.”

      “You don’t need to combat the dragons.” The iron dragon rumbled, and heat radiated from him again.

      Jason smiled at him. He sensed the confusion within the dragon.

      “I have no interest in battling dragons. It’s more a matter of needing to combat those who would control them. Even there, I don’t know that I’m going to be strong enough.”

      “You have connections to two dragons. How are you not strong enough?”

      “They have connections to many. They have experience using them.”

      “Experience does not equal strength,” the iron dragon said.

      Jason tried to think about how to frame it in a way that the iron dragon would understand, but he wasn’t at all sure how to put it. To a dragon, strength was simply strength. Jason, on the other hand, had seen far too many times when strength didn’t equate to success. Within the village, there were plenty who were strong, but stupid. Strong but inexperienced. Either could be deadly. It was experience and intelligence that often won out.

      There were other times when strength was simply strength.

      When he dealt with Reltash and his friends, they had strength and Jason did not. He was accustomed to their bullying, and he was accustomed to dealing with the way they would pick on him, but perhaps he didn’t need to be.

      He now had experience. He now had a different view of the world. That view gave him insight they didn’t possess. Insight often equaled a different kind of intelligence.

      “I’m going to need your help,” Jason said.

      “With this one?”

      “A different one.” He started to climb onto the iron dragon. “I’m concerned about the ice dragon.”

      “I thought we had agreed that he is hunting for the other hatch mates.”

      “He might be, but he has been so distant, and it leaves me wanting to know whether or not he is still there.” Jason glanced over toward the main part of Dragon Haven. They would be leaving soon, and he needed to be prepared for the journey, which meant he should still be practicing. Yet before they went, he wanted to go one more time to see if he could uncover anything about the ice dragon. “Could you bring me there?”

      The iron dragon rumbled. “Are you sure that’s what you want?”

      Jason nodded. “I’m sure.”

      The iron dragon took to the sky, his body undulating, heat working through him. He blasted forward, and it carried them up into the sky, over the mountains, and quickly toward snowcapped peaks in the distance.

      Jason sat atop the dragon, enjoying the warmth radiating off his body, the swirls of heat and mist in the air, and the wind whirling around him.

      All of this was unique and strange and wonderful. All of this was something he never would have believed that he would be capable of. All of this was something that he had thought impossible.

      All of it was now his reality.

      At least his reality while sitting atop the iron dragon.

      He leaned forward as they neared the village—at least what remained of the village. He hadn’t wanted to come back here ever since the attack, and as he looked out, the heat haze coming off the dragon created something of a shimmering.

      Jason stared through it, and he could feel the energy that was out there. He could sense the destruction, the remnants of what had once been his village, and he looked away.

      He couldn’t stomach staring at it. He couldn’t stomach seeing what had once been his people.

      He didn’t know if he would ever be able to look upon the village in the same way.

      He hadn’t given much thought to it, but once he rescued the people from Therin—when he rescued them, not if—he had no idea what he was going to do with them. They would have to go somewhere, but he didn’t have any idea where he would bring them. Perhaps there wasn’t any place he could bring them that would be safe.

      It might not even matter. All that mattered was that he find them. That he find his mother. Jason looked away, turning toward the cave in the distance. The iron dragon headed toward it and Jason embraced that sense, thinking about the power within the cave, thinking about the ice dragon.

      As had been the case so often lately, there was no additional sense of the ice dragon within the cave. Though he could still feel the sense of the ice dragon, his awareness of him was faint and distant.

      Nothing he expected.

      For whatever reason, the ice dragon was hidden from him.

      He would return. Jason had little doubt that the ice dragon was somewhere, especially as he could feel him so strongly within his mind, but he wondered how long he would be gone.

      Taking a deep breath, the iron dragon banked, and rather than heading back toward Dragon Haven, they continued south. They flew over other mountaintops, soaring high into the air, where the wind was cooler, thinner, and where he could feel a change. There was something about this place that felt different.

      After a while, they passed beyond the mountains.

      Jason had never traveled this far before, and he looked down. The landscape was bleak and darkened, and it seemed as if it had been destroyed. There were some signs of life, some evidence that things were returning, but for the most part, it was emptiness. Dragon Haven was an oasis, surging with energy and life, whereas this was something else.

      The dragon banked again, twisting back toward the mountains. As they turned, Jason had a sense of power that seemed to pull upon him. He glanced back behind him, wondering if there might be something he could detect, but then it faded.

      That sense was there, though he didn’t know if it would be safe to pursue. For all he knew, there were Dragon Souls. They were far enough away from the rest of the kingdom that he doubted they would encounter Dragon Souls, but he didn’t know for certain.

      The iron dragon surged heat, glowing more intensely, blazing nearly as bright as the sun. Only his head and neck didn’t glow quite as brightly, allowing Jason the ability to cling to him, holding on to his position, leaning forward as he maintained his place on the dragon.

      They flew rapidly, circling, and it took Jason a moment to understand just what the iron dragon was doing.

      He was pursuing the ice dragon.

      “You’re more worried than you’re letting on, too.”

      “I don’t detect him as I once did,” the iron dragon roared.

      Against the wind, the sound of his voice was drawn away, little more than a rumble, but Jason was still able to determine what the dragon was trying to tell him.

      “I can still feel him,” Jason said.

      “I feel him as well, but feeling him and knowing where he is are different matters altogether,” the dragon said.

      It was the same feeling Jason had.

      They had seen no evidence of the ice dragon, and the farther they had flown, the more distant the sense of the ice dragon had become. Wherever he was had to be within the realm of the kingdom, but it was hard to pick out, and certainly not prominent enough for Jason to be able to determine just where the ice dragon had gone.

      Could he have headed closer toward the capital city?

      He doubted the ice dragon would risk that. He knew the danger of the Dragon Souls, and Jason doubted that the ice dragon would do so without help.

      Would he, though?

      He thought about what he knew of the ice dragon. He could fly higher than any of the other dragons, up in the clouds and in air so thin, none of the other dragons would be able to survive it. With as high as the ice dragon could go, and with as easy as it was for him to withstand the cold, Jason didn’t know if the ice dragon would do something like that.

      It was entirely possible he would circle there, especially if it were for a hatch mate.

      Jason glanced up. Perhaps that was what they needed to do.

      If they went higher, he might be able to find answers, but he didn’t know if the iron dragon would be able to withstand it.

      Letting out a frustrated sigh, he patted the iron dragon. “I think it’s time for us to return.”

      “Are you sure? I can sense your concern for him.”

      “It’s not that I’m not concerned for him, but if anything would’ve happened to him, I would’ve felt it.”

      As he said it, he knew it was true. His connection to the ice dragon was such that he was certain he would have known. He was certain he would have felt it.

      Even now, as he reached through that faint connection between them, he could feel that nothing had harmed the ice dragon. The connection was there, as solid as it had ever been. It was just faint, distant, making it difficult to discern whether or not there was anything more within it that he might be able to pick up on.

      They turned back toward Dragon Haven.

      When they flew, he focused on the sense of the iron dragon, and he focused on the ice dragon, and he even thought about the forest dragon. So far, Jason hadn’t spent much time with that dragon, though he suspected that he would need to. In order to understand all of these unique dragons, he was going to have to see if there was anything he might be able to learn about each one.

      The wind whistled around them, the air cold and biting. The heat radiating off the iron dragon made it tolerable, and Jason’s dragonskin clothing was able to withstand it far better than he would have been when he was dressed in his furs.

      There was a part of him that missed the bearskin. Not because it was any warmer, but because it reminded him of his father. He didn’t have anything like that left. Now that the village had been destroyed, there was even less of him remaining.

      For so long, everything Jason had done had been to try to honor his father’s memory. Hunting on behalf of his family, trying to keep his sister and mother alive, had been because he knew that was what his father would’ve wanted him to do. Jason had done as well as he could, aware that his father would’ve been able to do more than him, though he hadn’t cared. He had done his best.

      When he had met the dragon, he had been uncertain. At the time, Jason believed that he knew how his father would’ve responded when it came to a dragon, but the more he learned about the dragons, the more he began to question just what his father might have done. He had no idea any longer whether or not his father would truly have dealt with the dragons in the way he once believed that he would have. For all Jason knew, his father would have accepted them, perhaps even welcoming them.

      No. He knew that his father would not have welcomed the dragons. The dragons meant a different kind of life. The dragons meant a different kind of power.

      They meant warmth.

      Given the way that his family had suffered in the time since his father’s death, having warmth of any kind, whether or not that warmth came from the dragons themselves, was something to be cherished.

      It was certainly better than burning dung. They didn’t have the money for tellum, and now that the village was gone, he couldn’t help but wonder what would happen to the mine. Perhaps it would fade away into nothingness. Perhaps he should have ventured down to investigate, to see whether he might be able to find anything of value within that mine, but it was something else he simply didn’t have time for.

      It was more than just not having time. It was a lack of desire on his part as well.

      They headed past the snowcapped peaks, and from there, he recognized a residual surge of energy. Each time he came near the village, Jason was aware of that residual energy.

      Whatever Therin had done had been powerful. He had damaged the village in such a way that Jason could feel it from a distance, from atop the dragon.

      The air swirled around him, making it difficult to see clearly. Snow streamed from the sky, the coming storm promising violence. From where they were, he was somewhat protected, but he knew all they had to do was ascend, and the iron dragon would be able to rise above the nature of the storm.

      They headed toward Dragon Haven.

      It didn’t take long before it came into view. As it did, Jason leaned back, staring at the city. There were dragons there, and several came out to greet them for a moment before realizing that it was him and turning back. Rather than trying to come at him aggressively, they recognized him.

      He was welcome.

      It was a far cry from his first experience when he had come to Dragon Haven. It was a far cry from even his most recent experience.

      He leaned toward the iron dragon. “I guess you’re recognized,” he said.

      When they came to land, Jason hopped off, tapping on the iron dragon.

      He looked over at Jason, his eyes blazing with heat and power, before he slithered off into the trees, disappearing among the forest.

      Jason stood there for a long moment. He held out his hand, practicing his illusion a few times before heading back toward the main part of the city. He needed to meet with Sarah and Henry, but more than anything, he needed to meet with Kayla to explain where he was going and what he was doing.

      Having seen his village again—and again—he felt as if he truly knew what needed to be done. Jason felt as if he were ready to take the next step. Even if it meant he was going to risk himself—and there was little doubt that he was going to be risking himself—he needed to do this.

      He found Kayla talking with William outside one of the dragon sculptures. He stood watching them for a moment. There was a carefree nature to his sister that hadn’t been there before. Even within William, there was something loose and relaxed about him. Jason thought about when he had first met the man, the uncertainty within him, the way he had jumped from tavern to tavern, looking for someone to scam.

      Now that he was in Dragon Haven, he wondered whether or not William needed to do any of that anymore.

      He had a purpose. He might not be able to connect to the dragons in the same way that Jason could, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t connecting to them at all. He had seen the way that William had been able to work with the dragons, and he recognized that the other man was developing a bond with them.

      This was the reason he needed to bring the villagers back. He didn’t know what he was going to do once he did rescue them. He didn’t know whether they could be brought back to the mountaintop, or whether they needed to settle somewhere else.

      What he did know was that they deserved an opportunity to be at ease the way that he currently saw his sister. The way he saw William.

      It wasn’t only the villagers who deserved such a fate.

      He thought about what Sarah wanted.

      He was going to have to find a way to get to the dragons. Either now or eventually.

      It wasn’t only the villagers who deserved freedom. The dragons deserved it as well.

      Taking a deep breath, his mind made up, he knew that he was ready for what would come next.
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      He stood next to the iron dragon, his hand resting on the warm body. The iron dragon glowed with a soft orange heat, and it radiated away from him. Jason enjoyed the warmth, the sense of the dragon, and he enjoyed the way the connection between the two of them had formed. He let the sense of that fill him.

      “I’m going to need to be able to hold on to your power for a while,” he said.

      “You may have it,” the dragon said.

      “Does it harm you?”

      “No.”

      “I worry about how long I can hold it.”

      “You need not.”

      “I don’t have your same power.”

      The iron dragon turned his head toward him, and his eyes glowed with a soft light. “You do have the same power.”

      Jason flexed his hand. As he did, he stared at it, trying to think of what it would look like if it were to change, to hold the illusion, and it flashed for a moment before the illusion appeared.

      “I have it, but I don’t. Not the same.”

      “The connection between us allows for you to have everything I have.”

      “I don’t want to take power from you in a way that harms you,” he said.

      “And I have told you it does not.”

      Jason sighed. It was time for them to go. They had been here long enough, working together, and now it was time to head to Lorach, to begin this process, to be ready for what must come. Now that the time was near, he wasn’t sure he could do it. He didn’t know if he wanted to.

      Sarah approached, joining them.

      “What will you do while we do this?” he asked the dragon.

      “I will remain near.”

      “You can’t remain too near. I don’t want them to find you.”

      It was more than just not wanting them to find him. He didn’t want them to harm the iron dragon. He had little doubt that if Therin were to get a hold of the iron dragon, he would do something to him. And if that were the case, then Jason wasn’t sure he would be able to free him. In a place surrounded by Dragon Souls, he might not have enough strength and power in order to rescue the iron dragon.

      “There will be a place we can leave him,” Henry said, approaching from the forest inside the courtyard. “He can remain hidden.” Henry looked up at the iron dragon. “You can hide, can’t you?”

      The iron dragon swung his head toward Henry, rumbling. “And you can run, can’t you?”

      Henry didn’t move, but he did start laughing. “I like this one.”

      The dragon rumbled again, lowering his head down to the ground.

      Jason climbed onto the iron dragon’s neck, taking his seat, and when he was settled, he glanced over at the edge of the courtyard. Kayla stood watching. Every so often, her eyes would drift toward some of the other dragons, but for the most part, she kept her gaze on Jason and the iron dragon. Tears streamed down her face.

      He didn’t need to ask to know that she feared she would never see him again. He was determined to return to her.

      There were others in the clearing near them. Most of them were people from Dragon Haven, but he saw Sarah’s parents. They had said nothing about her choosing to do this, and Jason wondered what they thought.

      Then again, knowing what he did about the people of Dragon Haven, knowing what he did about Sarah and her parents, they probably supported it. They likely wanted her to go, to do whatever she could in order to rescue the dragons.

      That was Sarah’s plan. If she could rescue more of the dragons, they would strengthen Dragon Haven and weaken Lorach. All of that was their intention. And yet, Jason still didn’t know if they were going to be able to find enough dragons to do that.

      All of it was predicated on the idea that they could reach Lorach, that they could reach the dragons, and if they could, then they had to find some way to overpower what the Dragon Souls had done, the training they’d inflicted over the years, and they would have to use what Jason was able to draw in order to heal them. The challenge would be not only healing the dragons, but doing so in a way that the others weren’t aware of what he was doing. It was possible the Dragon Souls would recognize his influence immediately. They would attack. They would prevent him from saving the dragons.

      It was why he focused mostly on what he needed to do for the village. He couldn’t think about the dragons. They were a secondary issue, but perhaps something he could help with.

      Sarah climbed onto the dragon’s back alongside him, and then Henry followed.

      “Is your dragon strong enough to carry all three of us?” Henry asked.

      The iron dragon lurched forward. He rumbled again.

      “I don’t think he likes your commentary very much.”

      “I just thought I would question,” Henry said.

      “We could take your dragon,” Jason said.

      The iron dragon roared. “I will carry you.”

      With that, the iron dragon leapt into the air. Heat pulsed along his body.

      With Jason wearing dragonskin, he was able to withstand the heat, and Sarah and Henry were dressed similarly. Henry had agreed that dragonskin would blend in the best in Lorach, though they ran the risk of someone recognizing the quality of Jason’s clothing. He had removed the pin, the marker of the Auran, and without that, he thought he might be able to blend in better.

      “It’s a strange feeling, flying with this dragon,” Sarah said.

      “Why?”

      “The dragon flies with a different technique.”

      It was true. Rather than the steady strong flapping of wings that he felt with the ice dragon, flying with the iron dragon was more about pulsing, the way his body writhed, the way heat flowed through him, propelling them forward.

      It was effective, nonetheless. Jason didn’t worry about it. And he leaned forward, gripping the iron dragon tightly around the neck, holding on.

      They swooped overhead, and as they did, Dragon Haven became smaller and smaller in the distance. Jason still had not explored much of Dragon Haven, had not taken the time to really understand anything about the place, and yet, he felt as if he knew as much as he needed about it.

      The dragons were celebrated. They were revered. The dragons were treated with a measure of respect they didn’t get otherwise.

      As they flew, there came a fluttering sense. It took a moment for Jason to realize what it was, but when he did, he knew he had to look into it. He’d felt it before.

      The forest dragon.

      Jason leaned forward. “We need to stop by the forest.”

      The iron dragon rumbled.

      “Why do you want to stop there?” Sarah asked.

      “I want to see if I can detect the ice dragon.”

      “The ice dragon wouldn’t be in the forest,” Henry said. “I thought you said the ice dragon struggled with the heat of the forest.”

      “He did, but there’s something else I wonder that we might be able to do. I want to see if I can find the forest dragon, and if there’s anything she might be able to do to help.”

      Henry only stared at him, saying nothing.

      Gradually, the forest came into view. It was amazing how quickly the dragon was able to fly, and how quickly the scenery changed. They descended, and Jason tried not to think about the fight that had happened here the last time, the way the Dragon Souls had attacked and the way the dragons had battled dragons. He tried not to think of any of that, and yet, how could he not? All of that was still here. He could feel the power here. He could feel the energy they had brought to the attack. He could feel everything about this place.

      And the iron dragon felt it as well.

      Jason climbed off the iron dragon’s back and studied him for a moment before heading toward the trees. As he did, he could feel the power of this place. He focused, thinking that maybe he could find the forest dragon, the hatch mate of the others, and failed.

      She was camouflaged.

      He wandered through the trees, looking up at the upper branches, searching for those deep green eyes. All of this was delaying what he needed to do, but at the same time, he wondered if part of this was necessary. Maybe he needed to be focusing on finding the other hatch mate and not on his villagers. The dragons would certainly appreciate that. Perhaps that was where the ice dragon had gone.

      The iron dragon slithered between the trees, joining him. “I don’t sense anything.”

      When he had come before, he had used David and his sense of the dragon in order to guide him. Then there had been the guidance of the ice dragon, and even that of the iron dragon. They were able to lead him toward that sense of power. And he couldn’t help but wonder if he could locate her on his own. It was possible he wouldn’t be able to figure this out by himself. He might need the help of the dragons.

      The iron dragon had already told him that he didn’t feel anything.

      Then why did Jason?

      When they’d been flying, he was certain of what he had detected, though he wasn’t certain how he had it. He could feel that energy. It was faint, but definitely there.

      He looked around, closing his eyes, thinking about what he’d uncovered. If it was here, then he would need to use what he could detect, and he would need to draw upon that power and locate the forest dragon.

      Jason focused. There was a distant sense of it.

      He started to follow that sense, keeping his eyes closed, not trailing after anything but the sense of power. If he could use that, then perhaps he would be able to find the forest dragon.

      As he was dragged through the trees, winding around, he glanced behind him. The iron dragon remained off to the side, working his way around the base of the trees. Henry and Sarah stayed with the iron dragon. Neither of them seemed to care that Jason was coming this way, wandering through the forest, heading toward something.

      He should be more careful. He had enough experience with strangeness happening to him in the forest that he knew better than to risk it, but if this was the forest dragon, then he wanted to find her.

      A sense of movement overhead caught his attention.

      Jason paused, looking up.

      High overhead, the canopy seemed to part. As it did, a pair of deep green eyes looked down at him.

      He smiled. Glancing behind him, he saw that the iron dragon and the other two were still quite a ways away, so Jason approached the tree, crawling up the trunk, working his way up toward the dragon. He had done this once before, and he understood what was involved, and he knew to dig his heels in as he worked his way up.

      Each movement came slowly, and he dragged himself along the tree, pulling himself. By the time he reached the dragon, he was breathless.

      His body ached, but he was not willing to let go. He looked around and saw no other movement in the forest. There was a sense of the height. A wind blew through the trees, though it didn’t make any sign of trying to push him off. He met the forest dragon’s eyes.

      “You summoned me here,” he said.

      The dragon watched him. She blinked.

      When she did, something seemed to shift. She shimmered, colors swirling along her spine, and then disappeared.

      Jason cocked his head to the side, studying her. “An illusion?”

      The dragon shifted. She did so subtly, with barely more than a hint of movement, and as she did, the trees seemed to sway. It was almost as if a wind caught Jason’s tree, moving it. There was no sense of being tossed from the tree, no worry on his part that he might be thrown free, and yet Jason still held on tightly, afraid of what might happen.

      The illusion shifted again.

      This time, he was certain of what he saw. He stared at the dragon, frowning.

      What was she trying to show him? Was it just about the illusion?

      She had a way of camouflaging herself within the trees.

      “I don’t understand. Can you tell me why you summoned me here?”

      The dragon turned again, and there came a certain sense of movement once more, almost as if the leaves were fluttering overhead. As he watched, he realized where that sense came from. It was from within the dragon, and it was her scales seeming to shift, the color sliding along them.

      Not just a camouflage, but the dragon using a sense of illusion.

      He watched, focusing on what she did, thinking about the power involved. Was there any way for him to replicate that?

      He didn’t have the same connection to power. And he didn’t have the same link to the forest dragon. There had to be some way to understand what the dragon was able to do, though as he focused on the dragon, he still didn’t understand any better.

      “Can you speak?” Looking at the dragon, he had to think she would have some way of communicating, but so far, she hadn’t said anything to him. Maybe she couldn’t.

      If so, why not?

      The other dragons all were able to speak, most of them easily. Why wouldn’t this dragon be able to do the same?

      The dragon just watched him, saying nothing. It got to the point where Jason no longer expected that the dragon would be able to say anything to him, but he thought there would be something he could learn from the dragon. If she did have some ability to camouflage herself, and if there was anything he could learn from it, then he needed to better understand it. When it came to heading to Lorach and trying to know what was there, recognizing the camouflage, recognizing what he could do, was going to be important.

      The dragon pressed her face forward.

      She rested her head on the branch nearest him, and Jason looked into her eyes. She said nothing, though he had a sense of power from her.

      “If you can’t speak, do you have any other way of communicating?”

      She pulled her head back and the colors swirled along her scales once again. It happened briefly, quickly, and it was a flash of color that then faded.

      As quickly as it happened, Jason wasn’t sure what it was, but then it was gone.

      She could speak in colors. She could camouflage, and she could create an illusion, and she could speak in colors. If he were to communicate with her, he would have to find some way of understanding those colors.

      For his part, Jason didn’t know if there would be any way to understand anything. He needed some way to reach her, and yet, without comprehending how she was trying to communicate with him, what she was trying to say, there might not be anything for him to learn here.

      He stared. She seemed to understand him.

      “Can you understand what I’m saying?”

      The colors shimmered along her spine again, spreading out to her scales. As they did, it looked almost like leaves fluttering in the breeze. Nothing more than that.

      Jason glanced down at the forest below. No one was moving. There should be signs of Sarah and Henry, but he didn’t see them. As he focused on the forest, thinking about the sense of the others down there, he realized he didn’t even detect the dragon.

      Had she somehow cut him off?

      He turned his attention back. “Is that your doing?”

      The dragon pressed her head forward and breathed out heavily.

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      The colors along her side shimmered again, and as they did, Jason held tightly. His grip was starting to slide, and if he didn’t move soon, he might slip down the side of the tree.

      “I want to understand you.”

      The dragon used her strange ability again. The colors shimmered, leaving him uncertain as to what she was doing and what she was trying to get across to him. The more he stared at her, the more certain he was that she was trying to communicate with him, but he didn’t really understand. It was a strange sensation, and he couldn’t help but think there was something more that he needed to know, to understand, and yet as he strained, trying to focus on the dragon and the colors she showed, he wasn’t able to come up with anything.

      “The other dragons have some way for me to communicate with them. They can talk with me.” He shifted, wrapping one arm around the tree, and tried to pull his hand up, revealing the iron dragon glove. “With the iron dragon, I have a different way of connecting to him. Do you have anything like that?”

      With the ice dragon, there was a shared heritage. Because of his familiarity with the cold of the ice and the stone, Jason had a connection to the ice dragon that he didn’t have to the iron dragon. But because of what had happened with the iron dragon, the way the pearl had melted around his hand, he wondered if there would be some other way for the forest dragon to reach him.

      She pressed her head forward and stretched past him.

      Jason was nearly thrown free from the trunk of the tree, and he scooted around, trying to hold tightly to the trunk, but the strange way that she moved, slipping around him, made it so that he was unstable. He scrambled and squeezed his heels, holding on.

      A part of her back glittered strangely.

      Jason stared at it. When he had seen her before, there had been no glittering like that, and the more that he stared, the more he wondered if there was some reason for it to do that.

      The colors swirled, taking on orange and red tones and hues of brown. Then they flashed back to a deep forest green.

      He reached for that part of her, touching it, and when he did, it came free.

      He held up his hand and his breath caught.

      Even up close, the scale looked something like a leaf. It was small, easily smaller than the size of his palm, and there were three points to the leaf, with veins running through it. Colors swirled off to the side when he tipped it, and it had a smooth texture to it.

      The dragon pulled back, pressing her face up against his.

      Jason held the leaf up, wondering if this was something that she had wanted him to have in order to be able to communicate with her. How would the leaf help?

      “This is what you needed me to have?” The dragon breathed out, and he stared at it. “I don’t understand.”

      Colors swirled along the side of the dragon, and as he looked, the same matching colors swirled along the leaf.

      Was that it? Did she want him to have it because she thought he could find some way of understanding? If that were the case, then what would it take for him to comprehend the nature of power coming from the leaf?

      He held on to it, staring at it, but there was nothing. Why she had given this to him didn’t make any sense.

      “I still don’t understand,” he said.

      The dragon lowered her head, getting close to him, and those deep green eyes stared at him before turning their attention to the leaf.

      Did she want him to use it like a dragon pearl?

      Perhaps that was what it was.

      He focused, sending power through it.

      He didn’t know how to connect to this dragon pearl. When it came to the typical dragons, he had to use the sense of fire, that of heat within him, and in doing so, he was able to feel that heat, let that flow through him, and he was aware of it throughout his entire body.

      With the ice dragon, it came from using his sense of cold, the connection to the chill that washed through him.

      Then there was the iron dragon. His connection to that dragon was more about anger and rage, filling him with the fiery heat that matched the rage within the iron dragon at his captivity.

      What would it take to connect to the forest dragon?

      He stared at the leaf, thinking about what it would take to understand, but nothing came to him. There might be some way to reach that power, but it wasn’t anything he knew or understood.

      The dragon watched him, and he sensed her frustration.

      Jason looked up, meeting her deep green eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      The dragon retreated, pulling her head back. Jason held on to the leaf, and as she retreated, colors swirled along the surface of it.

      And then she was gone.

      He stared at the leaf, wishing there was some way to understand what she wanted him to know, but he didn’t—and he couldn’t.

      As much as he wanted to and as much as he wished he could grasp what she was trying to show him, it wasn’t within him.

      He breathed out a frustrated sigh.

      When he looked down, he saw the others. He could feel the iron dragon again.

      Somehow, the forest dragon had separated him from his connection to them.

      But that wasn’t altogether surprising. When he’d first seen her, he’d noticed how she had a natural resistance. She didn’t need someone to protect her from the potential of the training. She would hide on her own.

      Maybe that was what it was going to take. If he could figure out the nature of her resistance, then maybe he could use that in order to help protect her, and he might be able to understand just what it would take to reach her.

      He slid down the tree. When he reached the base, he stuffed the leaf into his pocket. It would be something to examine later, to try to understand how to use it, to master a connection to her, if it were possible. Jason didn’t know if he would be able to reach that power, but he was determined to try. And from what he had felt alongside her, he thought that she wanted him to share in that connection.

      Where were the others?

      He didn’t see them in the forest, but he did feel the iron dragon.

      He focused on that. A surge of power flowed through the iron glove, and heat washed over it, warm and pleasant, leaving his hand glowing softly. He clenched and unclenched for a moment before thinking about the iron dragon, focusing on that power, and drawing it through himself.

      The iron dragon remained nearby, though not so near that he could see him.

      Then again, the iron dragon preferred to weave between the trees. Jason had no idea what the dragon was searching for or what purpose the creature would have, but he could feel him moving. There was a connection shared between them he could use to understand, but had not.

      When he went to Lorach, he would need that connection in order to reach the power of the ice dragon, and he would need it to heal the other dragons and free them. He would need that connection.

      Jason breathed out, focusing on the heat in his hand, on the connection he had with the iron dragon. As he did, there was a sense of power that washed over him, a warmth, and he thought for a moment that he could see something.

      It came distantly, though it was there.

      It was a flash of movement, of color. It was a strange sensation, and it took a moment to realize what he was seeing. Colors.

      Not just any colors, but those of the trees, the colors of the leaves, and everything around Jason.

      He was seeing what the dragon was seeing.

      How was such a thing possible?

      He didn’t think he should be able to see what the iron dragon was seeing, but here he was. As he looked out, staring through the dragon’s eyes, he thought that was exactly what he was picking up on.

      His heart started to beat quickly.

      Could he maintain that connection?

      If he could, then he would be able to use it. He understood the nature of the dragon’s sight, mostly because what he possessed was similar, the surge of color, but what the dragon saw was different than what he saw.

      Could he do the same thing? Could he send the dragon what he saw?

      And it was possible the dragon didn’t even care. The iron dragon might not want to see the world in the way that Jason thought.

      “Jason?”

      Sarah’s voice slipped through the forest and he stepped away from the tree, looking for her. When he did, the dragon sight suddenly faded, leaving him with only his own eyesight.

      But even that was enough. He had made a connection between himself and the iron dragon that he didn’t have before. With that bond, Jason had to believe he might be able to do more than he had ever known. And if he could use it in that way, then he had to think there would be something else he could do with it.

      It was just part of his evolving abilities. Those abilities would be useful over time, but he first had to understand what they meant for him—and the dragon.

      “I’m over here,” he said.

      “What happened?” she asked, stepping around the tree.

      Henry was nearby and he joined her, looking over at Jason, the corners of his eyes narrowed, his frown deepening as he looked all around the clearing.

      “I went looking for the forest dragon.”

      “Did you find her?” Henry asked.

      Jason touched his pocket, feeling the leaf within it. “I caught a glimpse of her,” he said.

      “Just a glimpse?”

      “I don’t think she wants us to see her.”

      “If she’s one of the hatch mates, and if she has any of the same traits as the others, we might need to work with her,” Henry said.

      “I understand, and I think that we do, but I also think she has a natural resistance to her. I don’t think that the Dragon Souls would be able to train her if they were to catch her.”

      “How do you know?” Sarah asked.

      “When I try to use my way of healing, there isn’t anything to do. It’s different than what I experienced with the iron dragon. I don’t think they would be able to do anything to her.”

      Sarah stared up at the trees. “A wild female. We need to bring her to Dragon Haven.”

      “I’m not so sure we do,” he said.

      “With as few females as we have, any additional females would be beneficial.”

      “What if she doesn’t want to go to Dragon Haven?”

      “Do you know that?”

      Jason shook his head. He looked up at the trees, staring at the branches. As far as he knew, the forest dragon could be up there now, watching him, but he didn’t see any sign of her moving anywhere. And if she were there, he hoped she understood that he wanted nothing more than to try to help, to protect her, and offer her whatever he could in order to understand her.

      Considering the fact that she had given him the leaf, he thought she did understand.

      The challenge would be in knowing what else he could do with it.

      Somehow, he needed to find some way to connect to it. Now that he had a dragon pearl, he thought he had some way of doing so, but it would require understanding more about the forest dragon first.

      He let out a sigh. “I think it’s time for us to go.”

      “You don’t want to try again?” Henry stared up at the treetop.

      Could he see the forest dragon? Jason doubted that he could. It had been hard enough for him to find the forest dragon, and Henry didn’t have any connection to her, and he doubted that she would have allowed him to do so.

      “We can come back after this is over.”

      “If,” Henry said.

      “You don’t think we’ll succeed?”

      “I’m hopeful you will, but you need to be prepared for the possibility that something might happen and you won’t be able to return the way that you want to.”

      “Henry!”

      He shrugged. “I’m trying to prepare both of you for the possibility of what we might face.” He nodded to Jason. “I think he recognizes the danger, but I don’t know that you do. You’re coming along, thinking you’ll be able to save the dragons, but what happens if you can’t?” When Sarah started to argue, Henry shook his head. “You’re talented, Sarah, but sometimes your talent gets in the way of thinking clearly about things. You have known nothing other than the freedom of dragons. You’re like your mother in that. The both of you would do anything to save the dragons. You’ve proven that time and again, but what happens if there’s no way of saving them?”

      “I’m not going to destroy the dragons,” she said, turning away.

      She stomped off through the forest, heading toward the iron dragon.

      “What was that about?” Jason asked.

      “The same argument we have each time we discuss her idea of saving the dragons.”

      “What argument is that?”

      Henry looked over at Jason, shaking his head. “I don’t know that you want to hear it.”

      “Why wouldn’t I want to hear?”

      “Because you will disagree.”

      “With the idea of destroying the dragons?”

      “It’s not as if I want to destroy the dragons, but I understand that when it comes to freeing the trained dragons, finding a way to overpower what the Dragon Souls have done, there might not be a way to save all of them.”

      “What about what I was able to do with the dragons?”

      “How many do you think you can save before the Dragon Souls realize you’re there?”

      Henry studied him for a moment before turning away and following Sarah through the forest.

      It left Jason staring after them.

      The question was about more than the dragons. Jason could tell Henry was concerned about the dragons, but his question was about the villagers. What would he do to get them out? How many would he be able to save?

      Sarah would do anything to save as many of the dragons as she could, the same way that Jason would do anything to save as many of the villagers as he could.

      Only, would he do if it came down to a choice?

      Who would he choose to save?

      He believed that he would try to help his mother and as many others as he could, but how many could he save?

      He pushed those thoughts away. There was no point in thinking about that now. He had to focus on what his next task would be. He had to master his ability to maintain an illusion. And he had to make it to the Dragon Souls first.

      If he couldn’t do that, then there would be no way to save anyone.
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      The rolling hillside stretched in front of them. Trees dotted it, though not nearly as dense or as warm as it was near the forest where he’d seen the forest dragon. Tall grasses grew up to his knees, and he was thankful for the hard-packed trail leading through it. Every so often, Jason looked behind him, focusing on the sense of the iron dragon, but the dragon was hiding.

      Hopefully, the dragon would be able to hide and wouldn’t be noticed, and according to Henry, they were far enough outside of Lorach that there shouldn’t be any way for anyone to notice the creature.

      “You don’t need to keep looking back there,” Henry said.

      “I just want to make sure—”

      “There are plenty of dragons flying free in this land.”

      “Free?” Sarah asked, arching a brow.

      Henry breathed out heavily. “Fine. Not free, but there are plenty of dragons flying around in these lands. Even if someone were to spot your dragon, it’s not likely they would even notice that it was different. It would take a Dragon Soul to recognize there was something unusual about it, and I suspect your dragon would have a way of knowing the Dragon Soul was near.”

      Jason thought that was the case. The iron dragon did have a way of detecting other dragons, and he hoped that he would stay clear of Dragon Souls, and yet he was a dragon. Because of that, there was a confidence to him, and that confidence ran the risk of getting him in trouble.

      “Come on. We need to get into Lorach before dark.”

      “Why before dark?”

      “Because I don’t want to be wandering the countryside in full darkness.”

      Henry still hadn’t told them what he was planning to do for himself, only that they were going to be brought to other Dragon Souls. When they did, they could be brought into training.

      “How often are new recruits brought to the Dragon Souls?” Jason asked.

      “Anyone can present themselves for testing,” he said.

      “Anyone?”

      Henry held his gaze. “Not anyone. But anyone who has the right heritage.”

      Jason focused on the sense of the ice dragon. He still felt him, though he wasn’t anywhere closer. Every so often, Jason thought he detected something different with the ice dragon, and it gave him hope that perhaps the dragon wasn’t nearly as far away as he thought, but then that sense faded and he was left to wonder whether or not he was actually picking up on the ice dragon.

      He thought he could still feel the power.

      Maybe that was only the ice dragon’s power he detected. If that were the case, then he was even more troubled. Not because of having a connection to power, but more because he worried about what would happen to the ice dragon. He worried about where the dragon had ended up, and he worried about whether or not there would be any way for them to help each other.

      Coming to Lorach left him separated from the dragons. The iron dragon was still free, and he believed he would be unharmed, but the ice dragon might need his help.

      He touched his pocket where the leaf still rested. It hadn’t changed in any way since they had left the forest, and all the times that Jason had tried to push power through it, trying to use what he knew about heat and cold and anger and other emotions had done nothing to help him connect to the forest dragon. Hopefully she understood. If nothing else, he hoped she would be able to find some way to help the ice dragon, if it came down to it.

      “That’s better,” Henry said. “Now you look as they would prefer.”

      “I’ve been trying to hold on to it,” Jason said.

      “For the most part, you do well.” The larger man glanced at Jason’s hand and shook his head. “If you aren’t able to hide that, then we might need to find you a glove. It would be odd, but better than for you to be seen having a metal hand.”

      “People in Lorach don’t have metal hands?” Jason tried to smile, but Henry just shook his head.

      “People here don’t react well to strange things. Working around the dragons makes everybody a little touchy when something seems off. There’s always a fear.”

      “What kind of fear?”

      “There’s a fear that the dragons will break free. The people here never know whether or not the dragons are fully trained, and though they live around them, though they have experience with them, the people here still worry that something might happen and that the hold the Dragon Souls have over the dragons will fail.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it happens,” Sarah said.

      Jason frowned. “It does?”

      Henry shot her a look. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I know well enough. I’ve heard the stories the same as you, Henry, and you forget I was there when you brought your reports.” She turned to Jason. “What he doesn’t want you to know is that there are dragons that try to fight their training. When they do, they often attack, and there have been times when the city gets damaged because of it.”

      “They attacked because the rebellion stirs them to attack,” Henry said.

      “You’re a part of that rebellion now.”

      “I am, but that doesn’t mean I have to like the way the dragons are incited.”

      It was similar to the way David felt about the dragons. He feared how they would be used if the people saw them attack.

      “I don’t understand,” Jason said. He glanced from one to the other. “I didn’t think the dragons were like that.”

      “The Dragon Souls would have everyone believe they are completely controlled, trained, and perfectly safe.” Sarah glared at Henry’s back. “They trot out the dragons they’ve trained the best. They want the people of Lorach to believe the dragons are little more than an animal they can train.”

      “You realize they’ve been doing this for centuries,” Henry said.

      “And do you realize that they might be responsible for inciting the dragons?”

      “Why would you say that?” Jason asked.

      “What better way for the people to believe the dragons need to be controlled than to see them as mindless? If they can convince everyone the dragons have nothing but violence within them, that they aren’t intelligent and caring creatures, then it would be easier for them to convince the people of Lorach the dragons are meant to be controlled.”

      “I think you’re giving the Dragon Souls far too much credit,” Henry said.

      “You were one of them,” she said.

      “Like I said, I think you’re giving them too much credit.”

      They continued along the path, and every so often, Jason paused, looking behind him regardless of what Henry had said, wanting to know if he could still detect the iron dragon. Every time he did, the sense of it filled him. He focused on the heat within the iron glove, using that in order to confirm that there was still a connection. Once in a while, he tried to fortify that connection and see through the dragon’s eyes, but when he did, there was no clear response, not like there had been the first time he had done it.

      When he lingered too long, Sarah grabbed his arm, dragging him along the path.

      Jason focused on his illusion. He needed to master it, to be prepared for the possibility that he would have to use it in order to safely pass as a Dragon Soul. If he failed at that, then he would be thrown in with the slaves. While that wouldn’t be all bad—at least he might know where his villagers ended up—there was a different danger to it. He would be stripped of his belongings, including the dragonskin he’d stolen from David, and he would be stripped of his dragon pearls. That now included the leaf, and more than anything, Jason didn’t want to lose that. The dragon had gifted it to him, and he felt that somehow it would be important moving forward.

      “You’ve been quiet,” Sarah said.

      “I’m a little bit nervous,” he said.

      “I’m a lot nervous.” Sarah kept her gaze fixed straight ahead of her and her arms crossed over her chest.

      “I didn’t think you got nervous about things like this.”

      “Because I’ve known the dragons as long as I have?” She shrugged, shaking her head. “I’m nervous partly because of the dragons. If this works, we might finally have a way of helping countless dragons.”

      “Is it all about freeing the dragons, or is it about finding female dragons?”

      Sarah looked over, biting her lip. “We need the females so we can continue to hatch free dragons.”

      “The dragons won’t be free while the Dragon Souls attack,” Henry said.

      “And the Dragon Souls won’t stop attacking while they have the dragons.” Sarah made a face at Henry, and Jason laughed softly. “It’s all tied together, and yet, before you came along, I didn’t know if there would be any way for us to do this.”

      “You’re putting a lot of faith in me.”

      “How many dragons did you free when we were facing the dragons last time?”

      He thought about it. “I don’t know. There might’ve been a dozen.”

      “A dozen. Even if that’s right. Even if it’s not. The number of dragons you freed is still more than what we were able to accomplish. We’ve tried over the years, thinking we might ambush the Dragon Souls and attempt to free their dragons. We capture the dragons, tearing them from the Dragon Souls, bringing them to Dragon Haven. And when we do, there is every attempt to use what we know to help them.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “Do you know how many dragons we have saved?”

      “I don’t.”

      “We brought maybe a dozen dragons to Dragon Haven. In that time, none of them have been safely freed. All of them hold on to a residual of the training from the Dragon Souls. Until you.”

      “Until me?”

      “Whatever you learned, whatever that ice dragon taught you about healing the others, was enough that it protected those dragons. The ones you’ve touched have been freed, and they haven’t been able to be twisted again.” She smiled at him. “I know it’s probably hard for you to believe, but you changed Dragon Haven.”

      “I haven’t really spent that much time there.”

      “And maybe that’s for the best, too. Had you come with us, and remained, we might never have known about your connection to the ice dragon, and we might never have known about the way you can heal the dragons. I think that bothers Henry, though he won’t admit it.”

      “Why would it work for me?”

      “I don’t know if it’s something about you or if it’s something about the dragon, but either way, it’s different. It’s helpful. And you’ve made the dragons safer. I think that with enough time, we can continue to help more dragons, and when we do, then we can finally end all of this fighting.”

      She smiled and fell silent.

      They walked a little while longer. “What sort of fighting have you experienced?”

      “The people in Dragon Haven have been attacking Dragon Souls over the years. We haven’t been able to do much. We can pick off a few here and there, and like I said, we’ve managed to rescue about a dozen different dragons, but never more than one at a time. Certainly nothing like what you managed to do at once.”

      “You are going to make him think he’s more powerful than he is,” Henry said, looking back at them.

      “I’m not trying to make him think he’s more powerful. I’m trying to help him understand—”

      “You’re trying to make him think that he was the savior of Dragon Haven. He’s a Dragon Soul. Nothing more.”

      She glowered at him. “He might be a Dragon Soul, but it’s the dragon he’s connected to that matters, Henry. You would know that if you were paying attention.”

      “And you would know that we are nearing Lorach if you were paying attention.”

      Jason looked up, and he realized that they were indeed nearing a city. A massive wall surrounded it, with towers spaced every hundred yards or so, and soldiers stood in those towers. Enormous bolts angled toward the sky, ballistae targeting an imaginary threat. Jason pointed.

      “Those are for us,” Sarah said.

      “They would shoot the dragons of the sky?”

      “I doubt they would these days,” Henry said, “though there was a time when they were more concerned about the possibility of an attack. These days, the Dragon Souls know enough that they think they’d be able to train any dragon that might appear.”

      “Other than the ones Jason has saved.”

      “Will you stop?” Henry said.

      Sarah shrugged.

      As they neared, a line of people headed toward the city. He saw covered wagons and horse-drawn carts and people in clusters all being funneled toward an enormous gate.

      “If they’re so worried about dragons, why would they need a gate like that?”

      “Because the king likes to keep track of who comes into his city. You’ll find we need to register when we enter.”

      “How will we register?”

      “There are papers they require, though I don’t know if it will matter when they see either of you. You have enough of the appearance of the Dragon Souls that they will believe you’re capable.”

      “We should talk about our approach,” Sarah said.

      “You can talk all you want, but your approach is going to be that you were discovered by a Dragon Soul out in the countryside. He gave you the skins of fallen Dragon Souls and was bringing you back to Lorach when he was waylaid by the rebellion.”

      Sarah frowned at him. “All that’s going to do is draw attention to the rebellion.”

      “Do you think they need more attention drawn to them? They know all they need about the rebellion. It’s believable. That’s what matters. And when it comes to ensuring we get into the city, believability is going to be the key.”

      Henry turned away from them, continuing forward, and it left Jason and Sarah sharing a glance before chasing after him.

      Jason hadn’t considered all that was going to be involved in convincing the Dragon Souls that he could be one of them. And yet, now that he was thinking about it, now that he was here, looking at the wall, the men standing on the towers overhead, he couldn’t help but wonder if he would be able to convince them.

      Jason focused on his connection to the ice dragon, determined to hold on to it so he could maintain the illusion. It was all about the illusion now, and if he couldn’t maintain it, then they’d discover what he was.

      Sarah patted his hand.

      He didn’t share her optimism, though perhaps it didn’t matter. Perhaps none of this mattered. All that mattered was that he was continuing to get closer to the city. Now that he was here, he believed he would be able to find the villagers. Once he did, he believed he could free them, and then they could leave, and go…

      Where?

      It was another thing Jason hadn’t given all that much thought to. He had no idea what he would do when he rescued the villagers. He would bring their mother back to Dragon Haven, back to Kayla, but what of the others? They didn’t need to have the same exposure, and it was possible the people of the village wouldn’t even want to know about the reality of dragons. They might not want to know what he knew.

      “There’s one more thing,” Henry said, turning back to them.

      “What is it?” Jason asked.

      “You won’t be able to stay together.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They separate male candidates from female candidates,” Henry said.

      Jason’s heart started to hammer. “If you knew that, then why would you have let her come along?” he asked.

      “I didn’t let her do anything, and I think you’ve come to know Sarah well enough that you have to believe she wouldn’t leave us much of a choice.”

      He was probably right, but Jason still didn’t care for the idea that he would be separated from her. The whole point of them coming together, of working together, was so they would be able to support each other. If something happened so they could no longer do that, he worried what that might mean.

      “It doesn’t change anything,” Sarah said.

      Henry stared at her. “You might change your mind once we’re there.”

      “And I might not.” She glanced over at Jason. “I’ve been wanting to infiltrate the Dragon Souls for a long time. This isn’t going to change anything.”

      “I will not do anything more to try to dissuade you,” Henry said.

      When they reached the main road, he paused, letting a caravan of wagons move past. When they were gone, Jason watched them. “Where did they come from?”

      “There are small villages and towns that dot the landscape.”

      “Places like where I met you?”

      “Places like that, and other places. There are many such places throughout Lorach. Most of the time, people come here because they can’t find things anywhere else. This is the center of trade, the heart of the kingdom, but it’s also a place people don’t always like to visit.”

      “Because of the dragons,” Sarah said.

      Henry nodded slowly. “Because of the dragons. We can’t deny the fact that people fear the dragons, Sarah.”

      “And they don’t need to.”

      Henry shook his head, stepping out on the road.

      They fell silent as they made their way along the road, heading in toward the city. Every so often, they would come across people heading out, away from Lorach. When they did, Jason studied them, looking to see if there was anything about them he could find remarkable, but there wasn’t. The people looked like the same people he had known in his village. Then again, most people in the village were large, much larger than what he saw on the road, and larger than he was. These people were more like him.

      He focused on the road. He got lost in his thoughts, trying to maintain his hold on the ice dragon, trying to maintain his silver eyes, not wanting anyone to be able to see that he had a blue eye, the marker of the slaves. As Thomas had suggested, holding on to the illusion became easier the more he did it.

      He still feared it would fail, and yet, now that he knew how to use the sense of the ice dragon, he didn’t worry quite as much as he had when he was first learning. Now he believed that he could hold on to it, and he believed that he would be able to maintain it if it came down to doing so in front of the Dragon Souls.

      Unless they did something to try to test him.

      It was possible they had some way of testing, though Henry hadn’t suggested that. He wouldn’t have offered to teach Jason how to create an illusion if he believed the Dragon Souls had some way of overpowering it.

      And then there was his hand. While walking along the road, Jason kept his hand in his pocket, finding that easier to do. He’d taken up his dragonskin cloak and stuffed it under his arm, and they’d abandoned the sword long before leaving Dragon Haven. There was no point in keeping it with him, mostly because he had no idea how to even wield a sword. Even if he had it, he would be helpless to fight with it. When he’d been around Therin, he’d noticed that the other man carried a sword, but he’d never seen him fighting with it. He preferred to use his dragon pearls. With that power, he was far better protected than he would have been even with the blade.

      “How will we find you?” Jason whispered.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure I find you.”

      “What happens if we have to leave?”

      “If you have to leave, then leave. What I would ask you do is leave a marking. That way, there is some way for me to know you left.”

      “What kind of marking?”

      “Where we landed. Leave a marking on the trees.”

      Jason locked eyes with Sarah. Even though they might get separated, he had to believe that they might be able to communicate. If it came down to leaving, he wanted to make sure that he didn’t leave her behind.

      “I would suggest you play it off as siblings. Do you think you can do that?”

      Sarah released his hand, and she nodded. “I think so.”

      “Be cautious. There will be eyes on you, and I don’t know who is the head Auran these days, but…”

      “I’ll be cautious,” Sarah said.

      A thought occurred to Jason. “David would recognize her,” he said, glancing over at her.

      “He might, but the odds of you being exposed to an Auran are slight. I’m more concerned about encountering Therin, and more concerned about you losing control over your eyes. Focus on that. Focus on your hand. And find what you need.”

      They reached the gate, and Henry nodded. “Here is where I need to leave you.”

      “You have to leave us here?” Sarah looked from Henry to the people in front of them, before frowning. “Why here?”

      “We can’t be seen together.”

      He squeezed ahead, leaving them.

      “How do you want to go about this?” Jason asked.

      “I think we need to do it as he suggested. We make it sound like we were discovered by a fallen Dragon Soul, and that he was lost.”

      Jason sighed. All of this was becoming too much for him. Now that he was close, he was growing uncomfortable, but this was what he had wanted. He wanted the opportunity to come for his people. His mother. And he understood Sarah wanted the opportunity to come for the dragons, but coming to the city, to Lorach, terrified him.

      They reached the gate, and the soldier standing there took one look at them and waved them through.

      Once through the gate, Jason and Sarah shared a look.

      “I thought it would be harder than that,” she whispered.

      “I thought it would be, too.”

      “Do you think it’s because we’re wearing dragonskin?” she asked.

      He shrugged. He turned his attention to the inside of the gate. He wasn’t sure what he would’ve expected, but what he saw left him almost staring with mouth agape.

      The city was enormous. It spread out, stretching in front of them. A massive road led through it, with shops lining either side. Each had brightly painted signs hanging outside their doors, marking the type of store they represented. There were hundreds of people in the streets. At the end of the street, he caught a glimpse of movement, dancers and acrobats. Musicians marched by, holding out bags, begging for coin.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Sarah said.

      Jason shook his head. How could he do anything else? The idea that he would be here, that he would see this, left him marveling. There was beauty. There was chaos. There was life.

      After having spent all of his time up in the village on the top of the mountain, coming to a place like this, where there was this much energy and vibrancy, surprised him. Even more surprising was the fact that it came from a place where the Dragon Souls were found, and yet, he knew it had to be an illusion. It had to be nothing different than the type of illusion Thomas had taught him. He understood what the Dragon Souls were capable of doing. He understood the kind of actions Therin would take. And because of that, he understood just how dangerous Lorach could be. He might not have to see it firsthand. But he understood.

      “Where do you think we should go?” Sarah asked.

      Jason pointed in the distance. There was an enormous building far ahead. Towers on each end of it rose higher in the sky than anything else around them, and a central tower stretched above it. A flag rose from each of the towers, fluttering in the breeze.

      “I don’t think we should go to the castle,” she said.

      “Then where would you suggest we go?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. There has to be someplace where we can find the Dragon Souls training.”

      It was possible that they could ask, but if they were to do so, that would raise attention to their presence in the city. It would bring notice to them, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to do that yet. It might be easier to wander.

      “Why don’t we see what we can find in the city.”

      “I wish Henry would’ve shared more,” she said.

      “I get the feeling Henry is still uncomfortable about his role as a Dragon Soul,” Jason said.

      “He’s been with us for so long, I sometimes forget he was a Dragon Soul. It’s easy to forget. He has taught us so much, and yet, I think he was hurt.”

      “I saw his burns when we first met. What happened to him?”

      “You might know better than I do. I never traveled with him the same way you did.”

      “Henry didn’t really share when I traveled with him.”

      “He doesn’t really share in Dragon Haven, either. He keeps it inside.”

      It was a story that Jason imagined would be interesting to learn. Whatever had happened to burn Henry must have been significant. That had been part of what had torn him away from serving as a Dragon Soul, from working with the dragons. He must have been tormented by it.

      If it was not about the training—and having heard Henry talking about the training, he wasn’t sure if that was it—he wondered what it might’ve been. There was some disagreement between Henry and Therin. That much he knew, but beyond that, Jason didn’t really know what had happened.

      As they were heading along the street, passing a dressmaker, a dark figure appeared in the sky. Jason stopped, staring at the dragon in the distance.

      Instinctively, he began to draw upon power from the ice dragon, letting that power flow through him, and he started to push it toward the dragon.

      Sarah grabbed his arm, squeezing.

      “What are you doing?”

      “What? I’m trying to—”

      “Stop it!”

      Jason released his connection to the ice dragon, letting it out slowly. She was right. What was he doing? If he revealed their presence, the Dragon Souls would know they were here already. They needed to hide that for as long as possible. He couldn’t make that mistake, and he knew better, so what was he doing?

      He was being a fool, that was what he was doing.

      Jason let out a shaky breath. “I’ll be more careful.”

      “You had better be more careful. We can’t have them find us yet.”

      He nodded. He released his hold on the dragon and maintained his connection to the ice dragon, wanting to ensure he was able to hold on to the illusion. He needed to have that, mostly to ensure he could mask his eyes.

      He kept his hand in his pocket, but eventually, he was going to have to focus on that as well. It might be easier. With the connection to the iron dragon, Jason thought he could use that to hide his hand, but he would have to hold that connection for as long as he was around somebody else.

      “Maybe we can see if we can find where they might be keeping my villagers,” he said, looking around.

      “I don’t know that we would be able to reach it,” she said.

      “Why not?”

      “If they turned them into slaves, they wouldn’t allow anyone else there.”

      “What if they didn’t?”

      “I don’t know what else they might do. It’s possible they’d bring them somewhere else, and if they did, you still run the risk of them being forced into something dangerous. I think… I think we’d better be prepared for the possibility that your people are going to be difficult to find. Maybe impossible. You’re going to have to move carefully. We both are.”

      Jason glanced up at the sky again, looking at the dragon as it soared overhead. From where he stood, he couldn’t tell the size of the creature. It appeared to have blue scales, and it circled before disappearing.

      Did it circle for longer than it would have otherwise because of what Jason had done? He worried he’d drawn attention to them, though he didn’t think that he had. He doubted the dragon would have noticed what he was doing quite yet. Even if he had noticed, the dragon shouldn’t have notified the Dragon Soul.

      Unless he had no choice.

      Jason didn’t really understand what happened with the dragons the Dragon Souls used. It was possible the dragon wouldn’t have any choice but to share what Jason was doing, and to share the nature of the connection and power that he was drawing on.

      He tore his gaze away from the sky, looking back into the city.

      Sarah slipped her arm into his.

      “We’re supposed to be brother and sister.”

      “Once we find the Dragon Souls, but not until then.”

      They meandered through the city. There was a strange energy around everything. It was beautiful, and yet, the more he looked, the more certain Jason was that he felt a certain tension underlying everything. At one point, he saw dark-cloaked figures moving along the street. As he stared, he could tell that they wore dragonskin. Dragon Souls.

      There were other soldiers marching along the street, though they were dressed in simple armor, and some in chain mail. Most of them were given a wide berth, though not nearly as wide a berth as the Dragon Souls were given by people in the street.

      Sarah took a deep breath. “I don’t know how much longer we can waste time here.”

      “I understand. I agree we need to find the location of the Dragon Souls.”

      “We’re going to have to turn ourselves in to them.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “How else do you propose we get their attention?”

      Jason tensed. The moment they did was the moment he would be tested on how well he was able to hold on to the illusion. For now, he’d been able to focus only on his eyes, but as soon as he had to split his focus and hide not only his eyes but his hand, he worried that he wouldn’t be able to hold it for long enough.

      “Let’s get this over with,” he said.

      “We should have a plan for meeting,” she said.

      “How?”

      “I… I don’t know. It depends on what they have us do, but we should figure out someplace to meet if something happens.”

      They neared a river that separated this section of the city from the other. On the other side of the river, the buildings were taller. Larger. Many of them had gilding along the sides. Several had gardens surrounding them, taking up much more space than the buildings on this side of the river had.

      He looked along the back of the river on the other side, and he saw a dragon sculpture.

      He pointed to it. “Right there.”

      “What about it?”

      “Leave word there.”

      “We don’t even know what kind of store that is.”

      “Does it matter? It’s got a dragon.”

      “What if it’s a dragon butcher?”

      He frowned at her.

      She shrugged. “What if it’s a dragonskin tailor? I imagine they have to have some in the city. Are you sure that you want us to meet there? What if he tries to steal your lovely clothing?”

      “It’s lovely now?”

      “Well, you were permitted to wear it. That’s more than most can say.”

      Jason smiled. “I got a sense that he was particularly amused by the fact that I asked.”

      “I suspect he was. It’s probably rare for them to be asked.”

      “I don’t know if he knew it was rare.”

      It was difficult for Jason to have an idea what the dragon knew about. There was some knowledge of the other dragons, and yet there was an innocence about the ice dragon as well. He had Jason’s knowledge, but nothing more than that.

      “If something happens, we’ll meet there,” she said.

      “Fine. We can meet there. And otherwise, we try to get word wherever we end up.”

      She nodded.

      They crossed the bridge.

      As soon as they did, a strange tingling washed over him.

      Jason looked over, meeting her eyes.

      “Did it—”

      She shook her head. “Nothing. Nothing’s changed. You’re fine.”

      He breathed out. “Tell me you felt it, too.”

      She nodded. “I felt it.”

      “What do you think it was?”

      “I don’t know. A dragon—” She cut herself off, looking around. “There. We know quite a bit about using the dragon pearls, accessing their power, but we don’t know nearly as much as they know here. The Dragon Souls have been connected to the dragons for far longer than we have. They use that power in a way we don’t even understand.”

      “But Henry knows.”

      “Henry knows, and he’s taught us as much as he can, and before Henry came, we were limited in how much we knew. Since Henry’s arrival, we’ve grown, our knowledge of the power we can use increased, but even in that, there are limits. The Dragon Souls have a different kind of connection to the dragons. The way they use their power is different than how we use it.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “Mostly we think it’s because they force the use of the dragon’s power.”

      They needed to be careful with what they were saying—they didn’t want to draw the attention of the Dragon Souls before they were ready—and they really shouldn’t be having a conversation like this out in the open. What would happen if the strange sense he had detected somehow allowed the Dragon Souls to hear what they were saying? What would happen if it somehow gave them the ability to know what was in their minds? The ice dragon had already told him he had some way of connecting to him, so what if the Dragon Souls could do the same thing?

      Standing on the bank of the river, Jason was all too aware of how much power was in the city. It seemed to press upon him, an awareness of it, and though he recognized it, that didn’t mean it was any easier to tolerate. He worried about what the source of that power would be, and he worried about how many Dragon Souls they might encounter, and he feared what that might mean for them.

      “Where do you suspect Henry went?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      A pair of dark-cloaked figures in the distance caught his attention, and he nodded. That was where they needed to go.

      They started toward the Dragon Souls, and he felt dread rising up within him. There was no reason for it. This was the whole purpose of coming, and yet, now that he was here, he didn’t want to do it.

      Sarah started forward. When she reached the nearest of the Dragon Souls, she bowed deeply.

      “Excuse me. We are looking for the Dragon Souls training. My brother and I were identified as potential candidates by one of your own.”

      The man looked down his nose at them. He had narrow lips, a sharp nose, and eyebrows that pointed at the corners. “Were you?”

      “We were far to the west. Gilroy. There was an accident when he was bringing us here, and…”

      She kept her head down, her eyes on the ground, and Jason mimicked her. He had no idea if this was even going to work, and he worried that they would run into trouble just trying to reach the Dragon Souls.

      “You will have gone too far,” the man said.

      “I’m sorry. Would you be able to point us in the right direction?”

      “Go back to the wall. Follow it around until you find the barracks. You’ll know what to do.”

      She nodded, and Jason kept his eyes down, his hand in his pocket, and they started off. When they crossed the bridge, he hazarded a glance back. The Dragon Souls were watching, and he worried that they noticed his eyes were off, but there was no such obvious attention paid to him.

      He breathed out heavily and focused on the energy as it washed over him, worried that it might be changing his illusion, but Sarah met his gaze again and shook her head as she had before.

      They reached the outer wall and started around it.

      “Why wouldn’t Henry have told us where to go?”

      “I have a sense that Henry wanted us to be somewhat clueless,” Sarah said. “It would make it a more believable than for us to come in knowing all the answers.”

      “I would like to have been a little bit better prepared,” he said.

      “I would have, too.”

      “What do you think we might come across next?”

      “I have no idea.”

      They followed the wall, and as they did, they found there were fewer people in this section of the city. It was almost as if foot traffic thinned out. People stayed away from the wall. There were no shops near it, either. Houses pressed in upon it, however, reaching all the way out the wall, and some were built along it.

      Every so often, Jason would look up, and he would see the men manning the top wall, and yet they kept their gaze angled out and away from the city.

      “What kind of danger do they really expect?” he asked, leaning in and whispering to Sarah.

      “I don’t know. I can’t imagine there’s all that much danger around here.”

      “The rebellion…”

      She shook her head. “The rebellion hasn’t done anything in many years.”

      Jason frowned. “When was the last time you sent any people this far into Lorach?”

      “It’s been a long time.”

      She slowed to a stop and nodded.

      In the distance, Jason noticed a low building, built practically into the wall, with symbols etched along the surface of the stone. They looked to be dragons. Several men dressed in the dark cloaks of the Dragon Souls headed into the building.

      “That must be the barracks,” he said.

      They headed toward it, neither of them speaking. When they reached it, they paused.

      “What are you two doing here?”

      Jason turned quickly. The man approaching was older, gray peppering his hair, and a scowl etched on his face. There was something about him that reminded Jason of Henry. Maybe it was the build, maybe it was the dark rings around his eyes. Or maybe it was the power that radiated from the man. He was holding on to power from one of the dragon pearls, though Jason wondered why.

      “We were sent for testing,” Sarah said. “We come from the west, near Gilroy, and—”

      “If you were sent for testing, then let’s get on with it.”

      The man marched forward, and they shared a look before following him.

      Jason thought he might lead them into the barracks, but instead of that, he veered around, into a small courtyard with a low wall around it. He passed through the courtyard, through a low door, and then he took a seat in a chair.

      “Let’s have it, then,” the man said.

      “Have it?” Sarah asked. “I’m afraid we don’t know what’s involved. Our guide was lost.”

      “Guide? Bah! You can call him what he was. A fool. If he was lost after finding you, then he has to be a fool.”

      Jason shared a look with Sarah.

      Although Henry had shared with them what they might be responsible for doing and how they might be tested, Jason worried about what this man might ask of them. Neither of them had a dragon pearl on them—other than his iron glove and the leaf he’d been given by the forest dragon. And he didn’t even know if that leaf was a pearl.

      “Here,” the man said, reaching into his pocket, pulling something out.

      He tossed it in the air and Jason reacted, snatching it before it had a chance to fall. Thankfully, he’d done so with his normal hand. He held on to the dragon pearl. It was a pale yellow. Heat radiated from it, and the smooth surface pressed against his palm.

      “The first test is demonstrating that you can do anything. What I like to see is fire. Can you show me fire?”

      “I’ll try.”

      The man waved his hand. “Go ahead. We get so few useful recruits these days, I doubt you can even do that.”

      Jason pushed power through the dragon pearl. He did so carefully at first, not wanting to release too much energy, not wanting to draw attention to the fact he could do so, but more than that, he wanted to know if it was a real dragon pearl. He didn’t want to draw power he shouldn’t necessarily have. If he could do that, then it was probably some sort of trap, and he didn’t want them to know that he had that ability. Slowly, he let that power flow through, and the flame danced above the top of the dragon pearl.

      The man leaned forward. “Huh. Maybe you do have the gift.” He glanced over to Sarah. “What about you? Do you and your brother both share it?”

      Jason handed her the dragon pearl.

      She squeezed it, opening her hand, and a similar flame erupted. Hers was smaller, and Jason wondered if he might’ve created too large a flame. It wouldn’t do to draw the wrong kind of attention to his ability with fire. And yet, he wasn’t sure if he would have been able to make a smaller one.

      His talent was limited. His control was limited. He needed to use everything in his ability to hold on to that, and in order to maintain that flame, he had drawn upon that power, and now that he had, he felt relief.

      The man got to his feet and reached for the dragon pearl in Sarah’s hands.

      “Come with me.”

      He marched off, and they followed as he wandered through a hallway. They passed several doors, and he reached a closed one on which he knocked.

      At this point, Jason began to tense. He had no idea what would be on the other side of the door, and he worried it could even be Therin. Then again, why would Therin be here at the barracks for the Dragon Souls?

      Why was this man?

      He knew so little about what the Dragon Souls might do, and about what they might ask of them.

      “Enter,” a voice said from the other side.

      The man pushed the door open and leaned in. “Charlie? I think we have a couple of candidates.”

      “A couple?”

      “I didn’t think they would be much of anything, but I put them through the first step, and they passed.”

      The man they had met stepped into the room, and Jason and Sarah remained outside. Neither of them moved.

      Jason stayed mostly because he wasn’t sure what would be expected of them. At this point, he thought they would be expected to be intimidated, and he was, at least a little. He had no idea what they would need to do, and he had no idea what these people might do to him.

      “Why don’t you bring them in,” Charlie said.

      “You two,” the man said, leaning out to Jason and Sarah. “Get in here.”

      Sarah started forward, but before Jason could follow, he tested to make sure he still had his connection to the ice dragon, and that his eyes were still the silver they were supposed to be. He took a moment to pause and focus on his hand, pushing his connection to the iron dragon through it, and he felt the strange shifting, that warmth he detected when he used the iron dragon in order to create the illusion. His hand changed, taking on the slightly reddish hue it did when he created the illusion.

      Holding his breath, he stepped inside.

      It was a paneled office. A man sat behind a desk, and his head was bowed. A bald patch in the back was the only thing visible.

      When he looked up, two silver eyes looked back at Jason. He glanced from Jason to Sarah. “They’re wearing dragonskin,” he said.

      “They tell us that they were near Gilroy when they were discovered.”

      “We did have a regiment near Gilroy. I haven’t heard anything about them in quite some time.”

      “Which was why I believed them,” the first man said.

      “Well?”

      “Here,” the other man said. He shoved the yellow dragon pearl back into Sarah’s hand. She held on to it, and a small flame began to glow in the palm of her hand, twisting for a moment before flickering out.

      Sarah handed the dragon pearl over to Jason, who took the pearl, and he focused on the heat within it, the heat within himself, and as he summoned it, he created a tiny flame. It gradually grew larger before he extinguished it.

      “Interesting,” Charlie said.

      “Isn’t it?”

      The other man nodded.

      Charlie got to his feet, and Jason realized he was wearing a dragonskin cloak that draped down to the floor. A short sword sheathed at his side reminded Jason of the one he had left behind in Dragon Haven. And a pin on the cloak was familiar.

      An Auran.

      His breath caught. Would that mean that an Auran was here?

      Would David be here? It might be chance they’d not encountered him.

      “Come with me,” he said.

      He spun, heading out of the office, and Jason and Sarah were forced to follow.

      The other man, the one they had first encountered, followed them. He said nothing.

      Jason still held on to the dragon pearl. He kept waiting for one of them to ask for it back, and yet neither of them did. There was something about this that left him unsettled. Were they making a mistake coming here?

      The man stepped outside, back into the sunlight, and near another courtyard. There were three figures out there, all holding dragon pearls, and all of them with power surging away from them.

      “These three will take care of you,” Charlie said.

      He turned away, heading back into the building.

      The man who had brought them out stood, watching.

      The other three turned toward Jason and Sarah.

      “What is this about?” she asked under her breath.

      “I don’t know. Maybe they’re bringing us to them to train?”

      “Does it look like they’re bringing them to train?”

      The other three approached. Power began to build from them, heat radiating away from them, and as it did, Jason had a strange sense.

      It was swirling around the three Dragon Souls.

      Not just around them, but it was looping around Jason and Sarah.

      There was something familiar about it. He’d been held in a similar way when he’d been with Therin. The other man had looped power around him, trapping him, and with it, he couldn’t help but wonder if they were going to do something more.

      Maybe this was all part of the testing.

      That was the challenge he had. He had no idea how much of this was testing and how much of this was unusual. The longer he was here, the more uncertain he was, and the more he worried that they were getting in well over their heads.

      Henry should be here to watch.

      Henry hadn’t given them enough information about what they needed to do.

      The other three stepped even closer.

      That power swirled around them, whirling around Jason. It swirled around Sarah. He could feel the tension within her.

      He held on to the yellow dragon pearl, pushing power through it, letting a hint of light glow from it.

      Was that what they wanted? Did they want to know whether or not he had the ability to summon power when under stress?

      Or maybe it was nothing to do with that.

      It was possible he’d made a mistake when he’d pushed on the dragon as they had first come to town. It was possible the Dragon Souls already knew that he was here.

      And if so, then this was merely their way of catching him.

      If they held on to him, he didn’t know what he would be able to do.

      The power continued to lash around them.

      Jason started to push, and he caught a slight shake of Sarah’s head. Nothing more than that.

      He released his hold.

      Palming the dragon pearl, he squeezed it tightly.

      One of the men approached, and Jason wasn’t sure what was going to happen.

      He was not expecting to be struck from behind.

      As he crumpled, he saw Sarah fall next to him.
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      When he came around, Jason’s head throbbed. He reached for the back of his head, but his hands were bound. The dragon pearl was gone.

      Where was he?

      He tried to roll over, to look around, but there wasn’t any sign of anything here.

      “Sarah?”

      Even as he whispered her name, he didn’t think that she would be here. He was separated from her. Trapped. And they were isolated.

      What had they done wrong?

      The only thing he could think he had done wrong was in demonstrating his ability with the dragon, but even in doing that, he hadn’t thought he’d been too open about it. The only one who had really known what he had done was Sarah, and he hadn’t pushed that much power out toward the dragons. He’d released it before it had a chance of doing anything that would reveal his presence.

      Then again, maybe he had pushed far more than he should have. Maybe he had revealed himself.

      Jason tried to roll over, but his head continued to throb.

      What about the leaf dragon pearl? If they’d stolen his gift from the forest dragon, Jason didn’t know if he would ever be able to find it.

      And then there were his illusions.

      All of this was supposed to have been easy.

      Maybe not easy, but a matter of infiltrating, getting close to the Dragon Souls, and using that knowledge in order to find what happened to his villagers. It wasn’t supposed to be a matter of them getting caught the moment they came to the city. It would’ve been easier to have come in revealing his true self, not trying to mask his eyes. If he would’ve done that, then he would have been brought to the pens, perhaps enslaved, but at least he would have been with the others.

      Jason rolled over, trying to find out if there was some way to break the binding. There was one dragon pearl they wouldn’t have been able to take from him, and he focused on the heat within the glove. His hand began to glow softly, and he used that, sending more and more power through it, and burst through whatever was holding him.

      A chain broke off, and he pried his hands out from underneath him, separating them. Sitting up, he found he wasn’t alone.

      His gaze darted down to his hand, but the glowing in the iron dragon glove had already begun to fade.

      “An interesting trick,” the woman sitting across from him said. She sat on a chair, leaning forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “How is it you were able to break through the chain?”

      “I don’t think it was locked,” Jason said.

      He rubbed his wrists, trying to think through his options. He had no idea what he needed to do, but if he said the wrong thing, he would be lost.

      More than himself, he worried about Sarah. He had no idea what they had done to her and with her. It was bad enough he had been captured.

      “I think it was locked. Seeing as how I was the one to have locked it.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I would prefer to do the questioning here. Do you care to tell me how you managed to break out of that chain?”

      “I have a dragon pearl with me,” he said.

      “Ah. They must have missed it. I was assured they were quite thorough in their search, but one can never tell.”

      “It’s hidden.” Jason focused briefly, testing to make sure that the illusion for his eyes remained, and as far as he could tell, it did.

      “I think I’d prefer not to know,” she said, smiling at him.

      “Why did you harm us?”

      “Harm you? Did you not present yourself for testing?”

      “Is this all part of the test?”

      “Is it?”

      Jason reached for his head, rubbing the back of it where the strike had knocked him out. Everything ached.

      He looked around, trying to get a sense of what was taking place, and yet with this woman, he had no real idea. She watched him, studying him in a way that left him feeling exposed. There was more than just an intensity to her gaze. There was something about the way she looked at him, almost as if she were knowing him the same way the dragons had known him. Jason wanted to look away, but he had a sense this was her test.

      It was possible none of this would be a way to reach the Dragon Souls. After everything he’d gone through, Jason no longer knew if that was even a real possibility, or if he’d already missed out. If she was here and intending to test him, he didn’t know whether she intended to allow him and Sarah access to the Dragon Souls, or whether this was her way of finding whatever answers she wanted from him.

      He sat up, letting his hands drop to his sides. He focused on the iron glove, afraid he might reveal too much with it, but he didn’t think so. Somehow even though he’d been knocked unconscious, he’d maintained the connection and the illusion. It was possible the dragons had been responsible for that, but it might have only been that he had reestablished the illusion the moment he had come around.

      “What do you want with me?”

      The woman watched him. “You came for testing. You claim to have come out of Gilroy.”

      Jason nodded.

      She leaned back. “Gilroy is an interesting place. We’ve been working to establish our presence there, but the longer we’ve been there, the harder it has been for us to ensure the safety of our people.”

      Jason didn’t blink. He knew nothing about Gilroy. That had been Sarah’s lie, and if he said anything, it was all too possible that he would reveal his ignorance.

      “What I find interesting about Gilroy is the nature of the rebellion there.”

      “What rebellion?”

      She pressed her lips together. A sense of heat from her surged briefly before retreating. “What rebellion? You say that as if you don’t know. If you are from Gilroy”—the way she said it suggested to Jason that she believed he was not, and he was increasingly concerned about what it would take to escape from here—“then you would know that the rebellion has been quite severe in Gilroy.”

      Had Sarah known? He didn’t think so. If Sarah had known about a rebellion picking up steam somewhere near, she wouldn’t have used that as the claim of where they were from. It would’ve been too dangerous to do so.

      “I don’t know anything about the rebellion.”

      “No. And yet you come here with an ability we search for. How convenient.”

      “I was told to come here and present myself for testing.”

      “Told by who?”

      “He never gave us his name.”

      That much he thought would be reasonable. He didn’t know enough about the Dragon Souls to know whether or not they would reveal that, but he suspected they would keep that sort of thing to themselves.

      “Tell me more about your experience in Gilroy,” she said.

      “What more is there to tell? We came across a Dragon Soul, and he thought we had potential. Our village is isolated,” Jason said.

      At least in that much, he could try to make their ignorance understandable. It would only work in so far as Sarah backed up what he said. He had no idea what she was telling her interrogator, or whether she had said something similar.

      “There aren’t very many villages in Gilroy.” She flashed a dark smile. “I’ve traveled through there extensively, and I have more than enough knowledge of the area to know the villages.”

      “We were on a hillside. It was a mining village.”

      She frowned. Would she know about any place like that?

      It might’ve been easier for Sarah to reveal that they came from Varmin or one of those villages near Varmin. At least in that case, Jason might not have felt quite so helpless when it came to trying to justify his knowledge. Creating something of this Gilroy was difficult for him, as he had no idea of anything about Gilroy. He didn’t know if there was any particular export that he needed to be aware of.

      With a mining village, at least he had some experience. He didn’t know enough about Varmin to know what they did with their iron, but he had enough experience with tellum to be aware of the mining process. Even the iron dragon would have knowledge. He thought he could use that knowledge to help him anticipate what she might ask.

      “A mining village. There aren’t any mining villages in Gilroy.”

      “We were isolated,” Jason said again.

      “If you are so isolated, then how is it that two of you come to us with such potential?”

      “I think it’s because we were isolated. Your Dragon Soul thought we’d been separated long enough, and he wanted us to come here to learn.” Jason looked down, trying to maintain an image of subservience. “He told us that we could learn to work with dragons. He told us we could gain power.”

      “It is that what you want?”

      “I just want to understand.”

      That much, at least, was true. The woman sat silent, and Jason resisted the urge to look up and meet her eyes. Eventually she got to her feet and left the room, closing the door and leaving Jason locked inside.

      He checked his legs, finding they were bound with the same chain that had restrained his arms, and as he looked around the room, he understood what she had said about the nature of the chains. They were solid, and he shouldn’t have been able to break through them. The fact that he had torn through one, that he’d used his dragon pearl in order to carve through it, would have suggested far more questions.

      Jason swore under his breath. He should have known better than to have revealed himself like that.

      He got to his feet, although the chains made it difficult to move around. He was tempted to try to burn through them, but if they saw him using the heat from the dragon glove, then there was a real possibility they would try to question him differently. He already had enough questions about who he was and where he was from, and he had no idea whether he was answering them effectively.

      So much for trying to infiltrate the Dragon Souls.

      He couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps feigning that he and Sarah were siblings had been a mistake. It might’ve been better for them if they had claimed that they had met along the road. At least then, only one of them would have been suspicious. This way, they were both suspicious.

      Jason checked his pockets, feeling through them. They had stripped him of his cloak, but they had left him in the dragonskin pants and jacket.

      Without that, Jason wasn’t sure if he would have felt quite as safe. And he continued to search, looking for the leaf.

      He found it. It was there in his pocket, and he reached in and ran his fingers across the surface of it.

      Strange they hadn’t taken it.

      He had little doubt that they had searched him, and they had checked to see if he had any dragon pearls on him. The fact they hadn’t taken the leaf suggested they didn’t view it as anything significant.

      When he pulled it from his pocket, cupping it in his hand, he ran his fingers along the surface of it. There was a smooth sense to it. He detected a hint of warmth, though not nearly as much as he did with the other dragon pearls. The shape was unique, almost as if it were a carving rather than a dragon pearl. Given how different it was from the other pearls, he thought he understood why it wouldn’t have been quite as noticeable.

      If only he had some way of using the forest dragon’s magic.

      He took a seat, resting his elbows on his thighs, and held the leaf in his hand. As he did, he tried to think about the power of the forest dragon. He didn’t know nearly as much about her or her power as he did about the other dragons, but as he held on to the leaf, he thought he could feel the energy flowing through it.

      The key was accessing it.

      It was the same trouble he’d had when it came to the iron dragon. It had taken him time to understand anger and rage, and only then had he been able to find enough of a connection to the iron dragon to send that power through it.

      Unlike the ice dragon, where the power seemed to flow within Jason, where it was a part of him, the iron dragon had only become bonded to him because of the shifting nature of the dragon pearl and the way that it flowed across his hand. Without that, Jason doubted that he would have the same connection to the dragon.

      He breathed out. There had to be some way to understand the forest dragon. Comprehending that connection would be the real challenge, but if he was trapped here, there was nothing else to do. He had no idea how long they were going to keep him here, or what they would do next, and if they came after him again, if one of the Dragon Souls decided to challenge him, then what could he do other than what he was already doing?

      He held on to his connection to the dragon pearl and traced his fingers over the surface of it. With his eyes closed, he thought about the forest dragon. He could almost see her in his mind. Her deep green eyes glowed there, welcoming him. The strange shifting colors along her skin, the way her scales fluttered, taking on the aspect of the forest, called to him, drawing his attention.

      And he remembered how that had felt.

      It was something like the wind fluttering through the trees, shifting the leaves.

      Jason swayed in place. He let that sense fill him. It was a memory, but there was something about the memory that felt right. And the more he thought about it, the more certain he was that he could find something about the forest dragon that would help him to learn what he needed.

      The more that he focused on the memory of the forest dragon, the more he began to wonder if that was the key. The forest dragon created illusion, but what was the illusion? It was that she had been in the tree. It was that she masked herself. And it had been an illusion that she couldn’t speak to him.

      She had used the shifting of the colors along her scales in order for him to know that she had understood him. It was his issue that he hadn’t understood her. If he could find some way of knowing what she was trying to tell him, then perhaps he might be able to gain even more understanding. He might be able to use that in order to reach for the power he could feel from the leaf.

      And it wasn’t just the leaf.

      As he sat there, swaying in place, Jason realized that the power had come from another place.

      It was from the wind. It was from the shifting of the scales. It was from her forcing that change upon him.

      The illusion wasn’t just her appearance. The illusion was affecting him as well. When he had tried to look for Sarah and Henry in the forest around him, even searching for the iron dragon, he had been unable to find them. The illusion had masked all of them from him.

      That would be a useful power if he could understand how to use it, but without having her to communicate with, how could he do that?

      The better question might be, did he even need to speak to her?

      With the leaf, he had some way of reaching out to her. He was able to draw upon that and feel the magic.

      As he swayed in place, that sense of power rolled through him, and he knew the source of it. It was not just in his imagination. It was not just the way the trees moved, though that had been part of her illusion as well. That had been her way of trying to mask her actions, the way that she had held on to power, shielding him from knowing just what she was doing.

      And that illusion was strong enough that he had to believe that there would be some way for him to use it.

      He smiled to himself.

      Could he connect to that power?

      Somehow, he would have to find a way to do so. Jason let that sense of the wind, of the fluttering of the scales, work over him.

      He held on to it, letting it fill him.

      If only he could understand.

      Not just understand, but he wanted to have some way of reaching the dragon. If he could know what she knew, if he could borrow from her power, then maybe she would be the key to understanding how to create a truly effective illusion.

      The door came open and Jason shook himself back into alertness, slipping the leaf back into his pocket. He didn’t want any of these Dragon Souls to know about it, and if they did, he had to worry about what they would do with it. The way they would use it.

      The woman stood framed in the door again.

      “You will come with me,” she said.

      Jason got to his feet and glanced down at the chains. “How can I go with you?”

      She offered a hint of a smile. When she did, the chains disappeared.

      His breath caught.

      What had she done?

      When he’d been around Therin and the other Dragon Souls, he’d never seen anything quite like that. The nature of the power and the magic of the Dragon Souls had been such that they still had to use it on real things. This, what he had just seen, reminded him of an illusion rather than anything real.

      “What did you do?”

      “What did I do?”

      “Were the chains even real?”

      “Did they feel real?”

      “They felt real enough,” he said.

      “Then perhaps they were real,” she said.

      “They weren’t,” he said. He leaned down, looking for any remains of the chains, but there was nothing. He looked toward the back wall, but there was no sign of the chain that he had torn through. Had he somehow broken free of imaginary chains?

      If she had that kind of control over creating illusions, he was in far more danger than he realized.

      She headed down the hallway, and Jason had no choice but to follow. He could remain in the room, but he also was curious. It was more than just a curiosity about who she was and what kind of things she might do. It was a curiosity about whether she could teach him anything about how she had formed those chains.

      More than that, he wanted to know if she already knew about the difference in his eyes. If so, then he needed to be especially careful.

      What would happen if she had already seen past his illusion? It would be more than a question about why he had come here for testing. It would be a question about his hand, and the nature of the power he was able to draw through the glove. Jason wasn’t sure he had any answers for that.

      At the end of the hall, she stepped through a door, and Jason joined her. They were outside in bright sunlight. The sun shone high overhead; blue skies swirled. An occasional cloud dotted the sky. Dark figures swooped, dragons chasing patterns, and he couldn’t take his eyes off them.

      He was tempted to reach for the dragons, to borrow from the ice dragon to see if there was any way to connect to them, but with this woman here, he worried about what would happen if he were to do so. He had a sinking suspicion that she was aware of the way he was using his power.

      There had been no sign of her knowing whether or not he could use the illusion, but he couldn’t shake the sense that there had to be something within her, some way of her knowing what he was doing. The more that she was around him, the more unsettled he was.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Jason Dreshen,” he said.

      He said it quickly, and realized almost too late that he could have used a different name, though it probably didn’t matter. Therin knew his first name, but did he know his last name? And even if he did, would it have mattered? Therin would be unlikely to think that Jason would come to Lorach, chasing after his villagers.

      “Dreshen isn’t a typical name for those from Gilroy,” she said.

      “Isn’t it?”

      She looked over, meeting his eyes. “You know that it’s not.”

      Jason held her gaze, barely able to breathe. “As I said, my village was—”

      “Isolated. I recall you telling me that. Isolated doesn’t mean you wouldn’t have some of the typical trappings of Gilroy.”

      “What sort of trappings do you mean?”

      “In my travels in Gilroy, I experienced several difficulties. Can you imagine what the greatest was?”

      Jason watched her. “No.”

      “None? Even in all the times I’ve traveled to Gilroy, you don’t think you could fathom what someone from Lorach would struggle with when it came to Gilroy?”

      It was a trick and he recognized it, but that did nothing to help him answer the question more effectively. Even knowing that trick and that there was no good answer didn’t help Jason find the right response. In his case, there might not be a right answer. She was trying to trap him, and with his lack of knowledge about Gilroy, she was immediately successful.

      Sarah had placed him in that trap, though unintentionally.

      “Where’s my sister?”

      “I thought we’d agreed I was the one doing the questioning.”

      “You might have agreed, but I did not.”

      “So impetuous. Interesting. Another thing unusual from Gilroy.”

      “Maybe for most, but I’m from—”

      “An isolated village.” She flashed a smile.

      Something shimmered at the edge of his vision, and Jason frowned. For a moment, he was tempted to look beyond, to try to see what was calling his attention, but the woman standing there drew him, keeping his focus upon her.

      “Are you going to tell me what happened to my sister?”

      “Are you going to tell me where you’re really from?”

      “I’ve told you where I’m from.”

      The moment he backtracked, he knew there would be more challenges for him and Sarah. It was easier to continue the lie, even if it was not believable. And yet, he couldn’t tell whether or not the woman really knew anything about him, or whether she was using some uncertainty on his part to try to unnerve him.

      As she watched him, there came another shimmering behind her.

      He turned to it this time. He wasn’t able to take his eyes off where he had seen the shimmering, and now as he focused, he thought he understood.

      All of this was an illusion.

      She seemed real enough, which suggested she was, though he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps she wasn’t quite who he thought. If she was so skilled at illusion, and if she’d used the chain as some way of trapping him, then perhaps she wasn’t even real.

      The key was to try to understand the nature of the illusion behind her, and to try to see beyond it.

      He hadn’t had enough time with Thomas in order to understand more about illusions. As much as he had trained on how to hold on to his connection to his eyes and his hand, there had been no training on what to do if he encountered someone else who was able to place an illusion.

      That had been a mistake. Jason wished that he had taken that time, and wished he had an opportunity to better understand it, if only so he could know whether he might be able to overpower someone who was able to create an effective illusion that made it difficult to see beyond.

      “What are you looking at?”

      Jason turned his attention back to her. “Nothing.”

      She frowned again, pressing her lips together. She had her hands clasped in front of her, seemingly completely at ease.

      Every so often, the shimmering behind her caught his attention.

      It reminded him of what he had seen in the forest, the way that the wind would gust through, changing the dragon scales. And yet, unlike with the dragon scales, where the dragon was able to flow with that shifting, this shimmering made it so he could see something.

      The dragon’s power was such that she was able to hold on to that illusion and maintain it effectively. What they were able to do, at least what this woman was able to do, was not quite as solid.

      Had he not had any experience with illusion, he might not even have seen it. Even now, Jason didn’t know if what he was witnessing was real or not.

      It might be only a shimmer of someone using a dragon pearl, nothing more than that, and yet as he stared at it, he couldn’t help but feel as if he were right and it was an illusion.

      “Jason Dreshen, I would like you to tell me more about your home village.”

      The shimmering came again.

      There was a surge of color behind it, and he didn’t know if he was seeing it correctly.

      “What was that?”

      “Your village.”

      She took a step toward him.

      When she did, it was enough of a distraction, and this time everything tilted. As it did, he noticed a blur of darkness behind her.

      Had he not been focusing on it, he wasn’t sure that he would’ve been able to see it. Even paying attention to it, he still wasn’t sure that he saw what he thought he saw, and yet with that blur, he knew.

      “None of this is real.”

      “What was that?”

      He shook his head and took a step away from her. “None of this is real.”

      He watched her, looking for any sign of shimmering around her. How much of her was real? It was difficult to tell, and yet as he watched and focused on her, he continued to find no sign of the same shimmering around her as he had seen behind her.

      It was likely that she was real, but was every part of her real?

      She studied him, saying nothing. The movement behind her began to solidify, whatever she had lost her grip on, the control that she had, becoming more solid once again.

      “I think you’re mistaken. And what I need is for you to tell me more about your village. We can stay outside, under the bright sun, and we can talk. The alternative is to return to the room, to the darkness, and wait.”

      “I never left the room,” Jason said.

      The smear of darkness behind her suddenly made sense. He had thought he’d walked, and yet he hadn’t gone anywhere.

      It was all in his mind.

      It was possible the entire room where he’d been held was in his mind.

      If that were the case, then maybe Sarah was nearby. He had to find a way to look past the illusion, to see beyond what this woman was doing to him, and if he could do that, then he might be able to find Sarah, and then they could figure out what they were going to do next. If it meant escaping, then they would have to figure out how and where they would go.

      She took another step toward him.

      “I believe it’s time for you to return. If you’re going to continue this line of fabrication, then you would do best to sit in your chamber and consider.”

      She pushed him backward, and it seemed as everything blurred past him. All of a sudden, he was back in the room where he had been, and even more surprisingly, the chains wrapped around his ankles.

      Jason didn’t try to fight.

      The door closed, and the last thing he saw before it did was her face. Something about her shimmered, and then faded to nothing.

      Jason shivered, but at least he thought he understood.

      All of this was an illusion, but the question was, why?
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      He stared at the walls, fingering the leaf. Once again, he let himself flow, swaying with the movement of the wind, the way that the treetops had swayed, letting that sense of power flow through and around him. Jason breathed it in. His eyes were closed, and as they were, he was there, back within the tree, back within the space with the dragon, her eyes looking at him. There was a sense from her, almost one where he thought he could understand, and yet, he wasn’t sure he could.

      As she did when he was in the forest, she pressed her head up toward him, breathing out. Her breath was warm and fragrant, smelling like the forest, the scent of earth and leaves and dirt. It was a pleasant aroma, and it was not nearly as hot as he was accustomed to with the iron dragon. Yet it wasn’t nearly as biting cold as he found with the ice dragon either.

      “This is real,” he whispered to himself.

      He could whisper to himself all he wanted, but there was the sense of it, and it seemed to overwhelm him. Everything felt real, even though he knew it wasn’t.

      He looked all around, letting the memories flood back. This had to be a memory, but it was unlike any memory that he’d had before. There was so much detail to it. He could see the individual leaves on the trees as they fluttered in the breeze, and he could see the branches as they stretched through the darkness. He could even smell the forest, the scent of it filling his nostrils.

      There was sound, too. The trees swaying underneath him creaked softly. The wind moving through the upper branches caused the leaves to shake. Everything had a certain pleasantness to it.

      Jason breathed in heavily and pushed away the memory, opening his eyes.

      Nothing changed.

      It was an illusion.

      Even though it was an illusion, he wondered whether he was responsible for it or whether it was forced upon him.

      He didn’t think the woman had enough knowledge of what he’d seen for her to be able to recreate a memory quite like that, which meant that it was coming from within him.

      He was holding on to the leaf. He had been sitting in place, focusing on the dragon, on the way that the wind had shifted, and the power that he had sensed.

      In doing so, he had been drawn in, connected in a way that he had been before.

      It meant he was responsible for this illusion.

      Could he change things?

      He thought about the ice in the north. He thought about the wind gusting through, shards of ice and snow tearing at his clothing. He thought about the overwhelming sense of cold, and how he and his sister had barely survived an avalanche.

      As he sat there, the illusion shifted. It shimmered as it had when he had been with the other woman, and not only did the illusion shimmer, but something else came to it. The leaves changed over to thick snowflakes that then shifted to icy needles streaking through the sky. They struck Jason, the force of them nearly as real as anything he’d ever felt before. The wind carried cold and bitterness.

      He looked around. Snow fell all around him. He took a step, the chains on his ankles now missing, and he stepped through the snow, leaving a footprint.

      None of this was real, either.

      How was any of it possible?

      It had to be tied to the forest dragon, but he had no idea what the forest dragon was able to do or how she could give him these images.

      And it was possible that she wasn’t the one giving him the images. It was possible they were coming from him, and that they arose from some place within his own mind. As he thought about them, as he focused on that image all around him, he couldn’t help but think that whatever he was detecting was very much real.

      There was another surge, another shifting.

      All of a sudden, the walls formed around him once again.

      A door opened.

      Jason stood, gripping the leaf, holding it tightly in his hand.

      The woman stood across from him.

      Had she seen the snow? Had she seen the forest?

      He had no idea how well she was able to observe him, or whether she was even bothering to do so. She likely believed that he was trapped within her illusion, that whatever she was doing held him in a way that would keep him from moving, and yet she had seen that he had broken through the chains once before.

      “Have you sat here long enough?”

      “I don’t mind staying here. I find it peaceful.”

      “I could make that less peaceful for you.”

      “Why use the cell for your illusion?”

      She cocked her head to the side, frowning at him. “What makes you think the cell is an illusion?”

      Jason looked around. He didn’t know how much of this was real and how much wasn’t, and the longer he’d been here, the harder it was to tell whether or not she was showing him anything real. He had no idea how much of her was even real. He’d begun to think that perhaps she wasn’t nearly as real as what he had first believed, but then, the more that he watched her, the more he stared at her, the harder it was to know. It was possible she was exactly what he thought, and if that were the case, then what could he do to try to see through her?

      Perhaps nothing.

      “When you tried to bring me out into the sunlight, that wasn’t really the sunlight.”

      “Did you not feel warmth on your face? Did you not see the dragons in the sky? Did you not feel the gentle breeze?”

      Jason shook his head. “I saw all those things, but none of those were real.”

      “Are you telling me that you believe someone would have the power to manipulate your reality?”

      He stared at her. He wasn’t sure quite what to say. “I know you were using something to try to get me to see what you wanted me to see.”

      She smiled at him. When she did, there came a moment where he wasn’t sure whether he was seeing her or something beyond her. The longer he stared at her, the less certain he was. It was even possible that she was a he. It was possible she was a dragon. It was possible that none of this was what he thought.

      And the more that he thought about it, the less he decided it mattered.

      All that mattered was what he believed was real.

      When it came to reality, and someone’s ability to shift things, to make it seem as if they were different than what he believed, did it matter what he saw and what he believed? If he thought it was real, if it seemed real to him, then it was real. It didn’t need to be anything else.

      That was what the iron dragon had suggested to him.

      Jason held her gaze and waited for her to admit something to him, but she said nothing. She continued to stare at him, unblinking, and he felt unsettled by the weight of her gaze.

      “Tell me about your village.”

      “What am I supposed to tell you?”

      “I want to know how it is that someone from Gilroy would even think to question me?”

      “Who are you?”

      She smiled at him. “That’s a question I would imagine you’ve been asking yourself.”

      He didn’t know quite what to say. It reminded him of what Thomas had said to him. Could it be that Thomas was responsible for all of this?

      He stared at her, looking for any features that might suggest that she was Thomas, trying to see if his mannerisms were there, but that didn’t seem to be the case. It was too much for him to believe that she was Thomas. And it was a mistake for him to even think that she might be.

      But he still believed all of this was an illusion.

      Something Thomas had said came back to him. He needed to try to understand what was real and what was not. The more he thought about it, the more he knew he needed to find that sense of reality.

      The challenge was in knowing when reality had changed.

      Had it been when he’d first encountered the dragon?

      What if he’d been wrong about the forest dragon? He believed she hadn’t been influenced by the Dragon Souls, but what if she had?

      Considering the nature of her power, the way she was able to control illusions, Jason couldn’t help but think that perhaps she was responsible for all of this.

      But then, if that were the case, then where was he? Was he still in the forest?

      “I can see that you are trying to work through things for yourself.”

      He stared at the woman. As he did, there came a slight shimmering at the edge of her features, as if the corner of her face started to shift.

      Had Jason not been looking forward, he might not have noticed, but because he was staring, trying to understand how much of this was real and how much was imagined, he was paying incredibly close attention to her, and he caught it.

      She wasn’t who she was presenting herself to be.

      That didn’t mean she was Thomas. He doubted Thomas would be able to conceal all of this in an illusion.

      What about the iron dragon? The iron dragon hadn’t been an illusion. Jason had enough experience with him, and had felt a connection to the iron dragon, and because of that, he understood that power, and he understood the way he and the iron dragon shared that connection. And with that, he thought that he should be able to know him.

      And then there was the ice dragon.

      He believed that the ice dragon was real. He had felt the connection between the two of them. Jason had known that power; he had used it. He had freed dragons through it. There was no doubt in his mind that what he had pictured with the dragons was real. That meant everything else had been real as well.

      What he needed was to try to piece through the last time he remembered something occurring that didn’t feel quite right.

      He wasn’t sure when that was, and whether it was when they first had come to the village, or when they had first come to Lorach.

      It seemed to him there had to be something more to it.

      The answer was there within his mind; he just had to figure out what it was. He continued to stare at the woman. As he did, he looked for other features that might suggest what she really was. There had to be something he could uncover about her and about what she was trying to hide from him, and yet as he watched her, he wasn’t able to find anything.

      He let out a frustrated sigh.

      The woman smiled at him.

      “What is it you want from me?”

      “I want you to share with me about your village.”

      “Why?”

      “You’ve told me you come from Gilroy.”

      Why did it keep coming back to Gilroy? It seemed a strange thing for her to remain focused on, and yet that was all that she spoke about.

      Did it mean that they weren’t getting anything from Sarah? Somehow, he had to figure out what they were trying to uncover. What was the point of all of this?

      And perhaps there wasn’t a point to any of it. Perhaps it was just a matter of tormenting him, of questioning him, to try to find out what he was doing here, and what he might know.

      She stared at him. A hint of a smile crossed her face and Jason looked back at her, studying her the same way that she had been studying him.

      The answer had to be there. If he could figure out what she was doing and what she was trying to do to him, then maybe he could uncover more about her and about what she knew.

      “Why don’t you tell me about your village,” Jason said.

      “I come from Lorach. There is not much to tell.”

      “I don’t know anything about it.”

      She began to make a circle around him, continuing to smile, watching him. He wasn’t sure quite what to say, only that he felt as if she were testing him in a way.

      “You came to Lorach without any knowledge?”

      “I came here because I was told I had potential with the dragons,” Jason said.

      “The dragons. Tell me about them.”

      “I was hoping you might be able to share something with me. I don’t have any experience with dragons. In Gilroy, we don’t see them very often. At least not where I live.” He said the last with a little more of a sense of urgency, not knowing quite what the people of Gilroy really experienced when it came to the dragons. It was possible dragons flew all over Gilroy, so different than the rest of his experience.

      “You have some experience with dragons. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t be able to use the dragon pearls. I understand you have that potential.”

      “I didn’t have any potential. I was shown the dragon pearl, shown how to reach for a sense of heat within me, and to use it to push it out into the dragon pearl.”

      That much was true. At least when it came to using the heat with the dragon pearl.

      “That is a part of it, but creating power with the pearl is more than just feeling for some mystical part within yourself. Again, I imagine you know that as well.”

      “I’m still learning. That’s why we came here.”

      “You came to learn from the dragons?”

      “We came to learn how to use the Dragon Soul power.”

      She circled him, watching him, and Jason stood transfixed. He hesitated to move, afraid of the possibility that he might say something off, that he might draw the wrong kind of attention, and with her watching him, he couldn’t help but feel as if he were in danger.

      At the same time, with the nature of the illusion around him, Jason wasn’t sure how much danger he might really be in. It was possible there was no real danger to him. It was possible he was still in the forest with the forest dragon.

      “Tell me about the dragon,” she said.

      “What dragon?”

      “You’re thinking about one.”

      Jason stiffened. He didn’t think she was able to know what he was thinking, but at the same time, he wasn’t entirely sure. If she were able to dig into his mind, and if she were somehow to know what he was thinking, he needed to find some way to hide that from her.

      “I was thinking about the dragons you showed me during the illusion. Are those your dragons?”

      “What makes you think they were an illusion?”

      “There was something behind you that wasn’t quite right,” he said.

      “What did you see?”

      “I saw a smear of darkness.”

      “You saw the building across the street.”

      “It was directly behind you.”

      She smiled at him. “Are you sure about that?”

      “I’m pretty sure of what I saw.”

      “Pretty sure isn’t the same as absolute certainty. When you’re making an accusation such as you are, then you need to be absolutely certain. Are you absolutely certain of what you saw?”

      Jason locked eyes with her. In the time that he’d been here, he hadn’t been focusing on maintaining his connection to the ice dragon, and he tested it briefly, ensuring that his eyes were still the colors they needed to be. He glanced down briefly at his hand, making sure that the iron dragon pearl had remained hidden. There was no evidence of that illusion having faded.

      And as far as he knew, she wouldn’t have some way of being able to see beyond his illusion. Thomas hadn’t suggested that such a thing was possible, though it might have been. And if they were aware of him using an illusion against them, then it would explain why they had placed him into this cell, such as it was.

      “I’m certain,” he said.

      “If you say so. It’s a strange accusation to make against someone like myself.”

      “Someone like yourself? By that, you mean an Auran?”

      She turned to him. “I didn’t think you were all that familiar with the Dragon Souls.”

      “We were given some history on the journey.”

      “Indeed? Perhaps you were. Or perhaps you knew more than you let on.”

      Jason needed to be careful, but he also wanted to know more about her and what she was trying to do with him, and he wanted to know what she might know.

      She smiled at him. “I believe you’re concealing something, Jason Dreshen.”

      “I’m concealing my fear.”

      “Perhaps. You will remain here until I understand more about your village. You will remain here until I understand this dragon that you keep thinking of. And you will remain here until you share with me what you know.”

      She turned away, stepping through the door, and it closed behind her.

      As soon as she was gone, Jason focused on the leaf in his pocket.

      Everything odd that had seemed to happen had come after having the leaf. In his mind, that was why he needed to find some way of getting past what they were doing to him, and yet he had no idea how to look beyond what was taking place.

      It was tied to the dragon. More than anything else, he knew it was, and it was tied to holding on to that power, to the strange leaf that the dragon had given him.

      More than ever, he felt certain he had to master the power within that leaf, but what would it take? He sat back, leaning against the wall. As he did, he couldn’t help but wonder if the wall was even real.

      What had he done to remove the chains?

      It was a matter of focusing on the iron dragon, using that heat and trying to burn through the chains. But then, if it was an illusion, and if his mind believed it was real, then drawing upon that power might have freed him, but it wouldn’t have changed anything else.

      All of this was almost too hard for him to wrap his mind around.

      Jason took a seat.

      He rested with his hands on his legs, and he held the leaf in his hands. He swayed back and forth again, thinking about the dragon, about the way she’d shimmered, and thinking about the way she had appeared within the tree.

      As before, that image appeared, flickering into his mind, and he held on to it.

      The dragon was there, sniffing him, pressing her warm head up against him, and she blinked. There was knowledge within those eyes, and Jason had to find some way to reach for that knowledge, to understand what she was doing.

      If only there was some way to communicate with her, to find that understanding of what she was doing, of what she wanted from him, but he couldn’t.

      The answer was with her.

      If only he could understand the forest dragon.

      He leaned back, focusing on power, and thought again of his village, of the way the cold and snow whistled around him, and the image came to mind. It flowed within him, filling him, and the more that it did, the more he felt with certainty that the answer was there. The challenge was trying to understand what the dragon might know, and using that knowledge in order to better understand what he could do.

      If only he could understand himself, and if only he could understand what he needed to do, then he would be able to better understand what the dragon had wanted from him. If he could do that, then he thought he might be able to use that power. He might be able to use the knowledge of the dragon to hold on to the illusion.

      No, it wasn’t just holding on to the illusion that he needed. Not anymore. What he needed now was to find some way to break through the illusion. Within this illusion, within what he was seeing all around him, Jason had no idea how much of it was real.

      Every so often, when he looked around, he was convinced there was something real, but then it flickered and faded, leaving him questioning again.

      And if none of it was real, then he had to wonder if there was any way to be able to see beyond it. He focused once more. This time, he thought about where he had found the iron dragon.

      There was the warmth beneath the ground. There was a strange cell, and then there was the iron dragon behind the bars.

      Jason pushed his hands up against those bars, feeling them. As he had then, he reached for heat and cold, a combination of both of the types of dragons that he had known up to that point, and he felt it explode through him. That power filled him, and he knew that he had to find some way to overwhelm it in order to break through the bars.

      He continued gripping them.

      The iron dragon pressed his head up against the bars, bursting with heat. As often happened, the glowing undulated along the length of his body, warmth radiating down his thorax, the glowing pulsating as it worked its way along.

      “I don’t know how much of this is real,” he said.

      “Does it matter?”

      “It matters for me. I’m trapped here.”

      “Are you trapped, or did you choose to go there?”

      Jason shook his head. “I didn’t choose to get trapped like this. We came for answers.”

      “And do you not have them?”

      “I don’t know where any of my people are.”

      “What makes you think there is some mystery to it?”

      Jason stared at the iron dragon, wishing there was something for him to understand, wishing there was some way to know what was taking place and how to find a way to look beyond the illusion.

      “How do I find what’s real and what’s not?”

      “You find within yourself what you know,” the iron dragon said.

      “And what if I can’t find it?”

      “You know what’s within you.”

      “That doesn’t help me.”

      “Why not? You have knowledge of what you have experienced. You have knowledge of where you are. You have more than just your eyes to rely upon.”

      “How does that help?”

      “You believe what you see is all that there is. What I’m trying to tell you is that you can use other aspects.”

      Jason shook his head, frowning. If only it were so easy.

      He closed his eyes. When he did, everything was shut out. There was no sense of anything around him. No sense of energy, no sense of power. There was nothing.

      And yet, there was everything.

      When he closed his eyes, when he focused, he could feel a soft breeze along his skin.

      Was that imagined or not?

      It was illusion, wasn’t it?

      But then, how skilled was this woman to create that illusion? If she were so skilled, she could create the warmth of the sun. If she could use that even to help generate the breeze, then she might be strong enough that he wouldn’t be able to ignore what was happening around him.

      And if she were that skilled, then he might not be able to ever find his way free of the illusion. He focused on what he knew, and he focused on the sense of the breeze, the smells that were around him, and he focused on what he could hear.

      It was using all of his senses. But even that wasn’t going to work. Even though he used those senses, he wasn’t able to determine anything from them.

      Maybe there was another way, but what was it going to take?

      Did he have any other senses he could use?

      Magic.

      That was the key. He had a connection to the dragons. A connection to the dragon pearls. And with the iron dragon, and with the glove, he had an understanding of power.

      He had begun to feel that power, and with that, he thought he should be able to uncover what was happening around him. The more he thought about it, the more certain he was he could find that answer.

      Was there any sense of power around him?

      Jason focused on it. He thought about what he could detect, the way it was used, and he thought he could feel the tracing of power through the room.

      It was here. It swirled around him, and all he needed was to find the way to draw upon it. When he could, then he believed he would be able to find power that he wasn’t able to otherwise. The sense of it was there, all around him, and more than ever, he knew that it was there.

      Jason opened his eyes, looking around, tracing the sense of magic. If he could see it within his mind, then maybe he could see it with his eyes open.

      As he looked around, he couldn’t find where it was coming from, but he could feel it.

      The next step was going to be tracing through it, trying to find some way to overpower what was being done to him, and once he did, then he could find his way past the illusion.

      He had to wonder if he had made a mistake by challenging the woman, telling her that he knew all of this was an illusion. Perhaps he’d revealed to her that he would be able to find some way of seeing past it.

      And if that were the case, then what would they do to him?

      Perhaps nothing.

      Jason breathed out heavily, looking around, and he decided to focus. He squeezed the leaf, drawing through it, and as he did, he thought that he understood the power from the forest dragon in a way that he hadn’t before.

      And he thought that he understood why she’d given it to him.

      With the leaf, he would have some way of finding the illusions.

      The challenge was using it.

      He had time. Because of that time, he would continue to dig, to try to uncover what he could, and when he had those answers, then he would push beyond what was done to him.

      And then he would find Sarah. From there, he would locate the rest of his village.

      And then it would be time for them to leave. The Dragon Soul dragons would have to be dealt with later. Hopefully Sarah would understand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      Holding on to the leaf, Jason began to trace the sense of power from it. It was strange. The longer he held on to the leaf, the more he began to understand the nature of that power, and he began to understand the way that power could be used. It flowed through him, filling him, and he thought he recognized what he could do with it.

      What was even stranger was how that power existed. It was a strange sensation, a nature of how it worked around him, and the more he stared at that power, the more certain he was that there was something to try to uncover.

      Jason drew upon the power of the leaf, letting it fill him, and thought he could find the tracings of the illusion.

      The door opened again.

      It had been a while since the woman had returned to him. In that time, he’d taken the opportunity to continue to work at mastering his connection to the illusion, trying to understand what she was doing to him. As he was sitting here, as he was focusing on it, he couldn’t help but feel as if the answer was there, but he had to dig. If he could push a little deeper, he might be able to find that answer.

      “Have you decided to tell me about your village?” she asked, taking a seat.

      How long had he been here? Jason had lost track of trying to even think about it, focusing instead on the illusion covering everything that he felt around him. With her return, he had to wonder if perhaps that was a mistake. Maybe what he needed to do instead was to pay more attention to the time that passed.

      “I’ve told you about my village. It was a small mining village near the edge of Gilroy.”

      “And the dragon?”

      “What dragon are you getting at?”

      She smiled. When she did, he noticed something strange. There was a swirl around her, a hint of power, and then it faded.

      Had he not been working with the leaf, and had he not been focusing on the power that was used in creating the illusion, he might not have even noticed it, but as it was, he saw it quite clearly.

      “There was a dragon you’d thought about.”

      “How do you know what I was thinking about?”

      “You have it in your mind. It’s there, and I can see it.”

      “You can see what’s in my mind?”

      The more he thought about what she was telling him, the more certain he was that she was trying to lead him on, to get him to reveal something dangerous to himself—and to the dragons. He wasn’t about to make that mistake.

      Now that he knew about her, and now that he knew about the way the power swirled around her, he thought he could not only see beyond what she was doing, but he might be able to unravel it.

      Somehow, he had to figure out how to do that.

      He stared at her. He focused on the sense of power, and focused on what he could detect.

      She smiled at him. “There are things so plain upon a man’s face that you can read them. With enough time and experience, you can learn to do that,” she said.

      “I haven’t seen any dragons other than what I saw when I came close to Lorach. I must admit they are impressive.”

      “The journey from Gilroy is difficult. How is it you did it by foot?”

      It was a different line of questioning for her, and he was left with a decision. Would he continue to let her push him like this, or would he push back?

      He focused on the power. He concentrated on the leaf, thinking about what the forest dragon had shown him, and he thought about the way that power swirled around him and how he could reach for it. If all that it took was an understanding, then Jason was going to find it. He had an understanding of the illusion, and now that he was aware of the power around him and in particular around her, he thought he could trace it. It was there, swirling around her, and the longer he focused on it, the more certain he was that she was hiding something from him.

      “It was a difficult journey,” he said.

      “Do you care to share with me anything about it?”

      “Do you care to share with me anything about yourself?” He looked up, meeting her eyes. As he did, he focused on that hint of power.

      What had he done when he had removed the chains from his wrists?

      That was the key. It was tied to doing something similar.

      “I’m the one doing the questioning.”

      “You keep asking the same questions. I’m sorry I don’t have the answers you want, but I’m telling you everything that I can.”

      “Unfortunately for you, you aren’t telling me everything you can. I suspect there’s more that you know and you think you can convince me otherwise.” She smiled, leaning back. “Tell me about your journey to Lorach.”

      “It was not all that exciting. We walked along a hill we passed, headed toward the road leading into Lorach, and we were waved through the gate.”

      “Were you?”

      Jason frowned. Hadn’t they been?

      That was another point that had been strange. When he and Sarah had been waved through, both of them had thought something had been off about it, but neither had given it much thought other than the fact that Henry had suggested they would have a harder time getting into the city.

      “Jason Dreshen,” she said.

      He ignored her, focusing instead on what was in front of him, and on what he could see. It was the tracings of the power, connecting to the dragon pearls and to energy that he could use.

      That was the key, wasn’t it?

      It was a matter of being able to use that power.

      He drew upon it.

      As he did, something shifted.

      The colors around him started to swirl and everything began to shimmer.

      He held on to that power for a brief moment, but then turned back toward her.

      He wondered if he could do the same thing with her. If he could, then he might be able to unmask her and find what she was trying to do—and what she was trying to hide from him.

      “You are hiding things from me,” she said.

      “How long do you intend to hold me here?”

      “Until you share with me what I need to know.”

      “And what happens if I don’t have what you need to know?”

      “Then you will be of no further use to me.”

      “I only came here to learn how to use the power of the Dragon Souls.”

      “And yet, I suspect you came for a different purpose. I will find out what that is. And you and I will have a different conversation.”

      She got up from the chair, heading to the door, and stepped outside.

      Jason stared and wondered whether or not she was really gone.

      He hurried forward, touching the space where she had been, finding it was absent. He closed his eyes, focusing on the sense of energy, and there was none.

      That wasn’t quite right. There was a hint of power on the other side of the door, and the more he focused on it, the more certain he was that she was still there, watching. And she wanted to know what he was doing.

      He turned his back to her. Even with his back to her, he could feel the energy in the room. He thought he could draw upon it and use it. If he did, then he could find some way to escape. And when it came to getting out of there, then he would have to uncover more about what she was doing to him.

      The answer was all around him.

      He had been so focused on finding a way of tearing free of the illusion that he hadn’t given any thought to trying to simply use the same power that was around him. Now that he understood that was going to be part of the key, he thought he could draw upon it.

      With his back turned to her, he pulled upon that power, letting it fill him. He ignored the sense of her watching, and he focused instead on what he could feel in front of him.

      As he pulled on the power, everything began to shimmer. He continued to pull, tearing that power, drawing it through himself.

      It felt similar to what he did what he was using the power of the dragon pearl, but this was a little different, almost as if he were taking power, as if he were changing something, but he didn’t know what he was taking or what he was changing.

      Jason felt the shimmering as he held on to it, the reality in front of him distorting.

      Everything swirled. It shimmered.

      And then it flickered.

      Jason held on to it. That sense was there, the reality was there, and the more he focused on it, the more certain he was that he could tear it down. When he did, he might be able to see beyond what was taking place. If he could, then he had to think that the answers would be there.

      He drew more and more power.

      It wasn’t going to be enough. He needed to find some way to draw even more than he had, but he had no idea how he was going to be able to do that.

      The iron dragon.

      He focused on his connection to the glove, to the power within it, and he pulled upon it, letting that flow through him, through the iron dragon glove, and out toward the iron dragon. That energy was all interconnected. As he pulled away, as he dragged it free, he saw the distortion change again.

      There was a flickering, and everything faded.

      He was in an enormous room. No longer were there walls all around him. No longer was there even a door behind him. He turned in place, carefully, and found the woman was missing.

      He worried she might be nearby, but there was no sign of her. As he held on to that power, he focused on it, thinking that perhaps there was some way to see beyond, and yet, this was all there was.

      Thankfully, there was nothing more that had changed. As far as he could tell, this was reality. Jason looked around. On the far side of the room, there was another chair.

      Sarah.

      He hurried over to it and found her sitting in the chair, her eyes glazed, and her mouth moved silently.

      Jason stepped in front of her, grabbing her hands.

      “Sarah?”

      She continued to murmur wordlessly.

      He looked around, glancing to see if the people who had placed them in this cell were anywhere near them, but he didn’t see any sign of them.

      He squeezed her hands. “Sarah, it’s Jason. You need to come around.”

      She continued to murmur, but she didn’t say anything.

      Strangely, the way that she was murmuring reminded him of what David had done when he was trying to free whatever strange power he had used in the forest.

      Was there any way to draw power away from her, to free her from the illusion? Better yet, was there any way to push her into his illusion?

      That might be the key.

      He focused on the snow. That seemed to be the easiest one for him, and he held on to the leaf, feeling the way the breeze shifted, and he let that image form in his mind. He pushed outward, letting power wash away from him, and when it did, the snow began to fall. When the first droplet struck her head, she blinked, opening her eyes and looking at him.

      “Jason? What happened? Where are we?”

      He sighed. He hoped this wasn’t just his illusion and that she was really with him, but it was possible she was still trapped in whatever had happened to her. He had no way of drawing the power away from her. He had taken it from the room, but was there any way to take it from her completely?

      “They’re using some elaborate illusion upon us.”

      “An illusion?”

      “What did you see?”

      “I saw this in…” She looked around, and seemed to suddenly realize they were surrounded by a mountain and snow, and the wind was swirling around them. “What did you do?”

      “I had to free you from the illusion, and I did the only thing I was able to think of.”

      “You brought me to your home?”

      “Not my home, but I did what I needed to do to try to free you from the illusion they were using on you.”

      “How do you know they were using an illusion on me?”

      “Because I could see the way you were reacting. You were whispering softly to yourself, saying nothing, but…” He shook his head. “It doesn’t really matter. Not anymore.”

      "I don't even know how this is possible.”

      “I’m not entirely sure what they did, either, only that they wrapped us in an illusion.”

      “When did they do it?”

      “That’s the hardest part to really understand,” he said. If they couldn’t understand when the illusion began, then they might not be able to know what was real and what was not. “What was the last thing that you remember? Do you remember coming to the barracks?”

      “I do,” she said.

      “Do you remember creating a flame with a dragon pearl?”

      She nodded.

      At least that much was real, and the more he thought about it, the more certain he was that it had to be real. How was he to figure out what they had been doing? The last thing he remembered before the illusion began was the Dragon Souls striking him on the back of the head. Was that the key? Had they knocked them out in order to set the illusion, and once the illusion was set, then they were able to continue to build around it, trying to keep them in place?

      If that were the case, then the nature of what they were doing was incredibly powerful, and he had to wonder if there was any way to overcome it.

      “I’m not sure what we should do,” he said.

      “We need to get going,” she said.

      “If this is some sort of test, then…” He shook his head. It wasn’t some sort of test. This was some way of tormenting them, trying to find answers, and not a test at all.

      Unless… Unless it was.

      “What were you seeing?”

      “I was seeing my home,” she said.

      “Did they ask you about it?”

      “They kept asking me about Gilroy, and I gave them all the answers I could.”

      “What were you telling them about us?”

      “I told him that we came from Gilroy. The same as we’d decided.”

      “I’ve never been to Gilroy, so I wasn’t able to share with them anything about it. I told them that I came from a small village at the edge of Gilroy. I had to share with them that it was a mining village,” he said.

      The winds swallowed his words, and he was thankful for that, knowing if there was an illusion around him, then whatever was happening here might be observed by whoever was around him. Yet the more that he focused, the more certain he was that there was no one else here, listening in. And even if there was, the wind and snow whipping around him might be able to mask what was taking place.

      “Oh, Jason. I didn’t even think about that.”

      “I didn’t either. I think she knew I wasn’t from a mining village. But that wasn’t the biggest concern I had.”

      “What was the biggest concern?”

      He glanced back toward where his cell had been. Now, with the illusion faded, it was nothing but a snowy field in front of him. This could be anywhere along the mountain, and it was almost enough to imagine himself tracing his way along the mountainside, heading through the snow, toward the stream.

      As he thought about the stream, it began to form, rushing near them.

      Her eyes widened and she squeezed his arm.

      “Tell me you just saw that,” she said.

      “I saw it. I think I made it.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      Jason looked around, and he hesitated to say anything. Anything in here might be observed, and he didn’t want to run the risk of anyone knowing what he was doing or thinking, and he didn’t want anyone to know about the forest dragon. So it was better to say nothing.

      “I think it was from Thomas sharing with me how to form an illusion.”

      She watched him and shook her head. “When I was working on creating illusions, Thomas tried to train me, and I was able to use a little bit of one, but nothing like that.”

      “I don’t think you had the same urgency to do it.”

      “Do you think they saw through what you did?”

      “That had been my concern at first, but the more that I think about it, the more uncertain I am. If they saw through it, then why wouldn’t they have taken me somewhere else?”

      She looked around. “What if they did?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What if this isn’t the Dragon Souls at all?”

      He looked around. His heart hammered a bit more rapidly in his chest, and he thought she was on to something. If they had noticed that his eyes were the wrong color, they might have brought them somewhere else.

      Why would there be the testing? Why would the woman have come here, asking him about his village? And why would there be the illusion of the Auran?

      “What did she look like when you were questioned?”

      “I didn’t have a woman questioning me,” Sarah said.

      “Who did you have questioning you?”

      “I had an older man. He had thick glasses, short-cut hair. A gray beard.” She shook her head. “He reminded me of my uncle.”

      “Your uncle?”

      “We lost him when I was young. I remember him, the way he smiled, and mostly, the way that he always gave me a strong hug every time he saw me.” She closed her eyes and a smile crossed her face.

      That was strange. She had seen something that she had wanted to see, and Jason had seen something else. And it was not just the fact that he had seen an Auran. It was the fact that the Auran had known something about the dragon.

      The fact that she continued to question him, that she had claimed she knew something within his mind, was enough that he should be concerned by it, and Jason was concerned.

      They needed to find a way out.

      He held on to the illusion and helped Sarah to her feet.

      “I think it’s time for us to see what’s going on,” he said.

      “If we try to break out, and if they are Dragon Souls, then…”

      Jason sighed, nodding. He would have to be prepared for the possibility of being stopped. And if someone tried to stop them, then he would need to be ready.

      In his case, the way he would be ready would be straightforward. He would focus on the dragons. He would try to heal as many as he could, to free them, and when he did, then the dragons would be freed to attack, to turn their attention to the Dragon Souls.

      He might not be able to overpower the Dragon Souls, but he did have the power of the iron dragon, and if he could knock back one or two Dragon Souls, and if he could claim their dragon pearls, then he had to think that he might have a chance at getting free.

      All they needed to do was to get out into the city. If they could do that, they might be able to find a way to get to freedom, and they wouldn’t have to worry about being attacked in the same way.

      He released his illusion.

      It disappeared slowly. It happened as a cessation of the wind, and then the stream stopped flowing, and then the snow all around them disappeared.

      He watched Sarah as it did and wondered if she might fade back into the illusion that had trapped her, but instead of that, she only looked around, her eyes getting wider as she did.

      “Just like that,” she said.

      “You saw the illusion they used on you.”

      “I guess so,” she said.

      “Do you know what it looked like?”

      “I didn’t even know that it was an illusion. It felt so real.”

      “That’s what made it effective,” he said.

      And the more that he thought about it, the more that he understood he wouldn’t have been able to find his way free of the illusion had he not been able to notice the shimmering behind him.

      That shimmering had been real, and it had changed things, showing him that something was off. That shimmering had been the key.

      He had to pay attention to it, and if he could find more shimmering, if he could find more ways to see beyond what was taking place, that he might be able to understand what else was out there. Then perhaps he would be able to know if there was another illusion around him.

      “I’m going to need your help. What we need to do is to look to see if there’s any sign of illusion around us. The only thing I was able to identify as the mark of an illusion was seeing signs of shimmering all around us.”

      “What do you mean by shimmering?”

      “It’s as if things were trying to solidify. It’s almost as if there was an attempt to try to hold on to the illusion. As it shifted, the shimmering took place, making it so I was aware that everything wasn’t quite what I thought I was seeing.”

      “And what happens if we see that?”

      “If we see that, we can trace it, and then we can see if there’s any way to uncover the purpose of the illusion.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll be able to see anything. You might have to be the one to do it.”

      “You understand the nature of the dragon pearls. I think you should be able to see it as well.”

      “I didn’t think that it was about the dragon pearls.”

      “That’s the other piece.”

      He told her about how he saw the faint tracings of power, and how he had used that. She watched him, a question burning in her eyes.

      “How are you able to do that without a dragon pearl?”

      He held his hand out. For now, there was no difference to it. It had the appearance of a normal hand, and yet, she nodded understanding.

      “I think that we can dig through this, but we’re going to have to find our way free.”

      He took her hand and they headed across the small room. When they reached the end of it, they stopped at a doorway.

      There was a sense of power near here, and as he focused on it, Jason wondered if there would be any way to find out what was on the other side of the door. He focused, thinking about that power, about what it meant, and whether or not there would be any way to understand if there was another illusion.

      He couldn’t help but think that illusion had to be there. If they were trying to trap them here, if they were trying to use them, the illusion would be what was holding them.

      Jason thought about it, focusing, and the more that he did, the more certain he was that he would be able to discover that illusion and uncover the key to it, and yet, he didn’t know if the answer was there.

      He pulled open the door.

      There was nothing but another hallway.

      “Do you see anything?” Sarah asked.

      Jason stared into the darkness. As he did, he couldn’t help but wonder if there was anything on the other side of the door. There was no sign of shimmering, no sign of anything that would indicate there was anything here. There was no energy, nothing.

      The answer had to be here.

      If he could find that answer, if he could uncover what was here, then he believed he could figure out some way of getting them to safety.

      “There’s no sign of shimmering. I’m going to focus on the power here,” he said.

      He closed his eyes and thought about the power within the iron dragon glove, the way it felt, the way it surged within him. As he did, he tried to reach for that power, and it filled him.

      It came slowly, but it was there. It was a distinct sense and Jason focused on it, letting that sense roll through him. As it did, he understood that he had something here.

      This was an illusion.

      Even though he didn’t see anything here, and even though there was no sign of shimmering, there was something off about this place.

      What had he done before?

      He had pulled upon the power. If he could do the same thing now, then maybe he could draw that illusion away. It involved taking that power, sending it not only through himself, but through to the iron dragon.

      What had the iron dragon done?

      The answer came to him.

      He had burned off the illusion.

      It was strange to think of it like that, but he was certain that was what had happened. The iron dragon had taken the energy, and rather than using it, rather than twisting it, the iron dragon had burned it off.

      That kind of power flowed through Jason and he pulled upon it, letting it fill him, and as it did, he focused on it, letting it roll through him, through the iron dragon glove, and distantly to where the iron dragon hid.

      Jason had no idea where the iron dragon was, only that he was able to detect his energy. That sense of the iron dragon was out there, and if he could hold on to it, he could use it, and in doing so, Jason knew that he could reach for something more than he could otherwise.

      He let that sense of the iron dragon fill him.

      He pulled that power across the distance, through the iron dragon glove, and he let it flow to the iron dragon.

      The illusion faded, and as it did, Jason stared.

      It was still a hallway.

      Strange.

      “What happened?” Sarah asked.

      “Why?”

      “You told me to watch for shimmering, and I saw some shimmering, but I didn’t know what it meant.”

      Jason shook his head. “I don’t know. There was something here, and I…”

      Had he burned it off?

      And even if he had, there was a possibility that whoever was here was aware of what he was saying and doing. If he mentioned the iron dragon, then there was a possibility he would reveal the creature’s presence. He didn’t want anyone to know about the iron dragon except for those who had seen him.

      “I pulled away power,” he said.

      “I don’t see anything different,” she said.

      Jason started forward carefully, looking around as he did. He didn’t see anything different, either, which was part of why he was troubled. Even though he believed there was something different here, he wasn’t sure what it was or what it might mean.

      “We have to move carefully,” he said.

      They made their way along the hallway, and a sense of something caught his attention. Jason paused. As he looked around, he noticed that doors lined the hall.

      Had they been here before?

      Even if they had been, why hadn’t he noticed them? He didn’t think that he had pulled off the illusion here. If the illusion was there, and if there was some sense of the doors along the hallway, why would he not have noticed them when he had first stripped away that illusion? Was there something else to it that he needed to know?

      He didn’t think so. He held on to a sense of the illusion, and he held on to what he was able to detect. There was nothing here.

      Jason frowned as he looked around.

      Why was he thinking he saw anything?

      He closed his eyes. Once again, he focused on the energy around him.

      As he did, he realized that what he was detecting was there, and it was subtle.

      It was different than what he had picked up on before. That had been obvious. It was almost as if that were what he was meant to find.

      This next layer of energy was different, hidden from him, masked in such a way that he could barely detect it.

      Jason pulled. He pushed that energy through the sense of the iron dragon, and it burned away.

      As it did, something changed.

      Jason opened his eyes, and when he did, his breath caught.

      There were hundreds upon hundreds of people all around him.
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      Sarah squeezed his hand, pressing close to him, and Jason stared, scarcely able to believe what he was seeing.

      The illusion had been that of the cell, and then that of the larger room, and as he had stripped away layers of the illusion, he had dug deeper and deeper, coming to the point where he was now.

      A woman stood across from him.

      She had dark hair, and yet, that wasn’t what caught his attention the most. It was the color of her eyes.

      They were eyes like Jason’s real eyes.

      “You,” he said to her.

      He didn’t need to look through the illusion to know that this was the same woman who’d questioned him. Somehow, he was able to know, and he could practically feel that about her, but how?

      “Who taught you how to do that?” she asked.

      “Who taught me how to do what?”

      “To strip away the illusions?”

      “No one taught me.”

      If this did come from Therin, why would he want Jason to master illusions?

      He wouldn’t.

      There was another possibility.

      Jason would need to get to the forest dragon. Her resisting was the only reason he had for it.

      Unless Therin just hadn’t known Jason would be able to figure it out.

      “You had to have been trained by someone. Did they send you here to infiltrate us?”

      Jason glanced over at Sarah, and with a start, he realized she had matching eyes like his, and he frowned for a moment until he realized she was holding on to an illusion.

      Would they realize she was?

      Given the nature of the people here, and the fact that they were trying to hide from him, that they were holding an illusion—and an elaborate one at that—left him thinking that perhaps they might.

      “Who do you think sent us?”

      She scowled at him. “They have been trying to understand us for years. Did they send you to infiltrate us?”

      She watched him. There was a strange and threatening sense from her, though Jason wasn’t sure if she was going to attack him.

      He debated what to do. He was still holding on to his illusion, to the one that showed that he had two silver eyes, and yet, he had a sense that she was able to see through that.

      And perhaps that was why he was here.

      Someone had known he was holding on to an illusion.

      All this time, all of the plans they had made, and they had thought that they were going to infiltrate the Dragon Souls, and instead, they had done nothing more than manage to get caught by the slaves.

      “No one sent us. We came for answers,” he said.

      “Answers? Did you want to know how to place an illusion? They have plenty of others who can teach that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She stared at him, studying him with a bright intensity, before turning and sweeping her gaze over the people all around him. Most of them turned away, hurrying back to what they were doing. Jason took a moment to look all around. It was an enormous room. The walls looked to be run-down, and it seemed as if there was a strange haze in the air. It took a moment to realize that light was filtering through slats in the wood, and a cool breeze gusted through here.

      There had to be hundreds of people, and all of them wore ratty clothing, nothing like what he wore. Strangely, as he looked down at himself, he didn’t know if he was even wearing dragonskin anymore. Was that an illusion too?

      Then again, they hadn’t taken that off, because if they had, he wouldn’t have the leaf with him anymore.

      “Where is this place?”

      “You don’t know?”

      Jason shook his head. “We came looking for answers. I really do come from an isolated village, but…”

      “Not from Gilroy,” she said.

      He shook his head. “I’ve never been to Gilroy. I’ve never even been to Lorach before recently.”

      “Why would you come now?”

      “Because my village was attacked. The people were abducted. I came looking for them.”

      The woman watched him, frowning. And then she nodded. “That seems to be the first truth you said to me.”

      “It is the truth,” he said.

      “Why would they have attacked your village?”

      He breathed out a heavy sigh. “It’s complicated.”

      “Complicated. And by that, you mean you don’t want to share with me.”

      “I don’t think I can.”

      “Because you’ve been sent to infiltrate us.”

      Jason looked around again. There was a small cluster of people watching, and as he paid attention, he realized within that cluster were some who had something closed within their hands.

      Dragon pearls.

      That was how they were holding on to the illusion, and even now, he had to wonder if there was another illusion around him. If they were layered, and done so delicately that he had struggled to try to peel them away, then he had to wonder if they were still able to do so. If so, then how was he going to be able to dig through what they were doing? How was he going to be able to find his way beyond the layers?

      And maybe he wouldn’t be able to find any way beyond it.

      He could keep digging, but the last layer had been so subtle, so slight, he’d barely detected anything. If the next one was anything like that, he wasn’t sure he would even know.

      “They want something from us,” he said.

      He looked back at the woman, meeting her eyes. He released his hold on his illusion, letting his eyes take on their normal color.

      She didn’t make any reaction.

      “You knew,” he said.

      “How could I not? It was an obvious change. There was no subtlety to it.”

      “How is it that you know how to do this?”

      “I’ve already asked you how it is that you know how to peel that away. You seem to have their training, and despite myself, I find I believe you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I should probably not, but I don’t think you’re hiding anything from me.”

      “What’s there to hide?”

      “The real reason you’re here. If you’re here to infiltrate us, you have already uncovered anything that you might know. And so if you are here to infiltrate us, then we will have to decide whether or not you will get to leave.”

      She nodded for him to follow. Jason squeezed Sarah’s hand, and they trailed after the woman. She wound between several groups of people. They were of all different ages. He saw small children and older people, all of them dirty, wearing worn and tattered clothes, and all of them with eyes that matched his.

      This was the slave camp.

      And here he had thought he would have a hard time finding it, but the real challenge would be in freeing himself from it.

      “If you have as much power as it seems you do, why do you stay here?”

      She cocked her head at him, studying him. “Do you think we have a choice?”

      “You’re able to create such powerful illusions. Why can’t you use that to escape?”

      “You really don’t know anything, do you?”

      He shook his head.

      She grunted and motioned for him to continue to follow. Jason did, and they reached the wall. She pulled back a sliding door, and a bleak landscape opened before them. It was nothing but hard rock. All around them was a vast expanse, and stone sloped up on either side, snow dotting the peak of it.

      “Where would we go? We stay in the shelter because it protects us from the elements, but even that is not always effective.”

      “What elements?”

      “Storms. Rain. Hail. Wind. Thankfully, we rarely get snow, but occasionally it happens, and then we need to use whatever we can in order to keep ourselves warm. We have people who can do that, but it draws enough attention to us, and then we end up with a search.”

      “What sort of search?”

      “The kind of search that ends up with us losing what we’ve gained. We try not to do it, and so have managed to evade their focus as long as we can.”

      “This is your home?”

      “Home?” She shook her head, turning back into the building. “This isn’t home. This is where we live, but it’s not even living. It’s where we’re held. Corralled like animals.”

      “I don’t understand. Why don’t you stay anywhere else?”

      “Where would you have us stay? Look out there. Do you see any shelter? Do you see any supplies? Anytime we try climbing, they send the dragons down at us and they attack.”

      “Can’t you use your power in order to escape?”

      “I can’t believe I thought you were sent to infiltrate us.”

      She turned and slid the door closed. As she did, the distant sound of thunder rumbled. She headed into the rest of the building and Sarah pulled on his arm, forcing his attention over to her.

      “We need to get out of here,” she whispered.

      “I know, but how are we going to do that?”

      “If they say the dragons are attacking, you can use that, can’t you?”

      “I don’t know if I can.”

      “What about the…” She squeezed his other hand. “You know.”

      He considered whether he could summon the iron dragon, and he thought he might be able to do so. If he did, the iron dragon would be able to fly them to safety, but that would involve being able to fly through whatever dangers existed around the city.

      And Jason had seen the ballistae lining the walls.

      He wasn’t about to run the risk of having the dragon shot down.

      That wasn’t going to work. It meant he had to find some other way to get them out of here, and yet, how?

      “We’ll figure something out.” He hurried forward, catching up to the woman. “I’m looking for some people.”

      “Your villagers,” she said.

      Jason nodded. “They wouldn’t look like us.”

      “Then they won’t be here,” the woman said.

      “But I was told that they were brought here, and that they were trapped, so—”

      “They were not brought here.”

      Jason looked around, and though it was a large building, and though there were hundreds of people here, he didn’t see anyone he recognized. Regardless of what he might believe, regardless of what he might have wanted, there was no sign of any of his villagers, which meant he’d made a mistake.

      The mistake had been compounded. Not only had he made a mistake in coming to Lorach and thinking he could somehow infiltrate the Dragon Souls, but he had made a mistake in thinking the slaves might have the answer.

      They wouldn’t have the answers.

      “Therin is going to win,” he muttered.

      “What was that?” the woman asked, her body stiffening.

      “Nothing.”

      She turned to him, and there came a flicker of anger across her face. “You said a name.”

      “I said Therin is going to win.”

      “What do you know about him?”

      “Therin is the reason I came. He attacked my village because he’s upset with me.”

      She frowned at him. Her arms were crossed over her chest and she stared at him with a bright intensity. “Why would Therin even care about you?”

      “Because I upset his plans.”

      “What plans?”

      Jason glanced over at Sarah, debating how much to share, and decided he couldn’t share anything with them. He didn’t know anything about these people and didn’t know if he could trust them, so it was easier to keep it to himself. If it came down to it, then he would continue to hide what he needed to in order to try to keep the dragons safe.

      If it came down to using the iron dragon to get them to safety, to break free, then perhaps he would have to reveal their presence, but for now… for now, he had no intention of sharing anything that would endanger the dragons.

      “He planned to attack the rebels,” Sarah said.

      “There are no rebels.”

      She shrugged. “There are more than you know. There are free dragons, too. And there are those who continue to try to free the dragons.”

      The woman watched Sarah, and there came a surge of power from her. When it was gone, the illusion covering Sarah’s eyes was gone.

      Now her two blue eyes stared out.

      Sarah didn’t seem to have any awareness of it. She watched the woman, almost as if unmindful of the fact that the illusion she thought she was carrying was gone.

      “Sarah,” he whispered.

      “What is it?”

      He pointed to her eyes.

      “You were sent to infiltrate us,” the woman said.

      Power suddenly slammed around them, and Jason felt trapped.

      Not just trapped, but as if he were falling.

      Sarah was there near him, and she was falling, screaming.

      It was an illusion.

      More than anything, that answer filled him. He called upon the power, drawing through the iron dragon, letting that flood him.

      He needed to burn it off, to draw that power away. As it flowed, he thought he could reach it, but doing so was challenging. The sense of the dragon came to him, flaring within him, starting with his hand. It began to burn, and the panic burned away with it.

      Jason continued to pull, drawing more and more power from the dragon, knowing that if nothing else, he needed to tear away everything he could.

      He pulled on the illusion, the power they were summoning, and he sent it through himself, through the iron dragon glove, and out to the iron dragon.

      The iron dragon burned the illusion off.

      Jason stumbled forward. He was back within a cell.

      At least one layer was gone.

      He was no longer alone in the cell. Sarah sat there alongside him, and he darted over to her, grabbing her hands. She was crying out, likely still falling within her illusion.

      “Sarah,” he whispered.

      She still screamed.

      Jason squeezed her hands. He focused. He called upon his own illusion, thinking about what he wanted. As before, he went to snow. He used that, letting it swirl around him, the soft flakes turning over to icy, painful shards that tore at his cheeks. It was a familiar sense, and the cold whipped around him, telling him he was not alone and that there would be some way to get to safety.

      Jason held on to that sense, to that power, and he held on to the connection to the snow and the cold and the ice. He looked, and snow circled him. He focused on the stream, and it formed. The cave opened up before him.

      Jason grabbed for Sarah and dragged her into the cave.

      It was all in his mind. Even knowing it was all in his mind didn’t make it any less real. That was the part of all of this that he struggled with, knowing this was not real, that none of this was here, and yet Jason had a hard time pushing those thoughts away, convincing himself none of this was real. In his mind, all of this was real. In his mind, all of this existed.

      Jason held on to that image and imagined the contours of the cave, the crystalline reflection overhead, the water flowing through, the gentle sounds of it burbling near him.

      And if he could imagine that, then should he imagine the ice dragon?

      He focused on him, and with a surge, the ice dragon suddenly appeared.

      The ice dragon rumbled, glancing from Jason to Sarah.

      “I don’t know if you’re here or not, but I need your help.”

      “Where is this?”

      “Within my mind, as far as I can tell. It’s an illusion, and yet I still need your help.”

      If he could somehow connect to the ice dragon, even if it wasn’t real, and even if it was within his mind, then he needed to do so. He focused on that sense, and he tried to create as much reality from this as he could.

      The more he focused, the more certain he was all of this was here.

      Jason breathed out, looking at Sarah. She was still crying out, the effect of the illusion overwhelming.

      “They’ve done something to her mind. Can you help me heal her?”

      “If this is within her mind, I don’t know that I can,” the ice dragon said.

      “Please,” Jason begged.

      Power surged within him.

      Jason didn’t know if it was real power or not, and he didn’t know if the ice dragon was even here or not, and yet, as he thought about it, as he focused on the sense of the ice dragon, he couldn’t help but feel as if something about this were real.

      And if the ice dragon were here, and if he could reach that power and could connect to it, then could he use it to heal Sarah?

      Jason held on to Sarah’s shoulders and let the ice dragon’s power flow out from him. It washed over her, the same way as it had when he had tried to use the power of the ice dragon before. As it did, cold rolled through his hands.

      Maybe this was all in his mind, but Jason didn’t care. If it was all in his mind, then perhaps this was his illusion, and if this was his illusion, he could use it to try to heal Sarah.

      She convulsed. Cold washed over her, and much like he felt when he was working with the dragon, there was a sense of resistance. It was faint, but it was definitely there. Jason continued to push, letting his connection to that resistance flow, sending it out from him, knowing that if nothing else, he needed to have some way of overpowering it.

      If it came from the dragon, if his connection to the ice dragon remained real, then he had to find some way to help her.

      She gasped, blinking, and then looked over at him.

      “Jason?”

      “Are you back?”

      “It was…”

      She looked over, saw the ice dragon, and gasped again.

      “Where did you bring me now?”

      “I don’t know how much of this is real. I don’t know how much of this is just my mind forming an illusion versus how much of this is really happening,” he said.

      “But he looks the same. Maybe a little bit larger than the last time I saw him, but…”

      Jason studied the ice dragon. He hadn’t made any connection to that before, but she was right. The ice dragon did seem a little larger than the last time he’d visited him, and as he looked into the ice dragon’s pale blue eyes, he couldn’t tell how much of this was real and how much was in his mind. Maybe it didn’t matter. It was possible the ice dragon was here, just as it was possible the ice dragon was not.

      When it came down to it, if Jason had rescued Sarah, if he had connected to her, and if he had managed to free her from the illusion, then nothing else mattered.

      All that mattered was that he’d saved her. All that mattered was that he’d connected to the ice dragon.

      “We’re trapped within Lorach,” Jason said to the ice dragon. “I don’t know what happened to you, and I don’t know where you went, but I need you.”

      “I never left.”

      “You did. I couldn’t find you.”

      “I never left.”

      “But you did.”

      The dragon rumbled. This time, it felt real. The sound swirled around him, filling his ears. There was no way that sound wasn’t real.

      How was it that the dragon could be here so solidly?

      “The connection,” the dragon said.

      “What about it?”

      “You feel it, don’t you?”

      “I feel something, but I don’t really know what it is.”

      “It’s the connection between the two of us,” the dragon said.

      “So you aren’t gone from our connection, and you weren’t in the north. You weren’t there when my village was attacked and destroyed.”

      “I have been looking for the hatch mates.”

      “Have you found any of them?”

      “I think so.”

      “Is that more important than what we are doing?”

      Jason regretted saying it as soon as he did, knowing that for the ice dragon, finding the hatch mates was important. It was no less important than Jason finding his villagers, his people.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      The ice dragon rumbled. He stretched out, settling on his wings, and lowered his head to look at Jason. “You don’t need my help. You can find what you need.”

      “I don’t know that I can. The people here are powerful.”

      “Are you not?”

      “I don’t know. I’m different.”

      “A misfit.”

      “I suppose.”

      The dragon rumbled. “Are we so different?”

      Jason smiled. Maybe that was the point. He was a misfit, much like the dragons. He had an unusual power, and because of his connection to the dragon, and because of the fact he’d been raised where he had been, connected to the ice dragon, to the cold, and then bonded to the iron dragon, he was a misfit too.

      Perhaps that was why the forest dragon had given him the leaf, the marker that allowed him to connect to her, however that might be.

      Jason was a misfit.

      He was no different than the dragons.

      He was different. He was different than the Dragon Souls. He was different even than the slaves.

      And he could use that difference.

      There was nothing wrong with his difference. He had felt odd his whole life, felt as if he wasn’t a part of his village, and despite that, he had wanted to be a part of it. He had wanted to fit in, and yet, not fitting in had allowed him the opportunity to help far more than he would’ve otherwise. Because he didn’t fit in, he had managed to save the ice dragon, to rescue the iron dragon, and he had found the forest dragon.

      What would he do if he was able to get himself freed from here? Would he be able to help any of the other hatch mates?

      The ice dragon watched him.

      “I don’t know how to find the villagers,” he said.

      “How did you find me?” the ice dragon said.

      “I imagined you.” Jason smiled as he said it, uncertain how much of this was even real and how much of this was in his mind. With what he had seen of the illusions, he could easily believe some of this was imagined and not all real, even though it felt that way to him.

      “I don’t know that it works the same way with them. I haven’t formed the same connection.”

      “Have you not? I thought you lived there your entire life?”

      Jason smiled.

      As he did, something started to shimmer.

      There was pressure building on his illusion. He could tell that the woman was trying to collapse what he was holding. If she broke in, if she saw what he was doing, if she became a part of his illusion, she would know about the ice dragon. More than anything else, Jason wanted to prevent her from doing that. He wanted to keep her from knowing about his connection to the other dragons.

      “I think it’s time for us to go,” he said.

      “If you need me, it’s a simple matter of thinking about me. Summoning me. And I am here.”

      “Are you really here?”

      “Does it feel as if I am?”

      Jason looked over at Sarah. She was watching, and the fact that she was awake once again suggested that perhaps the dragon was here. At least his power was here.

      It did feel like he was here, but there was something else that was odd, and it was more than just the fact that he was seeing the dragon.

      As much as Jason wanted to have the ice dragon here, and as much as he thought he could benefit from being able to draw upon the ice dragon’s power, he couldn’t help but feel as if there were aspects of what he was experiencing that he didn’t fully understand. The ice dragon was here, but was he really?

      “How much of this is in my mind?”

      “What’s in your mind is what is real,” the ice dragon said.

      Jason looked over at Sarah. She was watching silently.

      All of this was in his mind. He knew that. Which meant that everything he’d seen at any time was possibly in his mind. Was the ice dragon trying to tell him that what he had seen in the village was within his mind?

      If that were the case, then why? Why would they have wanted to attack his village in such a way?

      He held on, watching the ice dragon, trying to gain understanding. With a surge of realization, he thought he understood.

      “Are any of us where we think we are?”

      “You have journeyed the way you have, but have you journeyed for the reasons you need?”

      Jason turned to Sarah, and as he did, a different sort of panic set in.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. It’s something he said.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s just that ever since we started this, I’ve been wondering about what’s real and what’s not. The ice dragon helped me to question how much of this was in my mind and how much of it was real, and the more I think about it, the harder it is to know how much of this is even real. I think coming to Dragon Haven was real.”

      “You did come to Dragon Haven. You brought your sister with you.”

      “And I think that leaving Dragon Haven with you and Henry was real.”

      “I had the same experience.”

      “But what about before that?”

      Jason squeezed his eyes shut, thinking about the avalanche that had trapped him and his sister. It was strange, but equally strange was the fact that he hadn’t seen the ice dragon since then. He hadn’t been able to connect to the ice dragon. And he hadn’t been able to find what he thought he should.

      He had come to Lorach thinking he would uncover what had happened to his people, that he would be able to rescue his village, but what if that was a mistake?

      “Are you saying that you think your village wasn’t even attacked?”

      He didn’t even know what he was saying. It was difficult to believe that such a thing was possible, and yet the more that he thought about, the more uncertain Jason was that it was real.

      If it was real, then the answer would be difficult.

      He breathed out heavily and looked at the ice dragon. If the dragon was only in his mind, and if he wasn’t real, then he had to search, straining to see how much was real and how much was not, and he had to find a way of looking beyond what he had experienced.

      Maybe he had to go back home.

      First, they would have to get out of here. They would have to break free of the illusion the slaves held over him, and they would have to break free of everything that Lorach and the Dragon Souls were doing to him.

      Jason turned to Sarah, taking her hands. When he did, he shifted the illusion.

      It was easier to do. This time, he shifted it back, forcing them into the building with the other slaves.

      He pulled on that power, drawing it through him, through the iron dragon glove, and burned off the illusion. He focused on it for a moment, waiting, and when he had a better sense of it, he tore free the next layer of the illusion. He worked layer by layer, tearing it free, ripping away all that he could.

      The more he worked, the subtler it became, and Jason couldn’t help but wonder if he needed to work differently. It was possible they had some way of knowing what he was doing, but maybe it didn’t even matter. He was able to tear away the illusion, and if he was able to rip free what they were doing and pull that power out, then he could free both himself and Sarah.

      Gradually, the illusions shimmered. Everything shifted around them. Layers disappeared. One after the other until he was back within the small warehouse, but then, even that was an illusion. Jason tore at it, letting that power flow through him, through the iron dragon glove, and when he ripped it free, he felt another sensation overwhelm him.

      It was a surge of power, and it was painful, but it was familiar as well.

      He held on to that connection.

      In front of him was something unexpected.

      The leaf.

      Jason stared at it and tried to look around, but it was all that he saw. There was nothing but that leaf, nothing other than the deep green with colors of shimmering through it. There was nothing other than that sense of power that rolled through it.

      And with a certainty, he understood what had taken place.

      Jason pulled on that power as well, tearing it free, and found himself in a darkened room. A leaf rested on a table in front of him. It glowed softly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason panted, breathing heavily as he tried to understand everything that had worked around him. How much of this had been real and how much of it had been within his mind? The leaf was the key. It had been the key from the moment he had seen it, and it had been the key from the moment he’d taken it from the forest dragon.

      All of this was illusion.

      Sarah was there with him.

      She stared at the glowing leaf resting on the table. There was nothing else around them other than a darkened room.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      “This is the forest dragon,” he said.

      “I don’t understand?”

      “I think the forest dragon is responsible for what happened to us.”

      When he had first encountered her, he’d believed that she had been protected and they had saved her, but that hadn’t been it at all.

      She had been tainted. Touched by one of the others.

      “I think the forest dragon is responsible for all of this,” he said again.

      “How?”

      “It hasn’t made sense. We’ve been chasing information, but nothing has really made sense. Not only was the attack on the village difficult, and though I think Therin would have done something like that, it didn’t make as much sense as some other possibilities. Why would he risk that?”

      He looked at the leaf, watching it glow.

      As he looked at it, something else within it called him. It was a strange sense of understanding, and he wondered how much of that he was supposed to have been able to remove. He had gone through layers of information, and in those layers, in those illusions, he had peeled them away, one after another, until he had reached this place.

      It was possible that all of this was still an illusion. The more that he thought about it, the harder it was to know whether or not what he was experiencing was even real anymore. He’d spent so much time focusing on what he was seeing, and less time on what he was feeling, that he didn’t even know.

      Perhaps that was the key.

      If the dragon had such control over illusion, he needed to understand it.

      “I thought Therin attacked your village because he wanted to force your hand,” Sarah said.

      “I think he did, but he also did something else.”

      When he had found his village destroyed, he’d gone to Dragon Haven.

      “That’s what he wanted,” he whispered.

      “What did he want?”

      Jason looked over at Sarah, panic setting in. “He wanted me to go to Dragon Haven.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “He wanted me to go get help. Because my village was gone, it would drive me to do something. He would’ve known that.”

      “Then how would he have known you left?”

      “I don’t know,” Jason said.

      “Why would he even care?”

      There was only one reason why Therin would care if Jason left. Not only did he want to know how to find Dragon Haven, but he wanted to remove the one person who had proven he had the ability to heal and free the dragons. In doing so, he wanted to remove a threat to Lorach and the Dragon Souls.

      Jason was that threat.

      “We have to get out of here.” He got up, looking toward the leaf, and he debated for a moment before lifting it. It was warm, but no different than it had felt before. He could feel the veins running through it, and he traced his finger across the surface.

      All of this was the key, but if he believed the forest dragon had been used, and if he believed the forest dragon was responsible for what had happened to him, then why would the forest dragon have shown him the leaf?

      Jason was certain that was what had happened.

      Not only had the dragon shown him the leaf, but she had allowed him to take one.

      Something wasn’t quite fitting, which meant he had to keep digging.

      “How would they have been able to do all of this?”

      “If they began to use the forest dragon, they would know she has the ability to control illusion.”

      “I thought she could only camouflage herself.”

      “What else is camouflage but an illusion?”

      Jason held on to the leaf, and he wondered if he might be able to connect to it.

      When he thought about the way the leaf allowed for everything to change around him, he didn’t know if there was anything he could even do to understand that power. Yet it seemed to him he had used the power of the illusion, that he had drawn through that leaf. In doing so, he had changed something, but what?

      That power was in him.

      He had used it. He had drawn the illusion before. He had connected to both the ice dragon and the iron dragon. The misfits were like him.

      And he could use those.

      “What about the people we saw?” Sarah asked.

      “I don’t know. I don’t even know how many of them are real.”

      “Then where are we?”

      “I don’t know that, either.”

      “But we rode with Henry and the iron dragon, and we…”

      “We rode with them, and we came to what we thought was Lorach, but what if it wasn’t?”

      That, more than anything else, left him troubled.

      What he needed to do was to draw away the entirety of the illusion, to shatter all of it, but he wondered if it were even possible.

      The leaf.

      Jason held in his hand, feeling the warmth, the way that it glowed.

      The forest dragon had given it to him. Everything strange that had happened after that had been tied to it. Jason was certain of that.

      Which meant that if he removed the leaf, what would change?

      He held on to it and squeezed.

      He pulled power through the iron dragon, letting that flow through him and explode into his hand. Power washed over him, washing over the leaf, and it cracked.

      “What are you—”

      Sarah didn’t have a chance to finish. Everything started to shimmer all around them.

      It was a strange image, but Jason held on to her, squeezing her hand, ready for the possibility this would happen. He didn’t know what was going to take place; all he knew was that there was power around them, and that power continued to change, to twist, and he squeezed the leaf again, letting it crack and crumble in his iron dragon hand.

      Light began to filter in. At first it was gray and twisted, shimmering around him, but even that began to change, and more of the sky came into view.

      Jason looked up at the sky, feeling the energy as it washed over him.

      Clouds dotted the sky.

      They sat in a clearing. Trees circled them. Henry was across from them, his eyes closed, and he said nothing.

      Sarah gasped. “What just happened?”

      “I destroyed the illusion,” Jason said.

      If he were right, if what he thought he saw was real, then his village might not even have been destroyed. If that were the case, then he needed to find some way of figuring out where they had targeted the illusion.

      Jason hurried across the clearing and grabbed for Henry. “I need you to wake up,” he said.

      He didn’t have any way of stimulating Henry. Now that he was here, now that he was outside the illusion, when Jason tried to change things, he found he didn’t have any power over it. The only time he’d had that power was when he had been around the leaf, and with the forest dragon.

      Which meant he didn’t have any power over illusion anyway.

      He might have it over his eyes and over his hands, but even that was faint.

      Instead, he pulled heat through the iron dragon and tapped Henry with it, sending a surge of power through him. When he did, he felt a reverberation from the ice dragon. It filled him, an awareness there.

      If nothing else, the illusion had shown him he was still connected to the ice dragon, and because of that, he could still reach for the ice dragon’s power—and did so now. Jason pulled through it, letting that sense flood him, and he sent it washing through Henry. He connected not only to the ice dragon but also to the iron dragon, and that connection of the two bounced through him, washing through him. There was a resistance, but Jason pushed through it.

      With a gasp, Henry blinked open his eyes. He looked around. “What happened? How did you bring me here?”

      “It was an illusion,” Jason said.

      “What was?”

      “Everything we experienced.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He shook his head, focusing on the power of the iron dragon. He could feel the iron dragon nearby, hiding, and as he did, he realized something.

      The iron dragon needed their help.

      “I’ll explain later, but for now, we need to get moving.”

      He focused, thinking about what he could detect from the iron dragon, focusing on that power, and he began to run.

      Sarah chased him, and gradually, Henry came after them, though he was slower. Jason understood why he would be. He probably was confused, uncertain about what they were dealing with, the same way that Jason was confused.

      As she ran, she looked over. “When did you know?”

      “Not until the end,” he said.

      And yet, he should have questioned, shouldn’t he?

      There was a strangeness throughout all of those visions. All of those illusions had struck him oddly, playing upon his fears. And in all of them, he’d remained dressed in the dragonskin.

      Somehow, he’d claimed control over the illusion. That suggested he had some ability with it, which meant that if he could find the forest dragon again, maybe he would be able to help her—but maybe it would be too late.

      “I think the Dragon Souls got to her,” he said.

      “How would they have done that? We’ve been there. We would’ve known.”

      “I don’t know that we would have. Therin is powerful, and if he realized there was something about the forest dragon…” And it wasn’t even Therin he had to worry about. It was David. The Auran had been there, he had seen the forest dragon, and if anyone would have understood what was taking place and what power the forest dragon would have, why wouldn’t it have been an Auran?

      It was a mistake not to have held David from leaving. He shouldn’t have let him go, and yet, he’d thought the man had spoken the words of the flame and had made some sort of commitment to him—and yet, he had not.

      They ran.

      His stomach rumbled, and he realized that during the time they had been in their vision, he and the others hadn’t eaten anything. How long would they have been held there?

      It was possible they would have remained trapped in the vision until they died, and once they did, then the iron dragon would have been in even more danger. There had been a passage of time within the illusion, but how much of that was real and how much of it was only part of the illusion?

      He had no idea, and until they reached the iron dragon, there wouldn’t be any way to know. It was imperative they do so now. More than ever, he wished that they hadn’t left his sword behind. He didn’t have any knowledge of how to use it, but having a weapon would’ve at least looked imposing when they came across any of the Dragon Souls.

      Jason had lost track of how long they were running when they began to feel the heat of the iron dragon. It was in the distance and night had begun to fall, enough that he could not just feel the heat of the iron dragon, he could see the glowing in the sky, light against the darkness.

      “He’s out there,” Jason said. He pointed, frowning, and wondered if he might be able to see through the dragon’s eyes. He had connected to him before, so it was something he should be able to do again.

      He paused, closing his eyes, and he focused on the connection to the dragon.

      In doing so, he let that sense roll through him, the power of the dragon himself, and he focused on the glove. As he did, he began to feel a connection form. It was more than the connection he normally had with the iron dragon. It was one that allowed him to focus, to see through what the iron dragon was able to see, and he had to wonder if perhaps he could do the same thing with the ice dragon.

      He looked around.

      With the dragon sight, and with the way that dragons saw things, everything had striations of color, gradations of heat. Jason was accustomed to that with his own dragon sight, and he was able to pick out the strangeness, and as he did, he frowned.

      Dragons.

      There were at least four, though there might be a fifth, but it was one he couldn’t clearly see.

      He glanced back at Sarah and Henry. “I think there are Dragon Souls around the iron dragon. I don’t know how many there are, but the iron dragon is trapped.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because the dragon let me see it.”

      Henry shook his head. “The dragon wouldn’t be able to show you that.”

      “He did, though.”

      “Jason, that’s not how a connection to the dragons work.”

      “Maybe not for a Dragon Soul, but for me it does.” He tapped his head, then the glove. “Now that I have been connected to the iron dragon, I can see things through him, but it takes incredible focus.”

      “I’ve heard of something like that,” Sarah said.

      “You have?” Henry asked.

      She nodded. “It’s reported by some of the trainers. When they work with the dragons long enough, when they get close enough to them, they say they can begin to see shimmers of color around them, almost as if they’re seeing what the dragon sees.” She studied Jason and tipped her head to the side as she did. “I guess I wasn’t expecting anyone here would have that ability.”

      “I don’t know how much of the ability I really have, but I can connect to the dragon.”

      “Just this one?” Henry frowned as he stared into the distance. Heat began to build from him, whatever connection he was using to the dragon pearl he carried swirling around him. “What about the ice dragon?”

      “I don’t have the same connection to the ice dragon. At least, not yet.”

      And yet, he had seen the ice dragon in his vision. He had been able to summon the ice dragon in his mind, and because of the ice dragon, Jason had been able to help Sarah. He believed that much was real.

      If nothing else, he wanted to be able to connect to the iron dragon and the ice dragon, and more than that, he thought that he needed to connect to the forest dragon so that he could find some way of restoring her.

      If she was controlled by the Dragon Souls, he would have to find some way to do so.

      He started forward. The other two followed him, but he shook his head. “I think I need to do this by myself, at least the part where I try to help the dragons.”

      “What if it doesn’t work?”

      “I still need to get the iron dragon away, and the two of you don’t need to risk yourselves.”

      “We might be able to help with the Dragon Souls,” Henry said.

      Jason had forgotten about them. Though he hadn’t seen them in his vision through the dragon’s eyes, he suspected there would be Dragon Souls there. There would have to be. And from what he had seen before, he expected at least two or three Dragon Souls per dragon.

      With that being the case, that could be ten to fifteen different Dragon Souls.

      It was a lot of power.

      Jason would have to work quickly, and hopefully surprise would be on their side.

      They started forward and Henry motioned, signaling that he was going to loop around. Sarah stayed with Jason.

      They crawled forward, moving quietly now, slowly, and keeping off to the side of the forest. He darted from tree to tree, focusing on saying as hidden as he could. The heat from the iron dragon persisted, and from what Jason could tell, it was that heat holding back the other dragons. If he didn’t get there in time, the heat was going to fade.

      The iron dragon needed their help. Jason could feel the way he was trying to push against what the Dragon Souls and the other dragons were doing to him. The iron dragon was fighting with everything that he had, but how long would he be able to hold out?

      “I don’t know how long he’s been at it, but…”

      “It couldn’t have been more than an hour or two,” she said.

      “I thought we were trapped for a couple of days,” he said.

      “I know it felt like we were trapped for a couple of days, but look at the sky.”

      “What about it?” He looked up, noting the position of the sun and thinking about where it had been when he had seen it before.

      “It doesn’t look all that different from when we were first here. It’s strange,” she said, shaking her head. “When we went into town, it was late in the day, and I remember Henry saying something about wishing it would be closer to night.”

      Jason frowned, thinking about that and remembering what he had said, and realized she was right. And if it had only been a short period of time that they’d been trapped in the illusion, perhaps he’d gotten to the iron dragon in time.

      He darted to the next tree, and when he did, he caught sight of the iron dragon. He stood at the edge of the forest, heat radiating from his body, his scales glowing head to tail, his wings piercing the ground, and everything was orange, the molten metal seeming to flow along the surface of his body. It was like a blast furnace holding everything else at bay. Even the dragons surrounding him weren’t able to get any closer.

      Jason could barely manage to get any closer.

      Directly ahead of him was a small greenish dragon, and he could see two Dragon Souls. He focused on the greenish dragon and pulled through the connection to the ice dragon.

      As he did, power flowed through him.

      There was a resistance, but it wasn’t what it had been.

      Strangely, the muted connection to the ice dragon was no longer there. He thought he understood. Whatever illusion had been used on him was gone. The link to the ice dragon which he had seen within the illusion had faded, and now he was better able to reach for the ice dragon.

      He pulled on that power, and within his mind, he could practically feel the ice dragon roaring his approval, sending power through Jason, through their connection, and it washed over the dragon in front of him.

      The dragon stiffened.

      There was a resistance, but Jason had felt that resistance before, and now that he understood what was taking place, he could overwhelm it.

      He pushed.

      The resistance faded.

      The dragon stiffened and twisted, looking back in his direction.

      He blinked. This green dragon had faint yellow eyes and he looked at Jason, locking eyes, and there came a surge of understanding.

      The dragon roared.

      The Dragon Souls next to him turned their attention to him, but too late.

      The green dragon swung his tail and chopped down the Dragon Soul nearest him. His tail struck the other, and just like that, they were gone.

      The dragon took to the sky and disappeared.

      “They’re going to know we’re here,” Sarah said.

      Jason stepped out into the open. There was no choice but to draw attention to himself now. Two dragons appeared. He hadn’t seen them from where he had stood at the edge of the forest, but now he did. One was a bright red dragon, almost maroon, and it reminded him of the one Therin had rode, but smaller. Next to that dragon was a purple-scaled one. Both had enormous spikes protruding from their backs and their wings were tilted off to the side, almost as if they were ready to take flight. Five Dragon Souls faced them.

      Jason focused on the dragons. He needed to unleash everything he could add to both of the dragons at the same time, but he didn’t know if he could do it as quickly as he needed to. He called upon the power from the ice dragon, letting it flow through him, and when he did, it rolled out and through him and into the two dragons. Jason continued to push, and he did so without any attention to how much power he was calling. He washed it over their heads, blasting past the resistance.

      The dragons stiffened, and almost at the same time, they convulsed slightly.

      And then it ended.

      The Dragon Souls were building power, and Jason realized Sarah was holding something in front of him, blocking whatever the Dragon Souls were doing.

      The dragons looked at Jason and took off, sweeping into the air, disappearing.

      “So much for them helping us,” he muttered.

      The iron dragon swung his tail.

      Jason hadn’t been paying attention to the iron dragon, only registering that the heat had remained. The power building off the iron dragon was enormous.

      His tail, a blade of molten metal, sliced and slashed through the five Dragon Souls. When he was done, steam radiated from their remains.

      Jason didn’t have a chance to even think about it any longer. He turned to the iron dragon, focusing on the other dragons that were there.

      There had to be at least two more, which meant that there would be other Dragon Souls.

      “Are you injured?” he asked the iron dragon.

      “You took long enough,” he growled.

      “I can’t get close to you with you radiating heat like that.”

      As soon as he said it, the intensity of the heat retreated, and it washed down the dragon’s neck, leaving the back of his neck and his head a dark gray, almost black in appearance.

      Jason grabbed Sarah by the hand and raced toward the iron dragon. When he reached him, the heat still wafted off the dragon, but it was not so much that he wasn’t able to withstand it.

      Jason jumped onto his back, and Sarah climbed behind him.

      Where was Henry?

      A shadow descended.

      Jason barely looked up in time, and when he did, he caught sight of a dark shadow darting toward them. It was an enormous dragon, a deep navy blue, and its scales glittered with power. Heat radiated from it.

      It was a powerful dragon, something unlike anything that he had ever seen before, its strength matching only that of the maroon dragon that Therin had ridden.

      Jason focused on the dragon, pushing power into it.

      And as he did, he found no resistance.

      Whatever else happened, this dragon wasn’t controlled the same way. Whatever training the Dragon Souls had used on this dragon was different.

      And as he watched, the dragon continued to descend upon them.

      They were going to have to fight.
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      Jason gripped the back of the iron dragon’s neck and tapped on his side. With a surge of heat, the dragon streaked forward, the heat rolling along the length of his body, the metal shifting. With a slap of his enormous wings, they exploded into the air, blasting into the sky, and Jason twisted, looking off to the side.

      Where was Henry?

      He found the man facing two Dragon Souls and a surprisingly small, dark dragon near him. Jason focused on the dragon, pushing power through him, blasting through the resistance.

      If nothing else, he would give Henry a chance.

      And then the shadowed form of the blue dragon neared.

      The iron dragon spun, rotating through the air, and as he did, heat continued to radiate from him, blasting with the movement, and it seemed almost as if streamers of sparks flowed off him.

      Jason clung to the dragon’s neck, focusing on the heat, on the power, and on the dragon’s energy, and he tried to hold on.

      More than that, he looked over at Sarah, wanting to make sure she could hold on as well.

      The power coming off the iron dragon was enormous, but Jason was more concerned about what this blue dragon would do. The blue dragon darted forward and the iron dragon twisted, roaring, and then dove, dipping toward the ground before blasting back up and shooting straight into the sky.

      It took all of Jason’s energy to hold himself on the dragon, but Sarah started to slip.

      He squeezed the dragon, holding on with his iron dragon glove, which gave him far more grip than he had otherwise. With his free hand, he looped around Sarah’s waist, clutching her tightly. The dragon continued to rocket upward, gaining speed and altitude, heat flowing off him. It was enormous and almost more than Jason could tolerate.

      The air began to thin, reminding him of when he had traveled with the ice dragon.

      The ice dragon.

      He focused on his connection to the ice dragon, and he sent an urgency to the ice dragon, whatever summons he might be able to draw, and in doing so, he could feel power flowing from the ice dragon, and Jason called to him.

      The sense of him came.

      It did so slowly, but hopefully the ice dragon would respond and provide the help Jason needed.

      And then the iron dragon dipped, darting back down.

      They shot toward the ground, perpendicular to it, and he was forced to hold on to Sarah again, looping his arm around her, pinning her to the dragon’s back.

      She cried out, but there was nothing Jason could do to help her other than what he was already doing. He shared her fear, the terror he felt within her, knowing there was nothing he was going to be able to do to prevent them from falling off.

      The dragon had to know that he was doing more than they could tolerate, but they shot toward the blue dragon.

      The other dragon twisted, angling off toward the trees, through the forest.

      Jason tapped on the iron dragon, trying to get his attention, and he changed course.

      They streaked off, chasing after the blue dragon.

      There was a sense of exhilaration coming off the iron dragon.

      “You don’t have to enjoy this so much,” he said.

      “And why should I not?”

      “Because you’re hunting another dragon.”

      “Why can’t you just free it?” Sarah asked.

      “That dragon isn’t influenced the same way as the others were,” he said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I used everything that I could in order to test, and there was nothing there.”

      And if there was nothing there, he didn’t know how they were going to stop the dragon other than actually attacking. That was something he was not eager to do. He didn’t want to harm the dragon. He didn’t want to harm any of them. All he wanted was to try to do what he could to free them. He wanted to finish this so that he could return to his village, to prove to himself that the people were there, and if they were not, then he was going to have to return to Lorach as they had planned from the beginning.

      Even that wasn’t all of it. He worried about the reason he had been moved aside. Therin had manipulated him, wanting to draw him out, to try to use him so that he could find some way of attacking Dragon Haven.

      More than ever, Jason was certain that was the key to what Therin had wanted. Because of that, he knew he needed to find some way to get safely back to Dragon Haven, but they would need to have enough support in order to do so.

      How was that going to be possible?

      They streaked across the top of the forest, the blue dragon twisting and turning, changing directions, and Jason clung to the iron dragon’s back, focusing on what they were doing, the weight of their twisting, the way they were turning. Now that they were no longer perpendicular to the ground, he found it easier to hold on, but that didn’t change the fact that they were still flying frantically.

      For as fast as the iron dragon was, the blue dragon seemed to fly just as quickly.

      The iron dragon needed to corral him, to angle him in a different direction, but what if the blue dragon was trying to draw them away?

      “We need to be careful they’re not trying to pull you into an ambush,” he said.

      He scanned the sky, looking for any signs of movement, but there were no other dragons. They had to be close to Lorach, and Jason believed there would be other dragons nearby, but he didn’t see any sign of them.

      He held his breath, letting the dragon chase, feeling the sense of exhilaration radiating from the iron dragon and marveling at the fact that he was even able to detect it at all. Why should he know that exhilaration from the dragon?

      Jason had never connected quite this fully to the dragon before. Now that he did, now that he could feel that emotion coming off the dragon, he had to wonder how it was happening.

      The iron dragon streaked upward again, and with a surge of power, an explosion of heat, he angled back downward.

      It was an interesting technique, heat exploding them upward and then letting them streak toward the ground. Each time he did, they got closer to the blue dragon, but the other dragon twisted, turning in the sky, trying to avoid any attack they might make and staying ahead of them.

      The other dragon was masterful in his movements, as if he could anticipate what they were doing.

      “Does he know what you’re thinking?” Jason asked the iron dragon.

      “How would the other know what I’m thinking?”

      “I don’t know, but it seems almost as if he’s predicting what you’re doing.”

      It seemed strange to even suggest, but as he watched, he couldn’t help but think that was what was happening. He couldn’t help but believe there had to be some way for the other dragon to know what they were doing, and yet, how would that be possible?

      He held on tightly, squeezing the dragon, focusing as they did, and then the blue dragon began to slow. At first, Jason was unable to tell why the blue dragon would slow and change course.

      And then he could feel it.

      There was another dragon. The ice dragon.

      Jason let out a cry of excitement.

      He came streaking down from the upper portion of the sky, ice shooting from him, snow swirling around him, and he brought the wind with him. Power exploded from the ice dragon, and he flew alongside the iron dragon, both of them flying with power and speed, chasing after the blue dragon.

      Not just chasing, but there was an excitement between the two dragons, both of them thrilled to be working together, flying side by side, planning for whatever was going to come.

      Jason looked over, unable to take his eyes off the ice dragon. Sharp icicles protruded all along his spine, and Jason smiled. He hadn’t seen the ice dragon in some time, other than within his mind. And yet, he was larger than the last time Jason had seen him. That much had not been imagined.

      He couldn’t help but marvel at the size of the dragon, the scope of his power, and the renewed speed with which he was able to fly. It was more than he had produced before.

      The two dragons roared, continuing to chase the blue dragon, and together, they moved apart, taking up different positions, forcing him down.

      The ice dragon shot icicles from his spine, using that to corral the other dragon, and with an enormous roar, the blue dragon tried to turn, to fight, but the other two were too powerful.

      They forced the blue dragon to the ground.

      The ice dragon stayed overhead, wind whipping around him, icicles raining down, snow steaming as it shot toward the other dragon.

      The iron dragon came to rest across from the blue dragon.

      “You lost,” he said, shouting at the other.

      The blue dragon lowered his head.

      When he did, Jason stared, curious how many Dragon Souls there would be. He worried about who they might be facing, whether this might represent someone like Therin. If it was Therin, then it meant he’d somehow found a way of controlling the dragons without using anything Jason could overcome, but he didn’t think that was Therin’s style. More than that, he believed Therin wouldn’t have uncovered something so quickly.

      A dark-cloaked figure sat on top of the other dragon, and Jason watched as they dismounted. A hood covered their face and Jason stared, waiting for them to move it back, waiting to see who this was, who they might have been facing.

      When they did, his breath caught.

      “David,” he whispered.

      Sarah gasped.

      “How is it him?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      Not only David, but the dragon had not been forced.

      Could he have been right about David?

      He’d wanted to trust the other man, and with as much as David had helped him, he couldn’t help but think maybe they had to find some way to trust him, but he didn’t know if it such a thing were possible.

      “Your dragon is impressive,” David said.

      “How?”

      “How what?”

      “How are you here?”

      “I told you I was returning,” David said.

      Jason turned his attention to the blue dragon, watching him. The creature was impressive, and as he called on power from the ice dragon, as he let it wash through him, he still didn’t feel any sense of resistance, nothing that suggested that the dragon was under any sort of control.

      And if that were the case, then perhaps the blue dragon wasn’t forced. Which meant David had a dragon working with him voluntarily.

      “You haven’t trained this dragon the same way as the others.”

      “I have not,” he said.

      David turned to the dragon. There was a look of almost affection between them. Jason thought he understood. David cared about the dragon.

      It was strange, but he still didn’t understand.

      “You aren’t doing the same thing that those from Lorach would to the dragons?”

      “I do what needs to be done. I offer whatever help I can, but there is only so much I can do. I work the way I can,” David said. He looked at the iron dragon. “Which was why I tried to help you as much as I could.”

      The iron dragon rumbled, power radiating from him.

      “How did you help him?”

      “They were trying to hold on to him, and I thought I could give him enough time to escape. I didn’t expect you to be able to reach us, so I thought perhaps if I bought him some time…”

      “How did you know I wouldn’t be able to escape?”

      “Therin made it clear that he had some way of trapping you. When Therin gets like that, there’s no other way around it. He must’ve had something.”

      Jason nodded. “The forest dragon. How did he know about her?”

      A brief look of anger crossed David’s eyes. “He should not have.”

      “And yet he did,” he said. He frowned, watching David. “Are you responsible for that?”

      “When have you known me to want to harm the dragons?”

      “You’re an Auran,” Sarah said.

      “I might be an Auran, but that doesn’t mean I want to harm the dragons. In fact, if you would have taken a moment to better understand me, you would know I want nothing more than to try to help the dragons. I have done that my entire career.”

      He glared at her, and as he did, a surge of power radiated from him. Jason smiled to himself. This was the kind of person they needed. If they could have David help them, then maybe they could undo what he’d done.

      “The forest dragon has power over illusion,” Jason said.

      “That’s not surprising. I saw the way she was able to camouflage herself. I wondered if perhaps she might have something like that.”

      “And they used it against us.”

      “How?”

      “Therin made it look as if my village was destroyed,” he said.

      “Why would he… Oh. He drew you away. You went to Dragon Haven, I assume?” David glanced at Sarah before turning his attention back to Jason. “Which means that Therin now knows where Dragon Haven can be found.”

      “Or you told him how to find Dragon Haven,” Sarah said.

      David took a step toward them, unmindful of the fact that they still sat atop the iron dragon. “I spoke the words of the flame. I would not violate them. I believe I proved myself to you.”

      “I don’t know if you did or not,” Sarah said. “I wasn’t there for most of it.”

      “Then you can ask Jason. I did everything in my power to help, and unfortunately, I had to return.”

      “So that you could find out whether you could use the same power on the slaves,” Sarah said.

      “I wanted to know if any of the other slaves had the same potential as Jason. You would be pleased to know I discovered they could.”

      “How are you using them now?” Sarah asked.

      “I’m not using them at all. I’m giving them an opportunity to connect to the dragons. They’re being brought around eggs, and whoever is there when the egg hatches gets the opportunity to bond to the dragon.”

      Was that what it took? Jason didn’t know. While he’d been around the other dragons, he’d not been around the ice dragon when it had first hatched. He’d certainly not been around the iron dragon. Others had surrounded him first, capturing him, which meant that whatever bond he formed to the dragon had been secondary to something else.

      Maybe it was secondary to the fact that Jason had been willing to help it, or maybe it was secondary to the fact that he had a different connection to him.

      “How many eggs do you have?”

      “There are twelve eggs gestating.” David sighed. “If others like Therin have their way, they will be brought elsewhere.”

      “Elsewhere as in out to be tested?”

      “That is what I mean. Therin would like to know if the other eggs can be used in the same way. If he has succeeded once, twice, or even three times as the case may be, he will use that power. He will try to replicate it. If he does so, how many dragons will we lose?”

      Sarah shook her head. “There aren’t that many eggs that hatch to begin with,” she said.

      “There are not. You see my concern.”

      “But you just want dragons.”

      “I want dragons able to reach their full power. And I’ve told you that I don’t want dragons that will make the people of Lorach fear. I know you don’t fully understand, but if you could even think about what we’re trying to do, and could even think about the way the dragons have potential, then you might understand the purpose behind what I do.”

      Jason wasn’t going to get into that argument again, as there was no benefit to either of them. “I need to reach my village. You can come with us. You could help.”

      “Help?”

      “You could help stop him.”

      David shook his head. “You don’t understand. Therin isn’t only a part of this.”

      “Then help me understand. Help me stop Therin, and then you can—”

      David shook his head. “I can’t do what you want me to do. Not with Therin’s plans. They are greater than you know.” David looked at Jason with sadness in his eyes. “Go, return to your village. Return to Dragon Haven if you think you can get there in time, but know that I can’t do anything to help you.”

      With that, David turned back to the dragon, hopped on his back, and took off, quickly ascending and then disappearing into the darkening night. Jason watched for as long as he could before turning his attention back to the others.

      It was too bad they wouldn’t be able to have his help. He truly did believe David might’ve been able to help them, but he was just one man and one dragon. And he had no idea how many dragons they were going to have to deal with.

      Worse, if Therin had some way of controlling illusions, and of controlling the forest dragon, there was a real danger they would encounter something terrifying.

      He didn’t know what that might be, but he could imagine the way Therin would use that power, and he could easily imagine how he would feel as that power washed over him. If they got trapped in an illusion again, he might not be able to escape it.

      At least now he had both the iron and the ice dragon. And once they got Henry, they could go and see if there was anything that needed to be done.

      More than that, he thought that he would have to go to the forest dragon. If he did, if he was able to successfully figure out what had happened and some way to heal her, then would it even make a difference?

      “What is it?” Sarah asked.

      “Just there’s a lot to do.”

      “We should get going, then.”

      Jason took a deep breath, focusing on the power of the iron dragon, and they took to the sky. The ice dragon followed, and Jason looked down. Far from where they were, he caught the glowing lights from a city. There came the occasional burst of heat, energy, and he realized that was Lorach.

      And here he thought he’d visited, but it was nothing more than his imagination, nothing more than an illusion given to him. At some point, he suspected he would have to come to it, and he would have to understand what was taking place within Lorach, and eventually he was going to have to free those like him who were trapped.

      But for now, he needed to return to his village, to find out how much of the damage was real, and he needed to ensure their safety. Once he did, only then could he know what else he might need to accomplish.
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      They streaked high overhead, the wind whistling around them. Henry sat atop the ice dragon while Jason and Sarah rode on the iron dragon. Jason trembled, fear coursing through him, worried about was going to happen when they did reach the people he wanted to help. The farther they traveled, the more uncertain he was as to what they might find.

      What if the village had been abducted?

      “I’ve waited to say this, but I think we need to go to Dragon Haven first,” Sarah said.

      “But my village—”

      “If you’re right, then your village is unharmed.”

      “What if they’re all trapped in an illusion?”

      “If they are, then it won’t matter for now.”

      Jason didn’t know if that was true or not. If they were all trapped in an illusion, then it was possible they needed him to help free them from it. And if they were trapped within the illusion, then they wouldn’t have any way of getting free until someone came and rescued them.

      Still, perhaps Sarah was right. He needed to stop Therin first. When he did, only then could he take the next step, and only then could he know what needed to be done, to help ensure the safety of the village.

      He hated abandoning the village, but he also hated the idea that Therin would get away with attacking others, and might succeed in destroying Dragon Haven.

      Worse, his sister was there.

      That settled it.

      He motioned to the ice dragon and signaled his intent.

      The ice dragon flew on without comment. Henry watched, a look on his face, a question written there.

      What mattered was that Therin had controlled the power of the forest dragon.

      His breath caught. He was wrong about even going to Dragon Haven.

      “I have a different idea,” he said.

      Sarah frowned. “What idea is that?”

      “We need to prevent Therin from succeeding, but if he’s already at Dragon Haven, we might not be strong enough to do so.”

      “Then what would you propose?”

      He told her what he was thinking of. He had no idea if it would even work, and yet, the more he thought about it, the more he realized he was right. This was what he needed to do.

      And he couldn’t do it alone. He would need help. In order to defeat Therin, the kind of help they needed would be something different than what they’d used before.

      They streaked into the distance.

      When the forest came into view, night had settled in full.

      It was probably a mistake heading to the forest this time of night, and even more of a mistake heading here without having the necessary support he thought they might need. As they came to land, Jason hopped off the iron dragon’s back, Sarah and Henry behind him.

      They started into the forest, the iron dragon slithering between the trees as he often did. The ice dragon held back, a layer of ice forming around him.

      Jason nodded to him. “You should remain in the sky. I can call to you when we need you.”

      The ice dragon locked eyes with him and then took to the sky. Within a moment, he was so high above that Jason could only feel his presence.

      Then again, he was able to sense the dragon, so he knew that he was there, and because of that, he knew that he would be able to reach for power if he needed to.

      He looked up, searching the sky.

      As he wandered into the forest, he focused on the darkness and the shadows and everything that he could find. He didn’t see anything other than the tops of the trees.

      The forest dragon would have to be here.

      And the key was in finding her. If she was here, why would Therin have left her?

      But then, he’d left her before. Maybe Therin didn’t need the forest dragon, but only needed her power. Maybe he’d left her here because this place was the key to her power.

      Maybe Therin had only borrowed from her power, not knowing what it was.

      That would be the best-case scenario, but Jason didn’t believe that was the case at all. He believed Therin had somehow found the key to using her, and had controlled her, trying to train her, and in doing so, he had changed something about her.

      “How are we going to find her here?”

      “She won’t let us find her unless she wants to be found,” Jason said.

      He believed that, but maybe there was some other way?

      He thought about the illusions.

      That was the key to the forest dragon. If he could find her, if he could connect to her sense of illusion, then perhaps he could draw her to him. He didn’t have nearly the skill with illusion that he needed, but there was a way to do it.

      He focused on the iron dragon, and on the glove. As power flowed through him, the contour of his hand changed, the glove taking on a different appearance, disappearing and becoming more like his other hand. Then there were his eyes. Rather than focusing on making them both silver, he decided to make them both green.

      It was a different sort of illusion, and he wondered if perhaps it was a mistake, but he wanted to try to draw the forest dragon out. By making both his eyes green, he could mimic the way her eyes looked.

      That seemed to be the key.

      He focused, holding on to the sense of the iron dragon, holding on to the sense of the ice dragon, but as he tried to use those two dragon senses, he wasn’t able to change his eye color.

      What about focusing on the sense of the forest dragon?

      As he did, a strange tingling washed over him.

      He stared up at the trees.

      He had no idea if he was connecting to that power, but he believed something had changed, whether or not it was anything he could fully control.

      The power was there.

      He thought about what he needed. He needed to use her ability, but without having a connection to her the same way he did with the iron dragon and the ice dragon, he didn’t know if he would even be able to do so. Jason focused on what he remembered, the way the wind gusted through the trees, the way that her scales fluttered, and he thought about the colors and the way she’d leaned close, breathing him in.

      That had to be the key somehow.

      As he thought about it, he sensed a strange stirring.

      It was almost as if the breeze fluttered through here, but as he looked around, there was no sign of the breeze. There was no sign of wind. It was all in his mind.

      Much like everything in the illusion was in his mind.

      Jason looked up. He stared at the distance.

      Everything around him was muted.

      “I know you’re up there,” he said.

      As he stared into the darkness, he had no idea if he was even seeing what he thought he was. The trees began to shift, taking on a hint of color. The darkness began to fade, transitioning to the filtered light of the forest.

      Even that wasn’t real. The longer he stared at it, the more certain Jason was that it wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. It was imagined, but dark green eyes looked back at him.

      She was there.

      He climbed the nearest tree.

      He watched, worried she might try to slither away from him and disappear into the forest, but she sat perched in the tree, observing him.

      Jason focused on her. Those deep green eyes stared back at him, seeming to know him, to understand him, and as he climbed, he could feel her sense within him. There was an awareness, a knowledge of her. The longer he climbed, the more certain he was that he was going to be able to reach her.

      Once he reached her, what would it change?

      Jason had no idea whether it would change anything. For his part, maybe it didn’t matter. All he needed to know was what she was doing and what she was responsible for, and he needed to know why she was doing it.

      He squeezed his heels against the trunk of the tree, climbing as quickly as he could. When he reached the top, he looked at her eyes, meeting her gaze, and didn’t look away.

      There was the strange sense of wind gusting through the trees the same way he’d noticed each time he’d been here, and that sense seemed to fill him, and with it, he recognized the nature of her power.

      It was a stirring, a swirling sort of power, and it seemed to infiltrate everything. That wind fluttered through, and it changed everything around her.

      “What do you really look like?”

      She stared at him, blinking for a moment, and he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps she was masked from him at all times. Maybe what he saw wasn’t even her real image. And if it wasn’t, why would she be hiding from him like that?

      “Is there any reason you don’t want us to see who you really are?”

      The dragon shifted, pushing her head toward him, and she took a deep breath.

      Her wings fluttered, catching some of the breeze, and as she did, Jason stared, looking up at the top of the trees. He noticed the way that her scales seemed to ruffle, the color shimmering along the surface, and there was a surge of power as they did.

      That shimmering was all too familiar from when he’d been trapped in the illusion and had not known what was real and what was not.

      Watching that shimmering now, he couldn’t help but feel as if she were the one controlling him.

      “Have they forced themselves on you?”

      She didn’t answer, and he decided to try something different.

      He drew upon the ice dragon.

      The power of the ice dragon filled him. He could borrow from it and was aware of how the ice dragon flew high overhead, the sense of him drawing cold and energy from the desolate sky. He drew from that power, summoning it, and it flowed from high above, a burst of ice lightning that crackled down from the sky and raced through Jason.

      That power filled him and he pushed it out, letting it wash over the forest dragon.

      At first, he didn’t detect anything.

      For a while, Jason wasn’t even sure if there was anything to detect and whether or not the connection he used to the ice dragon would reveal anything. He pushed outward, letting that connection flow from the ice dragon to him and out to her.

      It still wasn’t enough.

      She kept her head away from him and Jason scooted forward, climbing up the trunk of the tree, straining for her. He wasn’t sure if she would even let him get close, but as he reached, he could feel the warmth radiating off her, and he had to know whether or not she was even willing to let him touch.

      Then he touched the side of her cheek.

      It was velvety soft. It was different than what he felt from the ice dragon or the iron dragon. The ice dragon was cold and sharp, almost painful. It was slick from the melting of the ice that radiated around his body. The iron dragon was heat and the shifting sense of metal beneath him. And all of that was different with the forest dragon.

      Not only were her scales velvety, but he could feel the striations beneath the surface of her skin. It felt similar to when he touched the leaf, and it reminded him of the forest.

      He held his hand there and reached forward with his other hand, the iron dragon hand, and he pressed that on her other cheek.

      Jason pushed.

      This time, he drew power not only from the ice dragon, but also from the iron dragon, and between the two of them, that power flowed through him, racing outward, and it arced into the forest dragon. Jason felt it fill her.

      At first, he wasn’t sure if it was even going to work, but then came a sense of resistance. That resistance was the key. He needed to overwhelm that resistance, to find the source of it. The more he pushed, the more certain he was that he was detecting a real resistance.

      Jason continued to push, sending more and more power, letting it flow over his hand, out and into the forest dragon.

      She shook.

      She didn’t fight, and for that, Jason was thankful. He was worried she might try to fight him and that she might try to take off. If she disappeared into the trees, he wasn’t sure he would even be able to catch her. Yet she didn’t make any attempt to disappear. She remained there, the power of the heat and the power of the ice washing over her. Together, it formed a cool wave-like sense, almost like that of water, and it flowed through her.

      It sent a wave of color change over her body.

      Jason stared, marveling at what he saw.

      Then the resistance faded.

      Whatever had been there was gone.

      Jason continued to hold on to the ice and the fire, combining them as he touched her, letting that power flow through her, washing over her, a sense of water that filled her.

      Nourishing her.

      It didn’t surprise him that water would be restorative, and it shouldn’t be surprising that the forest dragon would be the one who would need that sort of restoration. As the power flowed through her, she breathed it in, her deep green eyes closing. When she opened them again, they remained deep green, but there were sparkles within them.

      “Thank you,” she breathed out.

      Jason almost lost his hold on the tree. “You can talk?”

      “I can talk. They have had a hold on me for quite some time.”

      “I thought we found you first.”

      “They were here before you. They didn’t have to touch me the way you did in order to influence me. Unfortunately, they used their power to borrow from mine.”

      “You know what they did to me?”

      “I am sorry.”

      “Why?”

      “What happened to you is my fault.”

      “It wasn’t your fault. They just stole from you. They borrowed your power.”

      “And for that, I’m sorry.”

      Jason let out a heavy sigh. He could feel the power from her, and was aware of how much energy she had, but it was more than just that. There was something else about her. It was sadness.

      She was disappointed in the way she had been used, and for that, Jason understood. She deserved better.

      “I need to stop them,” he said.

      “You do,” she said.

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

      “I have offered you all the help that I can,” she said.

      “You haven’t offered anything.”

      “It’s there.”

      Jason shook his head, frowning. He didn’t know what she was getting at, and yet, he had a sense she wasn’t able to leave the forest.

      “The dragons need your help,” he said.

      “And they have it with you.”

      “Please,” he said.

      He hated that he was begging, but he hated more that she wasn’t willing to offer her assistance. The reason he’d come to the forest was not just to help her, but also to get her knowledge. And with what had happened to her, the way her power had been abused, he thought he needed it. He thought he would need to find some way to use her illusion in order to stop Therin and the others, but if she wasn’t willing to be a part of it, then anything he might want to do wouldn’t be effective.

      “I have helped you. This is as far as I can go.”

      “You can leave the forest. You don’t have to stay here. You can help in other ways.”

      Even as he argued with her, he didn’t know if he would make a difference. He didn’t know if she would even understand, but he thought that she had to. He thought that she needed to comprehend what he needed from her.

      And yet, even if he argued, Jason wasn’t sure if she would care.

      She watched him, the sparkles in her eyes seeming to glow, reflecting the light in the sky. It was like he knew it wasn’t real. None of this was real. Perhaps what he had done to her wasn’t even real.

      “It was real enough,” she said.

      “You know what I’m thinking?”

      “I know what you’re thinking, Jason Dreshen.”

      “How?”

      “I had to know your mind in order to influence it.”

      “The illusion,” he said.

      She breathed out, and her breath carried with it the scent of the forest, that of the leaves, the earth, even the bark of the trees. It carried that of the breeze, and life all around.

      He needed to borrow that sense. He needed to use whatever he could in order to better understand, and the longer he was around her, the more certain he was that he needed her help, but how? Would she even be able to do anything to help him?

      She stared at him, those deep green eyes seeming to swallow him. “At least lend me one of your dragon pearls.”

      “You think that would make a difference?”

      “I don’t know. If it comes down to stopping them, I think having your abilities, being able to create an illusion that is similar to what you have done, would be beneficial,” he said.

      She smiled. It was probably only in his imagination, or perhaps nothing more than an illusion, but Jason was certain that he saw it. And as she smiled, he couldn’t help but think that he was wrong.

      She wanted to help, but she couldn’t.

      And he wasn’t able to force her.

      He held her gaze for a little longer. If nothing else, he hoped he’d separated Therin from his power, and in doing so, he hoped that he had managed to find some way of preventing the other man from having the strength and knowledge to defeat Dragon Haven, but it might already be too late.

      “What about my village?”

      “You will need to free them,” she said.

      “They still have your power?”

      “They may no longer control me, but that doesn’t mean they don’t have my power,” she said.

      Jason took a deep breath and looked along the surface of her body, studying the scales, wishing that she would lend him one the same way that she had before, but had she done that voluntarily? He wondered whether or not that had been coerced.

      If it had been coerced, then he wouldn’t do it to her again. If she had been forced to reveal that power, if she’d been forced to lend that of herself, he wasn’t about to do the same thing. She was a powerful dragon, and she deserved for him to respect that.

      He started down the tree.

      “Good luck, Jason Dreshen,” she said.

      With that, she started to retreat. Darkness began to intrude again and the sunlight filtering through the trees faded. All of it was nothing more than his imagination; all of it was nothing more than an illusion.

      If nothing else, he had to hope that she had granted him the ability to see through illusion. But if she had, why had he still seen the illusion here?

      There was still the sense of illusion, the fluttering of the trees, the sense of the breeze overhead. The entire forest might even be an illusion. He could feel it. He could feel that power, and he could feel what she was trying to do, and he could feel the way she was using that power.

      When he reached the forest floor, he looked around.

      Where was Sarah? Where was Henry?

      They had to be here. The illusion wouldn’t mask them, though it might’ve masked him from them.

      He didn’t see any sign of them and he started forward. He focused on the warmth, the way the iron dragon sense filled his hand, and he looked for the iron dragon, using that to help him search as he continued to draw upon power. His hand began to glow, that light pushing back the darkness, and he held it aloft.

      As he burst power out of his hand, he pushed away the darkness and found Henry and Sarah. They were in the distance and he approached them slowly, carefully, making sure that they were alone.

      There was no sign of anyone else around them. When he neared them, Sarah breathed out a sigh of relief.

      “Have you seen anything?” she asked. “We’ve been looking, but we haven’t seen any sign of any dragon. I don’t know if it made sense for us to come at night. It might’ve been easier for us to come during the daytime when we could see more clearly.”

      “She found me,” he said.

      Henry turned toward him, watching. “What happened?”

      “She was influenced by the Dragon Souls,” he said.

      “Are you sure?”

      Jason nodded. “I did what I could to free her.”

      “What did it take?” Henry asked.

      “It took me borrowing from both the ice dragon and the iron dragon.” The way that power had washed over the forest dragon had been significant, but something he could replicate. It was almost as if the combination of the two had created a surge of water. And with that, he would be able to heal. He’d never experienced anything like it before and didn’t know if he could use it all the time.

      “Of course. Water,” Sarah whispered.

      “Water,” he agreed.

      “That’s amazing,” she said.

      “Is she able to help us?” Henry asked.

      Jason breathed out. “She said she couldn’t. She claims she was able to give me all the help she could, and that there isn’t anything more she can do.”

      “Why not?”

      Jason shook his head. “I don’t know. Because she did whatever she could.”

      And even though she claimed she was giving him all the help she was able, he wished there was something more that she could offer, but had no idea what that might be.

      He breathed out, frustration filling him. If it came down to overwhelming the illusion, and if it came down to figuring out what Therin might have done to the people in Dragon Haven, Jason wasn’t sure they would have enough knowledge to stop him.

      Even with the forest dragon, they might not be strong enough. If Therin had brought the power of the Dragon Souls, that might be more than they could withstand.

      How long would it take for Therin to realize what he had done?

      Probably not long. They needed to get going.

      He turned toward the distant sense of the iron dragon. He called to him with a sense of urgency, and the iron dragon slithered toward them, heat beginning to glow along his body, matching the heat radiating through Jason’s hand.

      When the iron dragon reached him, Jason crawled onto his neck.

      “It’s time for us to go to Dragon Haven.”

      “Are you sure?”

      And it might already be too late.

      He would have to go, he would have to try, and he would have to fight.

      And it might involve drawing the iron dragon and the ice dragon and all of the dragons they could into the fight. It might involve Jason using every bit of power that he had, and every way he had of connecting to the dragons. But now that he understood how to use the iron dragon and the ice dragon together, the way he could heal using their combined connection, he had to think there would be some way to do so.

      The other two climbed on, and without saying another word, they slithered out of the forest and took to the air.
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      No one spoke as they flew.

      Jason rested, drawing upon the power of the ice dragon, using that to help restore him. He knew that connection between himself and the ice dragon would give him strength, and he needed that strength in order to better understand what he was able to do. He continued to call upon that power, letting it fill him.

      The ice dragon remained high overhead, staying much above them, and Jason didn’t try to summon him any closer. He needed the ice dragon to be strong and not to have any weakness from the journey. More than that, he needed the ice dragon to remain hidden. At least if he stayed hidden, he thought they could prevent Therin from knowing he was coming.

      “What happens if nothing is taking place here?” Henry asked as they flew.

      “You think this wasn’t just an illusion?”

      “I don’t know what any of this was,” he said. “At this point, it’s possible he was using an illusion on you, on me, on all of us. And if he was, the nature of it is nothing like anything I’ve ever experienced before, but at the same time, I have to wonder if maybe there was something else. And if there was, then we need to try to be prepared for what we might face.”

      “If he has begun to attack the dragons, then we have to free them,” he said.

      “If he’s already begun to attack the dragons, then we would already be lost,” Sarah whispered.

      “You don’t know that,” Henry said.

      She turned to him, and her eyes were reddened. “If the dragons have been attacked, it won’t take long for him to gain control over them. How many of those dragons are ready for this? Most of those dragons have known freedom their entire lives. None of them have been trained to fight. It wasn’t until Jason appeared that we ever had any idea we could do anything to fight. We haven’t tried to fight the Dragon Souls before, knowing there wouldn’t be any way that we could in order to protect our dragons.”

      “And now we know they can be protected,” Henry said.

      “They can be protected, but will they believe it?”

      “They will have to believe it,” Henry said.

      Jason stared out into the distance. There was nothing but blackness. The iron dragon was flying, but not moving at incredible speed, not the way he had when they had been traveling toward the forest. He was trying to conserve energy, preparing for the possibility he might need to fight. If it came down to it, Jason didn’t know if they would be able to withstand what they would have to face.

      Every so often, he connected to the iron dragon, ensuring he still had that bond, and when he was certain, he breathed out a sigh of relief.

      “I wish the forest dragon would have given you something more,” Sarah said.

      “I wish she would have too, but I don’t know that we can complain about what she was giving us. At least she will no longer be influenced by Therin.”

      As they flew, he felt the buildup of heat. It was a swirling energy of dragons. Dozens upon dozens of dragons.

      All of a sudden, heat exploded near them.

      The iron dragon twisted, turning, and banked.

      Jason looked up, noting a streak of darkness, and he focused on it, pulling on the power of the ice dragon along with that of the iron dragon, and he blasted through it. The combined energy was different than what he had used when he had healed with the ice dragon, and it rolled through this strange dragon.

      Unlike when he had only accessed the ice dragon, this was a soothing sort of touch. It didn’t startle the dragons quite as much, and they regained control quickly.

      The dragon shifted direction, and it turned toward them.

      With a violent shake, the dragon tossed the Dragon Souls free. They screamed and fell from its back.

      Jason stared at the dragon, watching, and he waited, worried that the dragon might disappear, but instead of racing off, the dragon stayed with them, flying alongside them.

      He smiled to himself.

      Could the forest dragon have been right? Could she have given him something?

      It might not have been what he was expecting, and it might’ve been a different type of power, but the more that he thought about it, the more certain he was that she had given him something. She had given him a connection, an understanding. He could use what he had and not blast past the dragons. He didn’t have to nearly destroy them in order to heal them.

      There was a different way.

      That different method was the key. That was going to be how he could help them. That different way was how he was able to keep them from falling when he restored them.

      Another burst of heat came near them, and this time, Jason reacted. He pushed outward, drawing on both the ice dragon and the iron dragon, and the power slammed outward, connecting with the distant dragon.

      When it did, the dragon roared. It shook, heat exploding upward.

      Jason continued to push, washing waves of healing water through the dragon, and the dragons spiraled, shaking free two figures, and then the dragon lunged toward them, devouring them in a single bite.

      He didn’t have it within him to feel any remorse. The Dragon Souls deserved what happened to them, and the other dragon circled toward them and watched for a moment before joining them.

      Three dragons now. Four if he counted the ice dragon high overhead, but still, Jason couldn’t help but feel as if that wasn’t going to be enough. Even with this many dragons, they still were not matched.

      Suddenly, power began to throw itself at them.

      It was an enormous amount of power. One after another, attack after attack, they were assaulted. Jason focused on the dragons flinging themselves at them, on what he could detect, and he focused on trying to heal.

      There were a dozen. Possibly more. They surrounded them. Circling around them, the other dragons corralled them into a tight spiral and Jason was forced to focus on the various dragons he detected, to focus on that kind of power. It was coming in a steady onslaught.

      Jason homed in on the nearest dragon.

      He could use his healing power on more than just one dragon. He had done so before, and rather than focusing on one dragon, he decided to focus on two. He pushed outward, sweeping through them. As the healing wave washed over them, he turned, concentrating on the next one. And the next.

      With each one that he healed, it seemed as if another appeared. It seemed as if they were doubled, then tripled.

      So many dragons circled around them, and with each dragon he healed, more appeared, and soon it seemed as if their numbers were equal. Nearly two dozen dragons circled with Jason. An equal two dozen, possibly more, circled across from them, holding them in place. Flames blasted at them, forcing the iron dragon to twist and spiral and forcing Jason to draw more and more power.

      How much power was he going to be able to call from the iron dragon and the ice dragon before both of them began to weaken?

      The iron dragon himself had used quite a bit of power in order to withstand the assault of five dragons, and now there were two dozen attacking him? The ice dragon was flying overhead, but Jason knew that there were limits to that dragon, too.

      He wasn’t about to give up and change course. He was going to keep healing. He was going to keep channeling energy into the dragons. He was going to use whatever he could in order to free them. The dragons needed it from him. They needed him to free them.

      “I didn’t know the Dragon Souls had so many,” Sarah said.

      “They don’t,” Henry whispered.

      Jason’s breath caught.

      “What do you mean they don’t?” he asked.

      “They have hundreds of dragons, but look at them, Jason. There are several hundred here now. Each time we do something, each time you change something, they switch sides, but how can they have so many appear?”

      “There weren’t any near Lorach,” he said.

      “And that was what we saw. There would have to be some there. The king wouldn’t allow the dragons to disappear like that. They would want the dragons to be with them, and he wouldn’t have allowed them to be chased off. What if none of this is real?” Henry asked.

      Jason stared at the dragons swirling around them. It felt real. All of this felt real.

      But that was the nature of the illusion. He had been through it before; he understood the way that the illusion worked, and he understood just how powerful it was when it washed over him. It could influence him like this. He knew that with the kind of power the forest dragon was able to support, Therin would be able to use something like this, and the more that he stared at it, the more certain he was that something was off.

      “We have to destroy the illusion,” Henry said.

      He stared down, focusing on the iron dragon. He knew what he had done the last time. The iron dragon had burned it off. At the time, Jason had wondered how that was possible, but now he thought he knew.

      “You’ll have to blast it off again,” he said to the dragon.

      “I don’t know that you would be able to tolerate it,” the dragon said.

      “I know. Which is why we have to land.”

      The iron dragon dove toward the ground, not taking a moment to even consider what he was saying, and when they landed, Jason motioned for Henry and Sarah to climb off. He debated for a moment, but decided he needed to be with the iron dragon.

      The dragons overhead continued to swirl, a violent battle. There were dozens and dozens of dragons. Hundreds, much like Henry had said. As he watched, as he focused on the dragons, he couldn’t help but feel as if Henry were right. None of this was real. It might feel real. It might look real. And the sound and violence of it all might make him believe that it had been real, but there was nothing about it that was real.

      And that was the key.

      He had to find some way to destroy this illusion.

      If only the forest dragon had given him the key, but she had not. She claimed she had, and it was not his ability to heal. That ability might have helped the dragons. It might’ve been able to free them when he did encounter real dragons, but right now, he was fighting something completely different. He was fighting a powerful illusion, something no one had ever seen before.

      Somehow it was going to require the iron dragon.

      A misfit.

      Just like Jason, he needed the power of a misfit to battle a misfit, and he called to that power. He felt for the sense of the energy in the air.

      There was definitely energy there. He thought that energy came from the dragons, but the more he thought about it and the more he connected to what was happening around him, the more certain he was that it wasn’t at all about what was happening with the dragons. The energy he detected came from something quite different. That energy came from the nature of the illusion.

      It was the same way the illusion had created that energy within the camp.

      When he had pulled that energy off, he had drawn it through himself.

      He had to treat everything around him as if it were some massive dragon pearl. The illusion was so engrossing, all-encompassing, and it seemed so real.

      It was the same illusion that Jason and Sarah and Henry shared.

      Hopefully, by separating from them, he wasn’t losing them in the illusion. He hoped that by stepping off the dragon, they weren’t somehow taken away from what was happening, but he didn’t want them to be harmed by the power of the iron dragon when finally Jason summoned that magic.

      It was a massive dragon pearl.

      He held that in his mind. And he called for that power. He pushed it not just through him, but through the iron dragon glove, and into the iron dragon.

      Slowly the iron dragon began to warm, the heat radiating from him, his entire body taking on a bright orange glow. Jason wasn’t sure if he was going to be able to withstand the nature of that furnace, but he welcomed it.

      As he did, as he felt that surge of energy, he let it flow through him.

      It exploded within him.

      The iron dragon roared.

      Jason continued to call on power, peeling it out of the sky, through him.

      He could tell the illusion was beginning to fade.

      At first, it shimmered. That was the telltale sign that all this was an illusion. He should have tested before, and he hated that he had made the mistake of not testing, of not trying to determine whether or not this was an illusion, and yet now he knew.

      Somewhere, someone screamed, and Jason tried to ignore it, but it was Sarah.

      He turned, but he couldn’t see her. The light glowing from the iron dragon was too much. And yet, the illusion held.

      Whatever was happening, whoever was responsible for the illusion, was incredibly powerful. He needed to keep pulling on it, to keep calling to it, but as he tried, nothing changed. There had to be some other way.

      What had he done before?

      Jason had shattered the leaf.

      The only problem was that here, he didn’t know where that leaf was. Somehow, he had to uncover the core of what Therin was doing, the way he was holding on to this illusion, and yet he had no idea where the other man was going to hold it.

      Would there be any way to destroy the illusion without knowing where to find that leaf?

      It was about destroying a dragon pearl.

      The key was in understanding the nature of the dragon pearl, understanding the source of that power.

      There had to be some way. It wasn’t just burning it off.

      The ice dragon.

      Jason focused on the sense of the ice dragon. He thought about what he wanted, the way he’d healed in the past. He thought about the connection he had to the ice dragon. That was not imagined. He called the ice dragon in his mind, and he appeared there almost as if he had within the vision.

      “You’re creating the illusion,” the ice dragon said.

      It seemed as if the ice dragon were directly across from him, sitting within the cave. The ceiling glittered, and yet, rather than a stream of water, it glowed with what appeared to be molten metal.

      “I need your power. I need to somehow mix the two in order to destroy this illusion, but I don’t know if it’s going to be enough.”

      “You may have my power. You’ve never been restricted from it.”

      “But I need a lot of it.”

      “You think you need the dragon pearl in order to summon power?”

      “That’s the only way they have been able to draw enough power.”

      “You used my power in order to heal the forest dragon. You didn’t need the dragon pearl for that.”

      “I needed contact for that.”

      “Why do you think you need contact now? The power is within you,” the ice dragon said.

      Jason didn’t see how that was possible. The ice dragon might believe that the power was within him, but he was drawing power from the ice dragon and not from himself. Then again, he’d not needed to connect to a dragon pearl in order to summon that power. He didn’t need a dragon pearl in order to connect to the iron dragon. Did he need a dragon pearl to connect to the forest dragon?

      Jason called upon the energy of the ice dragon. As he did, a burst of ice streaked from high overhead and shot toward him, the largest bolt of ice lightning that he’d ever experienced. It slammed into him, and he joined it to the heat blasting off the iron dragon.

      Jason redirected that energy.

      He sent it washing outward.

      It was an enormous blast of power, more than he’d ever summoned before, and it rippled away.

      Everything around him shimmered, the sky seeming to shift and change.

      The dragons fighting overhead, shimmering and swirling, became hazy, and for a moment, they flickered. Then that flickering began to stabilize.

      Whatever he was doing was not quite enough.

      He needed more power.

      He looked down at the iron dragon. “I need more heat.”

      “I don’t know if you can tolerate it,” the iron dragon said.

      “Don’t hold back because of me.”

      He wrapped his legs around the iron dragon, using the dragonskin to protect himself, hoping that layer of leather was going to be enough, but not certain at all. It was possible—even likely—that the energy of the iron dragon would burn off his dragonskin.

      He gripped the iron dragon with his gloved hand. He held his other hand out, reaching for the sky, and he closed his eyes, focusing once more on the ice dragon.

      Heat built beneath him. He focused on that energy, on the sense of the iron dragon that continued to flow, the rippling of heat and flame rolling through him.

      And he focused on the ice dragon.

      The connection of the two was what he needed. Now that he understood that, now that he knew what was going to be the key, Jason had to find some way of using them together.

      He could call to the ice dragon, and he could mix the ice dragon’s energy with that of the iron dragon, and if he could pull the two together, then he might be able to overpower what was happening.

      A burst of energy started from high overhead.

      Jason felt it coalesce. It started high in the sky, and had he not shared that connection with the ice dragon, he would not have known about it, but as it began to build, thunder rumbled. It started to rain, then sleet, then snow. Even that began to shift, the snow turning over to sharp shards of ice.

      Wind whipped around him.

      All of this was familiar to Jason. This was his homeland.

      The iron dragon pulsed heat beneath him, pulling it through him, and it filled him, radiating up from someplace deep. The energy continued to build, swirling all around him.

      Jason focused on the sky. He focused on the iron dragon, which connected him to the ground itself. The two began to merge.

      Rather than water swirling, mist began to form, rising off the iron dragon’s back. Snow and sleet hammered down from the sky, leaving painful needles striking his exposed skin.

      He ignored it, summoning more and more power. Rather than a single bolt of power, the ice dragon continued to send the winter weather, the northern mountain power, arcing downward.

      As it merged with that of the iron dragon, it became something different: steam and mist and water.

      He washed it outward, rolling it away from the dragon, away from himself.

      The constant pressure from the ice dragon gave Jason enough energy to withstand the heat coming off the iron dragon. The two of them mixed together, the water radiating outward, and the energy washed over him.

      Everything around them swirled. Jason wasn’t sure if it was the mist or the fog or something else. He continued to push, letting that power flow, hoping that the curative water would restore everything to break this illusion.

      There came a resistance.

      It felt like what he had detected when he was trying to help the forest dragon.

      He pushed outward. He had no control, not at all like he did when he was working with fire and ice. This was nebulous, the use of the mist, the water that swirled around him, and so was controlling it in any way that made sense. He forced it outward, letting it flow away from him, and it slammed into that resistance. He pushed again.

      Gradually, everything began to shimmer. The ground trembled.

      And he continued to push.

      Jason let himself draw everything through him. He couldn’t hold back at all. If he did, the illusion would be maintained and Therin would win.

      More than anything, that idea filled him. It terrified him.

      But he had to hold on. Once he broke the illusion, he would still have to stop the other man. He had no idea what it was going to take, or how many Dragon Souls would be out here, but he had to have enough strength to stop Therin, and if he called upon too much power now, he wouldn’t be able to do anything later.

      If he didn’t stop this, if he didn’t overpower what was happening around him, his efforts wouldn’t make any difference. Jason let that power explode through him.

      Steam continued to rise, billowing outward. It was incredible, and it washed over everything. There was a sense of energy, and Jason pushed on that energy, forcing it outward. He could see nothing but the steam, could feel nothing but the powers conflicting and slamming against each other within him.

      That energy slammed outward, and as he let it roll outward, he continued to focus on that energy.

      And then everything he had was gone.

      He leaned back.

      The iron dragon began to cool, the shards of ice stopped raining down, drifting off to snow, then to a gentle drizzle, and then even that stopped. The wind whipping around started to fade.

      Jason prayed he’d stopped all of this. He prayed he’d done enough to disrupt the illusion. And yet, he wasn’t sure. He wouldn’t know until the fog lifted.

      Gradually, a hint of wind began to shift.

      Jason focused on that wind. There was something about it that was familiar.

      It took a moment for him to realize why, but when he did, his heart sank.

      It was the sense of the wind he felt when an illusion was forming.
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      Gathering himself, Jason climbed down from the iron dragon. He couldn’t tell how much strength the iron dragon had left. He’d drawn considerable power from the iron dragon, from the ice dragon, and from himself. He felt wiped out. All he wanted was to lie down and rest, but he couldn’t. He knew he couldn’t. The dragons needed him. Dragon Haven needed him. Within Dragon Haven, his sister needed him.

      Somehow, he was going to have to find the strength within himself. He was going to have to resist, and if it came down to facing Therin, Jason was going to throw everything he had at the other man. If it came down to using a combination of fire and ice, he was going to do it. If it was a matter of fighting an illusion, of focusing on some way of seeing beyond that, Jason was going to do that, too. He would take whatever it was and overwhelm the other man. He was determined to stop him. He was determined to overpower him. He was determined to do this.

      The energy was there, swirling around him, and he focused on it.

      He could do nothing else.

      Gradually, the wind pulled the mist away. Jason tried to see through it, to see if there was anything he could detect from the shimmering within it, looking for clues as to how the forest dragon was still helping. Hadn’t he saved the forest dragon? Hadn’t he used his healing touch?

      Even that might not have mattered. If Therin had a dragon pearl for the dragon, and if he knew how to use it, anything Jason might’ve done to try to help the forest dragon wouldn’t have mattered. It would be the same as if he would have acquired the ice dragon pearl. At least Jason had kept that from him, and he’d prevented the Dragon Souls from having one. When it came to the iron dragon, Jason was the only one to possess a dragon pearl.

      “Sarah?” He whispered her name into the darkness, against the fog, wondering if he would be able to find her. As he looked around, as he searched for her, for Henry, he tried to find shapes moving in the fog.

      There was nothing. There was nothing but more fog.

      Jason struggled to see against it, searching for some way to look beyond, and found nothing.

      “Sarah?” He called her name a little louder this time and stood fixed in place, searching through the fog. It started to lift, thinning a little bit, but he still saw no figures outlined in the fog.

      There was a dragon. But Jason could feel the dragon through his connection, through the way that his hand tingled, burning slightly, practically throbbing. He focused on the iron dragon, on what he could feel of him, and began to wonder if there was anything he could use in order to help see through the darkness. If the iron dragon was able to draw upon enough heat, he might be able to burn off the fog, but he didn’t know if it was safe to ask the iron dragon to risk himself.

      With everything they’d been through, every bit of energy they’d expended, the iron dragon might not have enough strength in order to fight.

      Jason searched, and that strange fluttering sense continued to gust around him. He recognized it and waited for another illusion to form. The fog continued to hold, and nothing else changed.

      As he searched, he wondered how many dragons they might encounter.

      Therin would’ve brought dragons to Dragon Haven, and he would’ve sent Dragon Souls in order to try to control and overpower the dragons, but would he have brought dozens, as he had when he came for them the last time? Or perhaps he would’ve brought more. Hundreds. It would’ve been too many. After everything Jason had done, every bit of energy he’d used, he didn’t know if he had enough strength to withstand an attack. He didn’t even know if he could draw upon the power of the ice dragon or the iron dragon. Even if he could, could he mix them in a way that would be curative to a dragon trained by the Dragon Souls?

      He breathed out, looking all around, searching for Sarah. For Henry.

      They would have been close. He was certain of that, but then, with as much heat as the iron dragon had created, it might’ve been too much for them. They might’ve been thrown back, forced away, and if that were the case, then he had no idea where they would’ve had to go.

      Every so often, he looked back, searching for the iron dragon, but he could still feel him. He knew that he was there.

      Why isn’t the fog lifting?

      It was a strange fog, but stranger still was that breeze that gusted through, that reminder of an illusion, and Jason kept waiting for something to shimmer, to reveal itself as a new illusion, but nothing happened.

      Maybe Therin was trying to decide what sort of illusion he would maintain.

      Maybe he wasn’t able to form one.

      It was possible the power of the fog, of the ice dragon and the iron dragon combined together, was enough to overpower anything Therin might be able to do.

      Jason tried to find his way through the fog, to find what had happened to Sarah and Henry. He needed them. He needed not only to know what happened to them, but he wanted to have their help. As he attempted to maintain his control over this fog, to use it to eliminate any illusion, he would need their support.

      “Sarah!”

      He cried out her name again, calling against the darkness, trying to find some way to get to her, but there didn’t seem to be any response.

      She was there. She had to be. Just like Henry had to be out there.

      Turning his attention back to the iron dragon, he headed over to him. The dragon let out a low rumble and steam hissed off his back.

      “How tired are you?”

      “I used considerable energy,” the dragon said.

      “Would you be able to draw more if it were needed?”

      “I can try.”

      “Can you fly?”

      “That does not take much energy.”

      Jason scrambled onto the dragon’s back, and with a lurch, they took to the air. It wasn’t nearly as fluid as the dragon’s usual flight, and as they traveled, he clung tightly. Fatigue persisted, but it wasn’t as all-encompassing and overwhelming as it had been. At least now, the fatigue began to leach out of him, the rest allowing him to restore his strength.

      They circled, moving slowly. The dragon glowed with a soft light, and it did little to push back the gloom of the fog. The higher they traveled, the thicker the fog seemed to be.

      The sense of the ice dragon was there.

      Rather than drawing upon his power, he borrowed only from the connection between them. He didn’t want to draw upon the ice dragon’s magic, not wanting to harm him and not wanting to overwhelm him in any way. They had exerted considerable energy the longer that they had fought, and this fog was evidence to that.

      More likely was that the ice dragon remained high above, soaring above the clouds, drawing upon the ice and the cold and using that to restore himself. If only Jason could borrow something similar.

      “Can you see through the fog?” he asked the dragon.

      “There is something about it that makes it difficult.”

      “Is it because it was a combination of both you and the ice dragon?”

      “It’s possible,” the dragon said.

      Possible. And if that were possible, then what else would he be able to do? When it came to dealing with the dragon like this, when it came to knowing that power, it might be more than Jason was going to be able to do.

      And perhaps that didn’t matter.

      He focused, trying to peer through the cloud, using his dragon sight, but he couldn’t see anything. If the dragon couldn’t, it was unlikely that Jason would be able to see anything either.

      Every so often, he felt a fluttering, a shimmering. It came from a stirring of the breeze, a reminder of the power of the forest dragon, and each time it came to him, Jason was convinced he would need to do something in order to ignore it. He had no idea if he was even going to be strong enough to withstand another illusion. So far, the fluttering hadn’t amounted to anything.

      They circled, soaring high overhead, parting the fog. The iron dragon seemed to take on more strength, his entire body glowing more brightly and more solidly, and with it came an increased sense from the iron dragon.

      Not only did the iron dragon begin to grow in his strength, but the ice dragon did as well.

      “We need to find what’s real,” he said.

      The dragon rumbled.

      Was there any way to pull some of that power back?

      If it was just a matter of pulling on power, then he was going to have to find how to draw it into himself. He was focusing on the fog and the fact that he couldn’t see through it, but what he needed to concentrate on was the fluttering wind. If he could use that, if he could know what was out there, then perhaps he could overpower it.

      Jason waited until the next stirring came to him. When it did, he latched onto it, drawing on it. There came a surge. It rumbled within him, reminding him of the dragon.

      The energy continued to build.

      The fluttering became a steady breeze.

      Had he made a mistake?

      He had thought that by latching on to that fluttering, he was attaching to what he could detect of the breeze itself. Perhaps what he should have done instead was focus on the illusion.

      None of this was real. All of this was in his mind, visions, and yet even this didn’t feel like a vision. It felt real enough, and given what he detected around him, he believed that it was real.

      “Were you seeing the same vision I did?” he asked the iron dragon.

      “Which vision?”

      “That of dragons fighting.”

      “I saw it.”

      “Do you believe the forest dragon has the ability to show you visions?”

      “I believe such a thing is possible. She is incredibly powerful, though hers is different than mine.”

      Jason inhaled deeply. It was clear to him that the dragons had different abilities, and the more that he spent time around them, the more that he understood. Somehow, the abilities were similar. They all came from the same power, the same dragon heritage, and yet because of where they were hatched, something about them had changed.

      He needed the help of the forest dragon for this.

      In order to defeat Therin, he was going to have to find some way to overpower whatever he was able to draw through the forest dragon.

      He focused on the illusion, remembering what he had seen. The dragons had been flying overhead, twirling in the sky, fighting with a violent energy. He had seen it, and he could feel it, and he was familiar with that energy.

      As he focused on the sense of what he’d seen, he thought back to other illusions that he’d had, and the way that they had overwhelmed him, and he tried to find some connection between them, searching for answers as to what was between the dragons and what he had seen. Yet there wasn’t any.

      All of it was tied to the forest dragon. All of it was tied to finding some way to destroy the illusion they had formed for him.

      He breathed in.

      He focused on what he could control. He had a connection to the iron dragon. A connection to the ice dragon. And, regardless of how faint it was, he did have a connection to the forest dragon. She had allowed that connection. He didn’t know if it was something he could use, but she had not wanted to fight openly.

      But that didn’t mean that she wasn’t willing to fight at all.

      Was there some way to connect more strongly to her?

      He thought about what he had seen when he had been in the forest with her. There had been the touch, the connection he shared when he had placed his hands on her cheeks, feeling the velvety surface of her scales.

      That sense filled him.

      The connection was there.

      He thought about what he had detected when he had touched the forest dragon. There was that sense of the forest. There was the sense of her. The smells of the air. There was the gentle breeze.

      That was what he was feeling.

      Maybe there wasn’t an attempt at another illusion here. Maybe that gentle breeze was the forest dragon trying to grant her connection to Jason, and he just had to be smart enough to know how to reach it and use it.

      When he had been trapped within his mind, the illusion holding him, he’d felt the way it had worked through him, the way it had made him sway from side to side, the power of it filling him. He needed to call that power. It was there, swirling around him.

      It was a stirring, the way her scales had caught the wind, shifting. She had changed reality for him, creating an illusion all around her.

      And that power was given to him.

      He was surrounded by the fog, and the longer that he thought about it, the more certain he was that the powers of the ice dragon and the iron dragon were working together to overpower the illusion formed by the forest dragon. Still, that didn’t mean that Jason couldn’t borrow from that sense and use it.

      More than that, in order for Therin to have created such a powerful illusion, one that not only he had seen, and that his friends had seen, but the dragons had seen and believed, it would have to have been triggered by someone drawing upon it actively, wouldn’t it?

      Perhaps he could use that.

      If he could draw upon the illusion, if he could change it, he might be able to do something else.

      What had he done when he had been trapped in the illusion?

      He had forced it.

      Cold. That was what he thought of first. It was home to him, the first place his mind went, and it was familiar.

      He tapped on the iron dragon, and they descended.

      He thought about his home. He thought about the iron dragon, and where he had found him captured in Varmin. He thought about the forest dragon and the way that he had seen her sitting within the trees, hiding.

      All of it was fear.

      He could use that.

      Fear was something familiar to Jason. He had known it his whole life, growing up around it. The fear filled him: the fear of not finding enough food. The fear of what would happen once he lost his father. The fear of what would happen to his sister and mother once his father had disappeared. And now he had to fear what would happen if Therin managed to take his sister and drag her back to Lorach.

      Jason wasn’t about to allow Therin to do that. He had enough strength, and enough connection to the dragons, and enough power now that he didn’t need to fear.

      Despite that, he was still scared. Despite everything that he had gone through, all of the things he had experienced, all of the power he had access to, he still experienced the same fear. That fear was the same as what the dragons felt.

      When he thought about it, the ice dragon feared losing control over the cold. The iron dragon feared being returned to a cage. The forest dragon feared as well.

      That last was the part that filled him. He was aware of what she feared. He could feel it flowing through him, the way that she was terrified of the possibility that someone would use her once again. She was strong, but she wasn’t so strong that she could withstand it. And she had been used.

      That sense of fear flowed through Jason.

      When they landed, he hopped off the dragon’s back and looked up toward the sky. The fluttering breeze connected to him, brushing across his face, reminding him of the nature of the illusion, and Jason called upon it.

      That power was there.

      He started to draw that within him.

      Something began to change.

      It took a moment to realize his hand had begun to glow. It was the opposite hand from the iron dragon glove, but this glow seemed to work along his palm, threads of deep green buried beneath the surface of his skin, crawling up his arm. As he called on that power, that green glow intensified.

      Had the forest dragon given him something and he simply hadn’t seen it?

      An illusion formed, solidifying around him. Snow began to swirl, and suddenly he stood upon the mountainside. Wind whipped around him, cold and biting, but he ignored it. It was there, but it wasn’t something real to him. The iron dragon was there, and Jason protected him, shielding him from the cold, knowing that the cold was not real.

      A figure appeared across from him.

      “Therin,” Jason said.
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      The other man strode forward, dressed in dragonskin. He wore a matching cloak, and his neatly trimmed beard gave him a dark appearance. Heat glittered in his eyes and power flowed from him. Something radiated from him, though it took Jason a moment to realize what it was. Therin was straining against the power of the illusion.

      “What is this?” Therin asked.

      Jason looked around. “It looks like we are back in the north.”

      “You have borrowed her power.” Therin stopped a dozen paces across from him, his arms crossed over his chest, watching him. There was no look of fear in his eyes. It was almost as if Therin didn’t view Jason as any sort of threat, and he might actually be right about that. Jason might not be a threat.

      His gaze drifted beyond Jason, to the iron dragon, and with a shimmer, Jason forced the iron dragon out of the illusion.

      “You might regret that,” Therin said.

      “Why?”

      “Because what you bring into the illusion is what is available to you. By excluding the iron dragon…” Therin smiled at him. “You still have so much to learn. I’ll admit, you could be far more powerful than what I would’ve expected, but you continue to make mistakes.”

      “You’re responsible for what happened to my village.”

      “Am I?”

      Jason glared at him. He shifted his feet, holding on to his connections. As he did, he realized that he’d changed the appearance of his hands. There was no sense of the forest dragon flowing through his veins. There was no sense of the iron dragon wrapping around his fist, forming a glove.

      That doesn’t mean there is no connection to them.

      Even though he’d shielded the iron dragon from the illusion, Jason could still feel the power flowing from the iron dragon and into him. The iron dragon was weak, and had used considerable energy in order to help him feed the last illusion. Even the ice dragon remained fatigued, though the sense of him was there, filling his mind. The only dragon that still had any strength remaining was the forest dragon, though it was possible the forest dragon was beginning to grow weak too.

      Therin stood there. Power swirled around him, and it forced Jason’s arms down. He had experienced that before, but this was an illusion. He tried to free himself, but couldn’t.

      Therin smiled, taking a step toward him. “As I said, you have much to learn.” He grinned widely, glancing at the sky, shielding it with one hand. “An interesting choice. Why the cold?”

      “Because it’s familiar to me. And because I know you didn’t like it.”

      “What makes you think I didn’t like it?”

      “Things you said.”

      Therin sneered at him. “It’s horrible, but then again, there isn’t much that’s like Lorach.” He grinned at him again. “But then, you wouldn’t know that, would you? What you saw wasn’t really Lorach.”

      “You weren’t able to hold me.”

      “Not completely, but I was able to hold you long enough. You thought you could storm in and find your people. You were predictable. It was easy enough for me to target you the way I wanted to. And your people weren’t the goal, anyway.”

      “You wanted Dragon Haven.”

      “It’s been hidden for a long time, and now it is not. You led me straight to it. Once you’re taken care of, Dragon Haven will be removed as a threat. And then Lorach can begin our march to the south. Eventually, all of this will become a part of Lorach.”

      “That’s all you want? More land?”

      “Blame the king and not me. I’m acting on his orders.”

      “You acted on your own orders when you placed the dragon eggs where you did.”

      “Don’t say that as if you aren’t impressed. Had I not done that, think of what you wouldn’t have understood. You would have lived your entire life in that godforsaken village of yours, and you would never have known anything about your potential. You would never have known how you fit into the world.”

      “You won’t convince me that what you did was for anyone’s benefit but your own.”

      “And I don’t have to. You have failed, Jason Dreshen. You posed a much greater challenge than I would’ve expected, and the dragons became far more powerful than I would’ve expected in the time that they had, but you still failed.”

      “I don’t think so. You’re here with me.”

      “For how long?”

      “I can hold this illusion.” As he said it, Jason realized that he could. Holding on to this illusion wasn’t all that challenging. It was a sense of ice, a sense of snow, and it was a sense of familiarity.

      Everything around him was his home.

      This was a place he didn’t fear. Even though his life had been filled with terrifying experiences, and even though he had known fear, the same way the dragons had known fear, this didn’t scare him.

      It was something Therin couldn’t understand.

      The other man took a step toward him and Jason tried to fight the bands of power around him, but he wasn’t able to. Therin grinned again and Jason tried to jerk his arms out, to free himself, but the more that he worked, the harder it was to find any way to do that. As he strained and struggled against those bands, he knew there had to be some way to get free, but he couldn’t uncover it.

      Therin grinned at him. “As I said, so much to learn. You brought the dragons to me now. That was your last assignment.”

      “You didn’t want the dragons brought to you.”

      “Oh, but I did. You see, I thought I could find the ice dragon, but he was able to mask himself. And the iron dragon seems to have a strange connection to you. Only the tree dragon—”

      “The forest dragon,” Jason said.

      Therin cocked his head to the side, studying him. “Forest dragon? I suppose we could call her that. Eventually, I will name her, and when I do, I will have complete ownership over her. Only once her training is complete will that be the case.”

      “You won’t be able to train her. I saw to that.”

      Therin glared at him. “Then it doesn’t matter. Do you think I need her to train? What I need is her power. I need for her to breed. Once I have others like her, we will have even more power.”

      Jason shivered. If Therin had his way, they would drag the forest dragon away from the trees, they would bring her to Lorach, and they would abuse her. It didn’t surprise him that Therin would do that, but what surprised him was the anger in his voice.

      The other man took another step toward him and Jason tried to fight, to get free, but he still couldn’t move his arms. Whatever the other man was doing to him held him lashed in place, tying him to where he stood.

      Did he have to be stuck here?

      It was something he hadn’t tried before, but an idea came to him.

      All of this around him was an illusion. Therin might be real. The power Therin was able to draw upon might be real, but what he experienced was not.

      A soft breeze fluttered through, and Jason redirected it. He shifted toward the snow.

      A deep rumbling sounded.

      Therin stared at him.

      Jason pushed.

      The ground began to shear away.

      Therin scrambled, trying to stay on top of it, shifting the direction of his power.

      “An avalanche?”

      Jason shrugged. “I thought it was fitting considering what the two of us went through when we first met.”

      He continued to push power through it, letting the snow cascade away, rolling down the mountainside, and as he did, Therin scrambled away from it.

      Heat exploded from him and he pushed upward, holding himself hovering in the air.

      But in doing so, he had freed Jason.

      No longer was he held in place, and he was able to move, twisting, and he changed the nature of the illusion.

      The mountain tilted.

      Jason stood upslope, and the avalanche forced Therin down.

      There was a deep precipice, and the other man somehow hovered above it.

      He looked over at Jason. “You can’t beat me.”

      “I don’t need to beat you. You’ve already beaten yourself.”

      “I’ve done nothing of the sort. I’m the reason that all of this exists. It’s because of me any of this is here. You don’t understand—”

      “And you don’t understand.”

      Jason changed the illusion again, shifting it.

      This time, he wrapped them into the dragon’s cave. The crystal in the roof overhead glittered. There was a familiarity to it, a comfort. As Jason looked up at the roof, he wondered if perhaps it was a mistake to show this to Therin, even in an illusion. The other man looked around, but Jason changed the illusion again, constricting it.

      The inside of the cave began to shrink.

      But it was only Therin’s part of the cave.

      Jason stood apart, at the mouth of the cave, and he straddled the stream rolling through it. The inside of the cave came down, the walls crushing.

      All he wanted was some way to overpower Therin.

      He continued to squeeze, calling upon that power, letting it roll around him. He forced it inward, trapping Therin.

      The other man strained against what Jason was doing, thrusting his way outward. Jason continued to hold on to his trap, trying to squeeze it even more, to confine him.

      There was power pushing against him.

      The breeze around him shifted, the energy that filled the cave changing. For a moment, Jason worried he wasn’t going to be able to hold on to it.

      He felt resistance against him.

      The cave shattered.

      Therin strode forward, and the ground around him shifted.

      Suddenly they stood within a circular room. Stone walls rose around and chains looped around Jason’s ankles and wrists.

      Therin stood before him, smiling.

      “You think you’re the only one who has access to her power?”

      This wasn’t real. This was a battle within the illusion, and though he might not have Therin’s experience with holding it, he did know how to break free. He had done so before, and in doing so now, he knew he could reach for that power, that he could explode it away from him. All it would take was to find some way of overpowering what the other man was doing to him.

      He focused on the chains first. They didn’t break.

      What had he done when he had first been trapped?

      He had called that power into him, burning it off through the iron dragon.

      If he tried that now, there was a real risk that the iron dragon wasn’t going to be strong enough, and that after everything they had been through so far, the iron dragon wouldn’t be able to withstand any more fighting. Yet Jason felt deeply within himself that he had to find that strength.

      He called on it.

      He pulled that sense of power around him, funneling it through the glove and into the iron dragon. Slowly, the iron dragon responded, and gradually the power began to burn, tearing free from the illusion.

      As it shifted, the power faded. He was freed from the chains around his wrists and ankles. Jason drew upon the breeze, the fluttering of the forest dragon, and he used that to find a way to change things. In doing so, he called to the power, letting it fill him, and he shifted it once more.

      Snow swirled around them.

      Therin pushed against it. They were within the circular room.

      Jason forced his way again, and snow swirled within the chamber.

      It was a merging of the illusions. Therin held his, Jason held his, and the combination made it difficult for either one to succeed.

      “As I said, you don’t know enough about what you are trying to do to defeat me,” Therin said.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Jason said.

      “A different tactic? You think to talk me down? I’m sorry, Jason, but I’ve lived in this world far longer than you have, and I understand the nature of the dragons, and I understand the way they need to be trained and used. I understand what purpose they have in order to protect our people.”

      And yet, Jason didn’t think he did. The dragons didn’t need to be held like this, and they didn’t need to be tormented. Regardless of what Therin might say, the man didn’t understand them. He didn’t understand the power of the dragons, and he didn’t understand the way that power could and should be used.

      He wished there was something he could do differently, some way to use his abilities to overwhelm the other man, but as he tried, as he strained against it, he couldn’t find that power.

      They were battling each other, drawing strength from the forest dragon.

      In doing so, they were weakening her.

      Every so often, Jason was aware of how that power shifted, and he recognized she wouldn’t be able to withstand much more.

      It was the same way that the iron and ice dragon had failed, by reaching the limits to their powers. And it was something Therin didn’t conceive of.

      To him, the dragons were a tool. They were meant to be used. They were pets, or something even less than pets. In his mind, the dragons were meant to be there for his purposes, nothing else, and as he used them, he didn’t care about the nature of their power, and he didn’t care about what more they could and should be doing.

      Jason did.

      Because he did, he had to believe there was something more to do, and he had to believe there was something more for the dragons.

      If he didn’t act now, if he didn’t stop this, Therin would tear through the strength of the forest dragon, and she would fail.

      And when she failed, he would fail. When that happened, she would be at the mercy of whatever Therin did to her. She would be dragged off to Lorach, turned into breeding stock. He hated the idea that could happen, and hated that she would be used—abused—like that.

      How could he overwhelm this?

      It wasn’t going to be defeating Therin by using an illusion greater than his. Therin was right. Jason didn’t know the extent of what he was using, and he had no idea about the nature of the power he was trying to command. He understood parts of it, but certainly not enough to be effective.

      And that was exactly what Therin wanted.

      He wanted Jason to fail. He wanted him to suffer.

      And once he was suffering, Therin would continue to abuse the dragons.

      But the dragons could help him.

      The illusion continued to shift, shimmering around him, and each time it did, he was aware of what Therin was doing, the way he was twisting it, trying to turn it in a way that would make it so that Jason couldn’t overpower it.

      Rather than trying to fight him over the illusion, Jason focused only on the way Therin was using it on him. He didn’t care where Therin brought him. He didn’t care what he created around him. That wasn’t what he needed to be concerned about. The ice dragon and the iron dragon were there, regardless of whether he had brought them into the illusion. That was what he needed to care about.

      As long as he wasn’t captured, as long as the chains didn’t circle his ankles and wrists, none of it mattered. Jason held on to the power around him, and he held on to the nature of the illusion, but he did nothing with it.

      Therin started toward him again. Bands of power were wrapping around Jason, trying to hold him in place. He did nothing against that, either.

      “You aren’t even going to fight anymore? Have you recognized how overmatched you are?”

      “I don’t understand why you’re doing this, but you won’t succeed.”

      “And you have already lost. I warned you that you needed to bring everything you wanted into the illusion. By closing off the illusion, you excluded everything you had access to.”

      “And what about you?”

      “I have all that I need.” Therin opened his palm, showing a fistful of dragon pearls. They were of different colors, black and red and deep green.

      And on the other palm was the leaf.

      That was the source of his connection to the forest dragon.

      Therin had stolen it from her, and now he was using it against her.

      “I don’t see any dragon pearls on you. Which means anything you brought in was yourself. I don’t know how you’re connecting to the forest dragon, but perhaps it doesn’t matter.”

      “I think it does matter. And I think you misjudged.”

      With that, Jason focused on his hands. He released the illusion that had been shielding them. One hand glowed with a deep green energy, the power of the forest dragon working along his palm, and the other blazed with the orange intensity of the iron dragon.

      “You see, I have a different connection to the dragons. Whereas you need the dragon pearls, they have gifted me their power. I have become the dragon pearls.”

      And with it, he realized that it was true. The ice dragon was within his mind, in a different way than the forest dragon or the iron dragon, but it was there. The iron dragon may have granted him some sort of fistful of armor, and the forest dragon might be coursing up his arm, but the ice dragon was in his mind.

      That power flowed through him, filling him, and he called upon it.

      Therin stared at him.

      The bands tried to squeeze, but Jason reacted, drawing upon the heat of the iron dragon. It exploded through him and his entire body took on the heat of the iron dragon.

      That was probably nothing more than the illusion. As he acted, he pushed outward and Therin went flying.

      The illusion flickered.

      Jason took a step toward him and Therin scrambled to his feet, clutching a dragon pearl in hand. Power swirled around Jason, flames streaking outward, circling him.

      He held his own hands outward, drawing from both the ice dragon and the iron dragon. As he did, he combined their power, and everything that Therin was trying to use against him faded. It failed, collapsing.

      He stalked toward Therin again, and he held on to the power.

      The other man held on to the dragon pearls, squeezing them.

      “You don’t know enough to defeat me.”

      “Because I didn’t include these powers in the illusion? They were with me all along, Therin.”

      With that, he shifted the illusion.

      Knowledge of how to do so filled him, and he blasted it outward.

      No longer did he call upon the power of the forest dragon. There was no need. Therin was down, and when the illusion shattered, the fog filled the area around him. The iron dragon was there, right behind him, but surprisingly, so too was the ice dragon. There was a fluttering breeze flowing all around him, and Jason had a sense that the forest dragon was there, too.

      “You won’t be able to do—”

      The ice dragon didn’t give Therin a chance to finish. Icicles shot from his back, sharp arrows that streaked toward Therin, and they crashed into him. Most of them dissipated, dissolving and becoming nothing more than steam as Therin overpowered them with his connection to the dragons. Still Jason continued to call upon power, holding Therin in place, and the ice dragon emptied himself into Therin, shooting power toward him.

      And then the iron dragon acted.

      With a swipe of his tail, a glowing sword of destruction, he cleaved through Therin.

      The last thing the Dragon Soul did was gasp, his eyes going wide. When his body fell, lifeless, his hand opened and the dragon pearls rolled onto the ground around him.
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      Jason could scarcely move. He couldn’t believe they had succeeded. And they had succeeded. Regardless of anything else, they had won.

      He turned to the dragons. The iron dragon radiated heat, but the ice dragon leaned forward, his body bowed, and Jason worried that he had expended too much of himself.

      “You can go,” he said to the ice dragon.

      “Are you sure?”

      “You can. You’re with me, so I will know how to reach you,” he said.

      With that, the ice dragon took to the air and quickly disappeared into the fog, leaving Jason with just the iron dragon. He turned to the dragon, looking at him, and waited for him to say something, but he rested. The heat radiated along his body, but there was nothing else from him.

      “I need to find the others.”

      “Jason?”

      The voice came out of the distance, and he turned toward it, looking for Sarah. He could hear her, but the fog was still there.

      But then, the fog was dissipating.

      A shadowed form appeared, and he turned toward it and found Sarah approaching. Henry followed her. Both of them had glazed looks on their faces.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      He pointed to Therin.

      Henry’s breath caught. “How?”

      “He was controlling the illusion, and I wrapped him in my own.”

      “And you killed him?”

      “The dragons did,” Jason said.

      “I didn’t think illusions would be able to kill,” Henry said.

      Jason let out a shaky breath. “I didn’t either.” He reached for the iron dragon. “There’s something else I need to do.”

      “Your village,” Sarah said.

      “My village.”

      “I can go with you,” she said.

      “I would like that.”

      He turned to the iron dragon. “Do you think you can fly?”

      The dragon rumbled. “I should be able to do that.”

      “I’ll remain here,” Henry said. “I don’t know what more we might have to face with the power that Therin brought to us.”

      “I don’t know how much power he actually brought. With his ability to control the illusion, I think that he used that rather than any real attack.”

      It seemed strange, but at the same time, it fit. Despite the fact that they had seen all those dragons, there simply had not been any.

      “I still need to make sure that Dragon Haven is protected,” Henry said.

      Jason nodded and climbed onto the iron dragon’s back and settled in. He was exhausted, the power of everything he had been through overwhelming him. Sarah joined him atop the dragon, and the two of them said nothing.

      The iron dragon lunged into the air. There was nothing graceful about it, and the burst of power he used in order to take flight was less than normal, but he began to glow, and heat radiated along his body, propelling them forward.

      As they flew, the fog lifted and the morning sun began to appear.

      Jason looked off into the distance, staring at it.

      Therin was defeated.

      After everything, that was enough to bring a sense of relief. He had suffered so much because of Therin, and he had feared because of him, worrying about the way he would come after him and the dragons, and for him to finally have been defeated was a weight off his shoulders.

      As they flew, he rested. He drifted in and out, finally coming awake as the wind shifted, becoming colder. It wasn’t an illusion as he had experienced before, nothing more than a crisp northerly breeze. Snow swirled with it, the occasional flakes soft and fluffy, not at all as it would be later in the day. In the distance, he caught sight of the peak.

      “Do you want to land?” Sarah asked.

      Jason breathed in, staring.

      Would he be able to see anything down there? He might need to go into the village, to ensure their safety, but there might be another way.

      He focused on the iron dragon, on what he could see, and he connected to him. Gradually, there came a sense of power flowing through them, and he was able to see through the dragon’s eyes.

      As he did, he watched the mountainside.

      He was looking for gradations of heat. He was looking for signs of movement. He was looking for anything that would tell him that what he had seen before was an illusion.

      What he needed was to know the illusion had faded.

      All he saw was the burnt remains of his village.

      He let out a sigh. After all of that, there would still be the same destruction?

      That couldn’t be. It didn’t fit with what Therin would do. He wouldn’t spend energy trying to destroy his village.

      What if there wasn’t any destruction?

      Just an illusion.

      Jason focused on what he could see through the dragon’s eyes, and he called upon the sense of magic, that of the dragons, and he pulled on it.

      He used the same connection as he had within the illusion, and he drew it through him, summoning it, and in doing so, he called it through the iron dragon glove and into the iron dragon. Heat exploded. It flowed through him, through the iron dragon, and with a flare of orange light, the iron dragon burned it off.

      And then the mountainside returned.

      The village was there. Movement down in the village caught his attention, and everything looked as he remembered.

      He held his breath, staring.

      With a start, he realized they were too close. The iron dragon was flying close enough that anyone in the village would recognize it.

      Jason wondered if he might be able to use the connection to the forest dragon, and he focused on what flowed through him, the sense of the breeze, and he created an illusion around the dragon, masking them.

      It happened quickly, but when it settled in, he felt how it worked.

      The illusion held.

      “What did you do?” Sarah asked.

      “I placed an illusion on us. I didn’t want the village to know there was a dragon out here.”

      “Your village is there?”

      “So it seems,” he said. He smiled to himself, settling back on the dragon’s body, resting.

      After all of that, after everything they had experienced, the village was still there. Therin hadn’t destroyed it. The village had been there all along.

      Jason didn’t want to think about what it meant that he hadn’t needed to go to Dragon Haven. He hadn’t needed to go to Lorach. But then, if he hadn’t, he never would have known about the connection to the forest dragon. He never would have freed her.

      And Therin would have used her regardless.

      Eventually, Therin would have found the forest dragon. He would have found the ice dragon and the iron dragon. Killing him had been necessary. Jason and the dragons had done what was needed at the time it was needed. Because of that, the dragons were safe.

      That didn’t mean that the Dragon Souls wouldn’t return.

      And it didn’t mean that Henry didn’t need their help even now.

      He would return to the village, eventually, but he would do so with his sister. It was time for that. Perhaps it was time to bring his mother away too.

      There was no reason to remain, not as there had been before. Now he needed to better understand the dragons. Now he needed to fulfill his purpose.

      He motioned to the iron dragon and they changed directions, heading toward Dragon Haven once again.

      Sarah took his hand, squeezing it.

      Jason smiled over at her, and she rested her head on his shoulder. They flew in silence. There was only the sound of the occasional rumble from the dragon, that of the wind whipping around them, but nothing else.

      As they passed back into the lands surrounding Dragon Haven, the fog lifted and Jason looked down. There was no sign of violence. Someone had removed Therin’s body, and there were no signs of the dragons.

      “How many dragons do you think he brought to Dragon Haven?” Sarah asked.

      Jason shook his head. “I don’t know that he needed to bring any. He believed his power with the illusion was enough that he didn’t need to.”

      And it almost had been too much to withstand.

      When they reached Dragon Haven and landed, Jason patted the iron dragon’s side.

      “Rest, friend.”

      The dragon rumbled and slithered off into the trees.

      “Where do you think he goes?” Sarah asked.

      “I don’t know. He’s connected to the heat, and I would have thought that it would have been the sun and the sky, but I think he goes underground.”

      “It’s strange.”

      “It is.”

      “How many others like them do you think there are?”

      “The ice dragon thinks there are several more.”

      If there were several more, they would need to find them, to know the purpose behind them, but for now, he needed to do something else.

      They saw no sign of violence as they headed toward Dragon Haven. Whatever influence Therin had must have been minimal. There were people out in the streets, and every so often, he caught sight of dragons soaring overhead, but there weren’t nearly as many as he had expected.

      By the time they reached the main building, Jason half expected to find no evidence of fighting, but there were scorch marks along some of the walls.

      Sarah pointed.

      Jason nodded as they headed into the building, and he went straight toward his sister’s room.

      She wasn’t there.

      Sarah stayed with him. They searched the palace until they came across her.

      She was in the kitchen. William was with her. He glanced from Sarah to Jason, and Jason realized he and Sarah were still holding hands.

      “Jason?” Kayla asked. She ran over to him, wrapping her arms around him in a tight hug. “You wouldn’t believe what happened here. There was an attack, but they were able to push it back.” She watched him for a moment. “How are you here already?”

      “It’s over,” he said.

      “Over? Does that mean that Mother is…”

      “She’s alive.”

      “If she’s alive, then where is she? I need to go to her. She’s sick, you know, and she needs our help.”

      “I know she does, but she’s not here.”

      “Jason, what did you do with her? You couldn’t have left her there.”

      “I did. It’s a long story, but needless to say, she’s still in the village.”

      “That’s a terrible thing to say.”

      He didn’t have any way to fully explain it to his sister, but there was some way that he could demonstrate it.

      He called upon the forest dragon. She’d had time to rest, and he had a sense that her strength had refreshed, replenished enough that she could help him. He created an illusion, casting one about him that formed an image of the village. Wind whistled around, whipping up, carrying the cold of the breeze. There was more to it than that, snow added to it, and smoke drifted from dozens of chimneys within the village.

      Kayla’s breath caught and William lurched to his feet, looking all around.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      “This is an illusion,” he said.

      Jason released it, letting the illusion fade. When it did, he looked over at Sarah, and then back to Kayla. “None of what we saw was real. I know how hard it is to believe, but it was an illusion. There’s a dragon with the ability to place illusions.”

      “Mother was there the whole time?”

      “She was.”

      “So none of this was necessary?”

      “It was necessary, for a different reason.” As he looked at his sister, and as he understood that she was here with him, that she appreciated the dragons in a way she hadn’t before, he realized the truth of that. This had been necessary, and if he hadn’t been drawn away, and if he hadn’t brought his sister with him, she wouldn’t have known the truth. That was what all of this was about. Finding the truth for him. In him.

      “What reason?”

      “So that you know.” He hugged his sister. “We both know, now. And because we know, we can change things for the better.”

      “How would you change things?” she asked.

      “I think that it’s time for us to bring Mother away from the village.”

      “Where would you bring her?”

      “We have options, but…” He looked around, glancing from Sarah to William. “I guess I was thinking that we would bring her here.”

      “Here?”

      Jason nodded. “I don’t know how much help we can give her, but I think she needs to be brought out of the village. And we need to stop worrying about where food will come from. We need to stop worrying about the others in the village.”

      It was possible that they might even need to bring all of the village out, to bring everyone to a place where they could succeed and thrive. After what Reltash had done, the way he had been stealing food from them, and the difficulty life had taken on within the village, Jason couldn’t help but wonder whether it was time for more drastic measures.

      It would be difficult, but everything he’d been through had been difficult. Perhaps it was time for things to be a little bit more challenging. Perhaps it was time for him to do something that had a different sort of meaning. After his willingness to go after the village, he thought perhaps it was time to ensure they were truly safe.

      “And then what will you do?” Kayla asked.

      “And then I think I need to be more involved with the dragons.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I think it’s something I was meant to do.”

      He didn’t know what form that would take, but he understood he would have to do more. And this time, he had a feeling that it truly involved going to Lorach. They wouldn’t have to worry about trying to rescue his people. They could focus only on the dragons and what it would take to free them. And in doing so, he had to believe he could find answers.

      More than that, there was someone there he needed to reconnect with, and he had to believe that understanding David’s motivations and what he was trying to do would be important.

      Somehow.

      For now, he would rescue his mother, he would do what he could to protect the people of the village. And then he would decide what he needed to do for the dragons. One thing was certain: He no longer would be doing it alone. With the iron dragon armor, the forest dragon’s power flowing through him, and the sense of the ice dragon within his mind, he wouldn’t have to do anything alone again. It made him stronger, and it would allow them all to conquer their fear together.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Dragon Misfits continue with book 4: Storm Dragon
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      I’d love for you to check out the first book in an exciting new series: The Edge of Darkness
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      They called him the Volatar. He came from nothing. Found his power. Became a legend, then lost it all. 

      Now he has all the power in the world but can't touch it. With war growing, an old enemy on his heels, his best friend by his side, only the north holds the secret to reconnecting with his lost power.

      But war has a way of pushing old heroes aside. 

      Hevith Alaster knew nothing of the Hith when their dark magic took his family away. Life on the wagon train had been simple. Keep moving north, stay ahead of the war. 

      But war found him all the same.

      Hurt, humbled, and left to rot in a northern prison, Hevith must carve out a new life for himself in the wake of tragedy--but only if he can find a way to break free before the Hith break him. Either he must rise to the challenge or he will be yet another casualty on the Hith's path to total domination.
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      Looking for more in the same world as the Dragon Misfits? Check out the Dragonwalker series, staring with: Dragon Bones.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Forest Dragon. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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