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      The smell struck Jason Dreshen first.

      It was a strange scent, and it seemed to drift through the valley, wafting toward him, an unpleasant odor of rot he couldn’t quite shake. On top of it, though, was something familiar. It was almost as if he had smelled that rot before, though Jason wasn’t entirely sure why that would be.

      He wrinkled his nose as he breathed it in, focusing on that smell and trying to determine whether he should investigate or just leave it alone. At this point, it might be wiser just to let it be.

      He looked around the valley. The hillside rolled forward, a gentle slope toward a jungle filled with deep green shrubs and trees and vines, all of them growing densely together. It was different enough from the forest that he had thought perhaps he might be able to find one of the other dragon misfits within its boundaries, but in the time he’d been wandering through here, Jason hadn’t encountered anything. Somewhere out in the valley, the iron dragon weaved through the trees, slithering in his distinctive way, navigating far more effectively than a dragon should be able to.

      The smell continued to press upon him.

      The farther he went, the more overwhelming that odor became.

      At some point, he might have to turn back. Whatever rot he detected here was awful.

      Distantly, the sense of the ice dragon floated high overhead. Jason pushed a hint of himself through the connection they shared, demonstrating to the ice dragon what he smelled. For a moment, there was amusement within the ice dragon, but then that faded.

      There was a sense of power. The ice dragon was coming.

      “You don’t need to come down for this,” Jason said.

      He used the connection he shared with the ice dragon in order to communicate with him, and thought it strange that the ice dragon would even think he needed to venture down here, but maybe he was concerned for Jason. He viewed himself as Jason’s protector. In the time that they had known each other, there had been more than a few times where the ice dragon had needed to protect him.

      He didn’t think this was one of them.

      Not that he really understood what he smelled, though maybe that was the point.

      The ice dragon hovered, his massive wings stretched out from either side of him, the cold leaving a shimmering mist in the air around him as he hung suspended overhead.

      “You didn’t need to come down here,” Jason said again.

      The ice dragon snorted. It seemed as if steam drifted from his nostrils, but it was more of a frosty fog. “Something is amiss,” the ice dragon said.

      “And by something, I presume you mean this awfulness I smell.”

      “That is what I mean,” the ice dragon said. “It smells like a rotting carcass.”

      “It’s nothing like I’ve ever experienced before.” Of course, in the northern mountain village that had once been his home, animals didn’t rot. If they died, they were caught out in the storm and froze. There was never any odor, never anything quite like this.

      Smelling this now was unpleasant, but maybe it was nothing out of the ordinary.

      Jason didn’t really know what was normal when it came to this sort of thing. Having been spending time in Dragon Haven, he had been experiencing things he never had before, new sights and sounds and activities. He no longer hungered the way he once had, his belly full in ways he still found miraculous. He sometimes found it impossible to even believe the types of food he was offered could exist.

      Most of the smells that he had experienced were pleasant ones, so it was possible that this was simply something normal that he’d not encountered yet.

      “It’s just ahead. I think you need to look into this,” the ice dragon said.

      “Why would I need to look into it? If it’s a rotting carcass as you said, I don’t need to see it. It’s not like I’m curious about what a rotting carcass might look like.”

      “We should look,” the ice dragon said again.

      There was something else in the way he said it, an urgency that Jason recognized. It was a troubled sound.

      Jason focused on the connection he shared with the ice dragon, and he felt a sense of concern there. That was unusual.

      Typically, when it came to the ice dragon, he wasn’t concerned by anything. He was powerful, and he was growing increasingly so. It was almost as if his time in the northern reaches, and high overhead, continued to fuel him. Compared to the smaller, weaker dragon Jason had first discovered, the creature that he now saw was something completely different.

      “Where do you think I should look?”

      “It’s not far from here,” the dragon said.

      Jason wound through the jungle. The air was warm and he glanced up at the ice dragon, looking to see whether or not he was suffering, and noted the sheen of ice glistening along his surface. He added a layer of water and solidified it, turning it into a barrier of sorts along his wings and scaled sides.

      “I can keep looking into this and let you know what I find.”

      “I would like to see what this is.”

      “Why?”

      “There is something amiss.”

      He squeezed his iron dragon glove, pulling upon the energy within the iron dragon. The creature was still somewhere distant, far enough away that Jason wasn’t able to see or detect where he was. Jason could feel him, though. When it came to the dragons, Jason was able to feel them all of the time. That connection was something he valued, a far cry from the way he had once felt about the dragons. Even the forest dragon remained connected to him.

      Jason could feel the sense of the forest dragon, aware of her even though he had not spent as much time with her as he had with the other dragons. He recognized she was there, near enough to him, and connected well enough to him, that he could detect her presence within his mind. There was the faint fluttering of the wind as he often felt from her.

      Her ability had been useful to keep him safe, to keep Dragon Haven safe, but outside of that, Jason didn’t know what more he could do with her illusions. She was powerful, but he wondered at the extent of her power.

      Drawing upon the ice dragon and the iron dragon, Jason let that sense of power flow to him, and he borrowed it in order to help him move more rapidly through the forest. He strode forward, hurrying between trees and around shrubs, parting them off to the side in order to move through here as quickly as he could.

      The smell intensified.

      The farther he went, the more horrible it was.

      Jason glanced up at the ice dragon still flying overhead. He had gained a little more altitude, though he wasn’t going to be completely comfortable until he was higher in the sky, away from the heat and humidity found here. It might be pleasant for the iron dragon, but Jason didn’t need to reach through his bond to the ice dragon to know just how difficult it was for him. He could feel it, but he could also see it in the way water glistened off his hide, the droplets raining down around him.

      “Go,” Jason said. “I can summon you when I find something.”

      The ice dragon sent a hint of irritation through him. Jason smiled to himself. The dragon didn’t like to admit to any weakness, but when it came to heat—especially heat like this—there were limits to how much he was able to withstand. There was no point in trying to fight through it, no point in the ice dragon attempting to overpower the natural heat of a place. It was easier for the ice dragon to remain where he was comfortable. It might be a weakness, but from what Jason had seen, all of the dragons had weaknesses. Most couldn’t endure the cold the ice dragon called home.

      The dragon suddenly launched himself upward. He streaked high into the sky, moving much faster than he once had been able to, making it a little difficult for Jason to follow him. After no more than a few heartbeats, he had disappeared, blasting into the clouds high overhead and fading from view.

      The link between them remained solid and strong, and even though Jason could no longer see him, he could still feel the ice dragon and the connection that they shared.

      He turned toward the smell.

      The ice dragon might not be able to help him here, but the iron dragon could.

      Jason focused on his connection with the iron dragon, squeezing the glove. He didn’t need to squeeze it in order to solidify that bond, but there was something in the gesture that added a connectivity. The metal on his hand was remarkable. In the time since the dragon pearl had flowed over the surface of his hand and up his wrist, it had become a part of him. He still marveled at it. It was metallic, but it was flexible, and it carried with it the lines and contours of his skin. Because of it, he was never separated from the dragon, and never separated from their connection.

      It was the same with the forest dragon. Through what she had done to him, giving him the gift of a bond that flowed over his other hand, through his veins, he had a different sort of energy and an understanding of her.

      Jason embraced that.

      How could he not? Having the power of the forest dragon, the energy of her running throughout him, made it so that he was better connected to everything she could offer. It was more than just her power and the ability to cast illusions. That was useful, and it was something he prized, especially now that he had been able to use it to defeat Therin. It was the sense of her within him.

      Each of the dragons had their own unique personality. They had all suffered, and in a way, they were outcasts, different than the rest of the dragons that existed throughout these lands. It was something that Jason understood. He was also something of an outcast. He was different than the people of his village. So different, in fact, that Jason didn’t even know if he could ever return.

      Not that he thought he wanted to. Now that he had come to experience and understand the beauty and the nature of Dragon Haven, Jason doubted that he could ever return to live in the mountain village he had called home.

      “I might need your help,” he said, sending the connection through the iron dragon glove.

      There was an immediate response, as there usually was. When it came to the iron dragon, he might disappear for stretches of time, but he also seemed to actively enjoy the bond he shared with Jason.

      There came a steady rumbling, a crackling of branches as the dragon slithered back toward him.

      Jason laughed, though it felt strange with the foul odor all around him. When the dragon appeared, pressing his massive face through a space between two stunted trees, Jason could only shake his head.

      “You could have flown.”

      “Flying isn’t always the most fun way to travel.”

      “You might be one of the few dragons who feels that way.”

      “Maybe,” the iron dragon said, breathing out a streamer of steam and smoke. His body was cooled, blackened, and almost looked as if it crackled, the occasional flash of red glowing along his surface making it so that Jason was aware of the heat within the dragon, even if he didn’t radiate it.

      “I love it,” Jason said quickly.

      The dragon turned one eye to him, the orange glow seeming to burn from someplace deep within him.

      The dragon snorted, and Jason could only shake his head.

      “Do you detect anything here?”

      “What should I detect?”

      “The smell. The ice dragon thought it was a rotting carcass, but it is awful.”

      The iron dragon breathed in deeply, and the trees and shrubs all around seemed to move, sucked in by the force of the breath. When he let it out, they fluttered back away, blasted by the heat, the leaves withering or curling under the strength of it.

      “There is something,” the iron dragon said.

      “Do you know what it is?”

      “No, though it is familiar to me.”

      “Can you help me find it?”

      “Following smells would not be my strength,” the iron dragon said.

      And it wasn’t something that the ice dragon would be able to do. If Jason were able to coax the forest dragon out of the forest, he might be able to ask her for help, but she refused to leave. She felt far more comfortable in the trees, protected by her forest and her illusions, and was unwilling to go anywhere else.

      Not for his lack of trying. Eventually, he thought he would need the forest dragon, and he would need to see if she might be able to assist when it came to searching for other hatch mates.

      For now, he had committed to not pushing.

      There was no point in trying to force her into doing something she didn’t want to. There was a limit to how much he could encourage before she began to rebel. Having been controlled by the Dragon Souls once before, she was far more sensitive to those things than others.

      “I suppose it’s going to have to be me, then.”

      “Do you have a sensitive nose?”

      “Apparently sensitive enough. I can smell whatever it is that’s out here, and it’s awful, so it is has to be nearby.”

      As dense as the jungle was, even if whatever he smelled was nearby, it might take him too long to find it. That was something the iron dragon might be able to help with.

      “Can you make way through here for me?”

      The dragon looked over at him, snorting, and then he began to crash through the jungle.

      “I didn’t tell you which way to go.”

      “I can tell which direction you can smell it,” the iron dragon said.

      “You can tell?” Jason and the dragons had a considerable connection, especially as it worked both ways. Not only were they able to detect things about him, but he was able to borrow from them, to look through their eyes from time to time and see the world from their vantage.

      He hadn’t realized that it extended to other senses.

      “Can I smell what you smell?”

      “You might not be able to understand it,” the iron dragon said.

      “How can you understand what I’m smelling?”

      “It’s not an understanding of what it is. I can tell which way you want me to go based on what you detected. It is different.”

      Jason had to spend some time thinking about it. If he were able to borrow those senses from the dragon, he might be able to gain something even more. He could imagine how that might be used, and he could imagine not only the sense of smell, but borrowing temperature differentials, or sounds, or…

      The odor continued to intensify.

      It had to be close.

      “We might be searching for nothing more than a rotting wolf.”

      “Are there wolves in this part of the world?”

      Jason looked around at the jungle. The iron dragon had carried him as far to the east as he had dared to go, staying beyond the traditional boundaries of Lorach. There was so much of the world that Jason had never known existed, and by traveling through here, following the jungle and the iron dragon, he had started to think perhaps he might find another hatch mate.

      There were others. There had to be others.

      Yet as he searched, the intensity of the odor kept distracting him.

      “I don’t think we’re going to find a hatch mate here,” he muttered. “Any dragon that lived here would be scared away.”

      “Dragons aren’t scared,” the iron dragon said.

      “Maybe not scared away, but whatever else would be here might be chased off.”

      The ground dropped off suddenly and Jason hesitated, standing on a ridgeline.

      Far below, a river rushed beneath them, rapids spreading out, some of the spray even drifting up and catching Jason. He breathed it in, hoping the water would wash away some of the stench, but it didn’t.

      It seemed to be intensifying it.

      Could it be that the smell was floating along the river?

      “Can you get me down there?”

      The dragon lowered his head and Jason climbed up on his neck.

      Suddenly, the dragon pulled his wings in and glided, drifting down the slope and splashing with a massive steaming hiss into the river.

      It reminded Jason of the very first time that he had traveled with the iron dragon. That time, they had been running, trying to escape from Dragon Souls, and the dragon hadn’t even known how to fly. They had slammed into trees as he worked his way toward safety. Even now, the dragon still enjoyed traveling in a similar way, and Jason couldn’t shake the amusement he felt at how the dragon slithered as it moved.

      Scrambling out of the water, the dragon pressed a hint of heat through him, blasting the remaining water and turning it into steam.

      With his dragonskin clothing, Jason was able to ignore it, though he still felt the effect of the heat as it radiated toward him, emanating from the dragon.

      Jason leaned forward, staying atop the iron dragon and breathing in the foulness. With everything he’d gone through, it seemed that searching for this odor was probably the least important thing that he had done. It might be better to simply return to Dragon Haven, or to continue his search for other hatch mates. That had value. Looking for the source of some stench out here in the jungle didn’t seem quite as significant.

      Still, curiosity drove him.

      “You must find it,” the ice dragon said, borrowing from their connection to share his urgency.

      “Why?”

      “We must know what this is.”

      “If it’s just some rotting jungle animal, it doesn’t really matter. None of us are all that familiar with the way things would decompose in a jungle,” Jason said.

      “You need to find the source of this.”

      Jason patted the iron dragon, leaning down. “Did you hear that?”

      “You heard it. So I heard it.”

      “The ice dragon wants us to go and search for the stench. We’ve got to keep looking.”

      “It should not be too far,” the dragon said.

      “I thought you couldn’t smell anything.”

      “I cannot.”

      “Then how do you know how far it is?”

      “I can feel what you feel.”

      Jason smiled. “I’m not really feeling a whole lot right now.” Regardless, he encouraged the dragon to keep moving. They started forward, and rather than plunging through the jungle on his own, or following the iron dragon, Jason stayed seated. They headed forward, following what Jason was able to detect.

      The sense of it required that they head along the river.

      Jason trailed after it, aware of something there and feeling that he was getting closer to it.

      It might only be his imagination, but he didn’t think so. He thought that whatever it was would be getting closer.

      The iron dragon continued powering through the jungle. The trees became thicker, the branches around them trying to grab at them, almost as if they intended to snare them. Without the iron dragon, Jason wasn’t sure he would have been able to get through here on his own. As it was they had to pause, the iron dragon surging with a hint of heat every so often in order to blast through the foliage.

      “It seems to me that this would be an ideal place for a hatch mate,” Jason said.

      “Perhaps,” the iron dragon said.

      Jason focused on the ice dragon, and he could feel something from him. There was excitement. But there was also something else. Could it be that the ice dragon was concerned about what they were detecting?

      Jason didn’t really know why the ice dragon would be concerned, so he focused on what he could smell. The iron dragon was using him, his connection, and he was holding on to everything he was able to in order to detect what was up there.

      They wound through the jungle, and now it was so dense that the iron dragon had taken to weaving back and forth rather than trying to blast straight through it. He was able to find openings to pass through, but even that became increasingly difficult.

      The smell was near. The river burbled off to their left, and they trailed along it.

      Finally, Jason caught sight of an opening in the trees.

      It was a strange sight, especially after working through the jungle, trying to find their way through this dense vegetation, but the smell was stronger here.

      Jason tapped on the iron dragon and they lingered for a moment.

      Then they plunged forward.

      As soon as they did, the odor overwhelmed him. This was what he was smelling.

      A pile of leaves at the center of the clearing seemed to be the source.

      Jason climbed down from the dragon, heading over toward those leaves. From there, he stepped carefully.

      The sense of the ice dragon began to drift toward him, growing increasingly more intense as the ice dragon dropped from the sky, darting toward them. His wings spread out, creating a stirring of wind, and ice darted from him, slamming into Jason and the heat from the iron dragon before dissipating.

      “It’s just leaves,” Jason said.

      “It is not,” the ice dragon said.

      He looked over at the iron dragon, who stared at the pile of leaves for a moment and breathed out a hint of flame. It was a controlled flame, far more skillful than he had used before. As that fire erupted from his nostrils, it layered over the leaves, burning them down. The iron dragon was able to let his power out slowly, burning away one layer of leaves at a time.

      A flash of deep green, a vibrancy brighter than anything he had ever seen before, appeared beneath the leaves. The iron dragon continued to breathe out, letting his heat pour over the leaves.

      For a moment, Jason had a fear that it was the forest dragon, but then the coloration within it didn’t change. Not the way that the brightness and the color of the forest dragon mirrored its surroundings.

      When the leaves were gone, Jason was able to see what was there.

      A dead dragon. That was the source of the odor.
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      Jason made his way around the remains of the deep green dragon. It was different in appearance than some of the other dragons he’d seen. At first, he wasn’t sure if this was one of the Dragon Soul dragons, but as he looked at it, he realized there was a feature that looked a bit different. Rather than the spikes and scaled sides of most of the Dragon Soul dragons, this one had what looked to be ropey vines worked around its sides. The color was impossibly deep, vibrant, even in death. Approaching the dragon, he could scarcely get close enough. The stench coming off it was almost more than he could bear.

      “He was one of our hatch mates,” the ice dragon said.

      “Are you sure?” Jason whispered.

      He couldn’t tell why the dragon was gone, only that something had claimed him.

      “Yes.”

      The iron dragon nudged the fallen dragon, pushing him off to the side. When he did, Jason saw that the dragon’s belly had been split, his intestines spilled out. That was the source of the foulness.

      He turned away, gagging, but something within him told him he needed to pay attention to the dragon, he needed to know just what had happened here.

      “What do you think did this?” Jason asked.

      Images flashed into his mind from both the iron dragon and the ice dragon.

      Both of them thought this was the work of the Dragon Souls.

      Why, though?

      Jason thought the Dragon Souls only would have attacked if they weren’t able to control the dragon. Maybe this was one they weren’t able to gain power over.

      He continued making his way around the dragon, and marveled at him. He was thinner than most of the other dragons, but maybe that was death rather than any quality of the dragon himself. It was almost as if he were an entirely different species. Of course, the misfits were all some new dragon species. They were different than the Dragon Soul dragons.

      The ice dragon roared and the iron dragon mimicked him, agony and pain rolling through them.

      Both of these dragons had fought other dragons, and Jason had seen their torment at the idea that they would have to harm others of their kind, but they had been willing to do it, knowing that in order for the misfits to be safe, they might need to battle with controlled dragons.

      It wasn’t something they wanted to do, and he knew they would much rather not. He knew that with everything they had gone through, everything they had suffered through, the misfits would rather work with the dragons rather than continue to fight and attack them.

      Still, this was a different sort of agony.

      He could hear it in the way they cried out, the vibrancy of their voices as they screamed to the skies.

      The ice dragon began to let out layers of ice, wrapping it around the new dragon. The iron dragon followed, breathing heat and fire, erupting steam all around the fallen jungle dragon.

      Jason watched as the combination of the two wrapped around the dragon.

      Normally when the fire and ice worked together, the effect was a healing wave. Neither of the dragons expected this to provide any sort of healing, so Jason had no idea what they intended now.

      He was surprised when the combined steam caused the dragon to turn to ash.

      They continued howling, their voices crying out, something like a song.

      It was a painful song, one of mourning, and Jason listened. He felt as if he owed the dragon that much. Even though there wasn’t anything he could do for the dragon, he felt as if he needed to remain there, listening to the sound of the other dragons, listening to the way they suffered.

      They’d been searching for hatch mates, and he’d come here, thinking the jungle might be a good place to uncover one, but he’d not expected to come across anything like this. In all of the times they’d searched for hatch mates, and in all of the times they’d found dragons, they’d never come across a dead dragon.

      It pained him.

      The fallen dragon was unique. Special. The kind of thing that the world might not ever see again.

      As he looked at the iron dragon, the ice dragon, and as he thought of the forest dragon, Jason knew all of them were unique.

      Not that the other dragons were not. They were. Each dragon was special, and he shared in Sarah’s desire to save them, if they were able to somehow reach Lorach and get to them.

      But these misfits, these dragons that had been created by someone who had wanted to use them, needed something else. They needed the attention of Jason, and the other misfits, in order to have the opportunity to thrive.

      Jason needed to find them before they were taken.

      If the Dragon Souls had come here, Jason had to learn whether they had uncovered any other misfits.

      He stood off to the side of the small clearing, watching the ice and iron dragons. As he did, he could feel and hear their ongoing sadness. Jason wanted to do anything he could to help them, but even as he listened, he knew there wasn’t anything he could do for them.

      The only thing he could think of doing was finding out if the Dragon Souls were responsible. He couldn’t go and attack them. Not without help. Eventually, he believed they might have to go after the Dragon Souls, especially if they were to free the dragons.

      For now, he had to think of a different approach.

      Could he get help? The only person who might be able to help would be David, but David had proven unwilling to offer the kind of assistance that Jason thought they needed.

      He turned to the dragons, watching.

      They sat in the clearing where the jungle dragon had been found, the body having been completely burned away now, leaving nothing but ash. That ash drifted off into the jungle, joining the rest of the vegetation.

      There was something quite beautiful in the way the dragons had dispersed the jungle dragon’s body into the rest of the jungle. If something were to happen to one of the other dragons, Jason thought he would have to do something similar, though he didn’t know if he would be able to do so.

      After a while, they stopped their song. It seemed to Jason that was exactly what it was—a song. It was a strange song, one of sadness and sorrow, but it also seemed to be one of anger and rage and all the vibrancy of the dragons. It was the kind of song that filled him with a sense of power and a chorus of energy that exploded everywhere around him.

      He embraced that sound. He embraced the song of the dragon, and when it faded, he turned to the iron dragon. “I need you to take me somewhere.”

      “Where?”

      “To find information.”

      “About what happened here?”

      “Yes.”

      “I will go,” the ice dragon said.

      “You can come, but I want you to stay overhead. I don’t want you to get involved just yet. You need to remain in the clouds, near the cold, where it is safe for you. If we need you…”

      He didn’t need to say anything more to the ice dragon. He could feel the desire and that burning energy within him, that sense of power that radiated out from him, telling him that the ice dragon was willing to do whatever it would take in order to help.

      When it came to one of the hatch mates, both of these dragons were willing to do whatever it would take.

      Would the forest dragon?

      Perhaps the forest dragon would, though he didn’t know.

      Perhaps that was where he needed to go next.

      If he could get her assistance, and if they could go to her to see whether there was anything she might be able to do, he would have even more strength. Three dragons fighting on his side, each with unique power, would offer something more than Lorach would be able to counter.

      Of course, Lorach had hundreds of dragons, and all of them had been controlled—trained. Combatting that would involve finding a different sort of strength. Either that, or it would involve Jason discovering a way to heal the dragons of Lorach. He’d been able to do so in the past, but the dragons he’d freed had remained distant.

      If he could gather those dragons, and perhaps call to them, he might be able to help, to save them, and do something more.

      The iron dragon lowered his head and Jason climbed on. Heat began to build, starting rhythmically from his head and neck, working along his length, and the iron dragon took to the sky. The way he flew was powerful, the heat and energy surging along his scales, molten metal flowing, bursting them into the air.

      Jason clung to the dragon’s back, maintaining his connection to the dragon. He could feel the heat, but there was something within him that allowed him the ability to withstand it. It was more than just the dragonskin he wore. It was more than just his connection to the dragon.

      They flew, streaking toward Lorach.

      They stayed low, hovering just above the ground, not wanting to draw attention to themselves, and as they neared, the iron dragon headed down and landed.

      Jason climbed off.

      The capital city was in the distance, though he couldn’t see it. Somewhere out there was the sense of the dragons, though he couldn’t see them, either. He didn’t dare get too close. Not quite yet.

      He thought about what he had experienced when he had been here before, how he had detected the sense of David and the dragon he’d flown on.

      That was what he needed to try to find now.

      Jason had no idea whether he would even be able to reach that dragon, but if there was some way to stretch his awareness across the distance, he had to try. He needed to call out to David and find him.

      Picking up on a single dragon was easy when he had a bond to them, but in the case of the blue dragon he’d seen with David, Jason didn’t have a bond. He was just one more dragon.

      He thought about what he’d detected when he’d tried to test for injury to the dragon, and whether there was anything within the dragon that he might have needed to heal, and he realized doing so had connected them a little bit.

      It wasn’t the same as what Jason shared with the other dragons, and he certainly didn’t have the same bond as with the ice or iron dragon. It wasn’t even the strange connection that linked him to the forest dragon. What he detected was something else.

      It was a familiarity. Within that familiarity, he thought he might be able to better understand how to reach the dragon.

      Somewhere deep within him, he could feel that familiarity, and he recognized just what he had done before. There was something he could do now.

      He pushed outward.

      It was a soft touch. Jason didn’t want to use too much energy, and he certainly didn’t want to do anything that would anger David. The Auran had been a friend to him, as much as someone from Lorach could be a friend. He hadn’t attacked, and he’d shown a willingness to work with the dragons, something also unusual for the people of Lorach. Jason had to believe that David would eventually come around to his side, and that they would be able to work together.

      He continued to send a hint of pressure through the connection.

      He used a little bit, nothing more than that, just enough that the dragon would be aware of him. As he continued to push on it, Jason had to question whether or not he was being too subtle.

      Still, if he used too much, there was the possibility that other Dragon Souls within Lorach might recognize what he did and that he was there. It was safer to use this subtle connection. Safer not to try to push too much outward, and safer not to try to overwhelm the dragon.

      He didn’t want to overwhelm the dragon.

      He leaned on the iron dragon, resting his iron glove on him. Heat radiated from the dragon, flowing into Jason, and the day gradually began to fade.

      He was tired. The time in the jungle had gone slowly, and with the sadness he’d experienced, the loss of a dragon he had never known and would never get to know, he felt as if he wanted nothing more than to return to Dragon Haven and rest.

      Pressure pushed on him.

      Jason straightened.

      At first, he was concerned that the pressure he detected came from one of the other Dragon Souls, but there was that spark of familiarity between him and that pressure. It came from David.

      It came from a connection.

      He waited. Slowly, a darkened shape appeared overhead.

      Jason acted, casting an illusion around him, turning them into little more than trees. The nature of the illusion he was able to hold on to was much greater now than it once had been, though he still needed to work with the forest dragon to hone that ability. As he held on to that illusion, he could see it forming around him, the shimmering, and from above, through the ice dragon’s eyes, he recognized the tall trees he had created.

      They wouldn’t be noticeable to others as anything other than trees.

      He pushed on the connection to the blue dragon.

      Holding on to that connection, Jason guided him.

      The dragon circled, the darkened shape coming closer and closer, before descending.

      Borrowing from the ice dragon’s sight, Jason noted that David rode atop him. He was dressed in dragonskin, a heavy cloak fluttering behind him. When he landed, he looked around.

      David was a little older than Jason, though not much. His face was distinguished, and his dark eyes surveyed everything around him with a quick glance, sweeping in the illusion, and his brow furrowed. It was almost as if David was aware that the illusion was there, though he wasn’t able to see through it.

      Jason hesitated.

      He waited a moment, looking beyond David, testing to see whether more of the Dragon Souls would arrive, but there were none.

      He used the opportunity to relax.

      As he released the illusion, it faded slowly. When it shimmered into nothingness, David watched him, and there was no real expression of surprise on his face.

      “Did you know that I was here?”

      “The dragon sensed you,” David said. “You understand that this is dangerous.”

      “It is.”

      “Not as dangerous as it once would have been. The Dragon Souls have withdrawn. Now that Therin has lost power, there isn’t the same pressure upon the Dragon Souls to continue advancing. That will change.”

      “I wasn’t sure if there would be pressure to get revenge for his death.”

      “There might be some who would advocate for it, but not many. Therin was powerful and he led the Dragon Souls, but he wasn’t beloved.”

      David looked over at the iron dragon, and something in his expression softened.

      “Thank you for coming,” Jason said.

      “Why did you call me?”

      “I needed to know if the Dragon Souls had found another of these misfits.”

      “And if we did, do you think I would tell you?”

      “Yes.”

      David chuckled. “Perhaps I would. But, unfortunately, we have not seen any more of these dragons. Not for lack of trying. We are fully aware of what Therin attempted, and seeing as how some believe he was successful…”

      “Only some believe?”

      David smiled tightly. “Until I know more about the dragons, I haven’t decided whether or not I’m going to report that Therin was successful.”

      It was unexpected. “Thank you,” Jason said.

      “You don’t need to thank me. It’s a matter of my curiosity. I would rather better understand the dragons and whether there’s anything more we should be doing to learn about these misfits. If I discover there’s anything that could endanger Lorach, I may not have much choice in my decision,” David said.

      Jason glanced over at the iron dragon, and he shook his head. “The dragons don’t have any interest in harming Lorach.”

      “So you say.”

      “I say. The dragons agree.”

      David watched him, saying nothing.

      “The Dragon Souls haven’t found anything?”

      “Not that I’m aware of,” he said.

      What had killed the dragon, then?

      Whatever it had been would have been powerful, and though he wasn’t entirely sure he could trust David, he did believe he wouldn’t lie about this. What point would there be in it?

      “Where did you find a dragon?” David asked.

      “It was south of here. East.”

      “Can you show me?”

      “Why?”

      “It’s all part of my desire to understand.”

      “What do you think your understanding will accomplish?”

      “Perhaps nothing.” A look of affection passed from David to the deep blue dragon with him. “Perhaps something. I don’t really know. All I know is that Therin accomplished something no one else had. It was a risk and a danger, but no one else has ever managed to breed anything other than standard dragons.”

      “And you want to know how.”

      “Don’t you?” He turned to the iron dragon. “Don’t you think he wants to know how he came about?”

      The dragon rumbled, and Jason shook his head. “I think the dragons suffered. Especially the iron dragon.”

      “He suffered because the people of Varmin didn’t know what to do other than to hold him where he was.”

      “They didn’t know how to hold him. It wasn’t the people of Varmin who did it. It was Dragon Souls.”

      And they had been under Therin’s guidance the entire time.

      Because of that, the people of the town had been in danger. None of them had even known about it. What would’ve happened had the dragon escaped? The Dragon Souls didn’t know enough about how to control him, if control were even possible and not simply an illusion.

      “I would still like to better understand,” David said.

      Jason glanced over at the iron dragon. “What do you think?”

      “I will leave it to you,” the dragon rumbled.

      By holding on to the connection between the ice dragon and himself, Jason sent the same question again. In doing so, he could feel the dragon’s energy, something surging between them, and there was a sense from the ice dragon of agreement.

      He would permit it.

      Jason turned to David. “If it will help, I will show you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Daylight was starting to fade, letting darkness settle into the jungle. The iron dragon glowed softly, casting a bit more light around the clearing. The smell remained potent, almost overpowering, but it was less now that the dragon had been cremated.

      Jason looked around the inside of the clearing. There was nothing left of the dragon other than an indentation of the ground where it had been. The iron dragon curled up along the tree line, and the deep blue dragon David flew on settled nearby, though staying distant from the iron dragon. Was it fear that kept him separate? Perhaps only caution.

      David’s dragon must have known what the dragons with Jason were able to do.

      Not that he could blame the creature for that caution. He would have felt the same sort of trepidation if he were a dragon.

      “This was where you found the other dragon?” David asked, making a small circuit of the clearing.

      “A jungle dragon,” Jason said.

      “Is that what you call it?”

      “I’m sure that’s what it was. The dragon was different than the others. Thinner. Something like vines rolling along his sides.”

      “Are you sure the dragon was male?”

      “The ice dragon and the iron dragon were certain of it.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Why?”

      “Out of all of these… misfits… there has been but one female.”

      “How many females do you hatch?”

      “Not many. Females don’t grow as well in captivity, though they are more common in the wild.”

      “In the wild?” Jason chuckled. “I’m not sure the people of Lorach would know anything about wild dragons.”

      “It’s not a matter of knowing about them, it’s a matter of having studied them. There was a time when the dragons ran wild. It was a time of violence. The Dragon Souls gained power over the dragons so we could ensure our safety.”

      “What about the safety of the dragons?”

      David turned to him and frowned. “We’ve had this conversation before, Jason. Your experience with dragons has been limited. What you’ve seen has been dragons confined to Dragon Haven, not dragons that roamed free over wildly populated areas. The records we have within Lorach are quite detailed. There are countless stories of dragons harming others, destroying cities and the people within, and countless stories of the fear people experienced because of them. I want to offer the dragons as much of a chance as you do, but I also recognize the chance they have is dependent upon working with us.”

      Jason looked over at the blue dragon. David had not coerced him. He had been trained, and he had a bond with David, but there wasn’t anything similar to what the other Dragon Souls had done to the dragons. If nothing else, Jason thought David’s connection was more akin to what the people of Dragon Haven did.

      “Why did the dragons destroy the remains?” David stood in the center of the clearing, where the main part of the dragon’s body had been, and he held out a dragon pearl, power flowing from it.

      Jason was aware of that power, and he could feel it emanating through the dragon pearl from the other man, washing outward. By focusing on that energy, he felt the way that David called upon power.

      “I think they were concerned about leaving the dragon behind.” He turned to the iron dragon, who breathed out. “And I think partly it was a celebration.”

      “A celebration?” David frowned at him. “What do you mean?”

      “The dragons had some sort of mourning song.”

      “Are you sure about this?”

      “I’m sure they were singing. It was painful, but also sad.”

      Jason looked over at the iron dragon, and from above, he could feel the energy of the ice dragon. He was circling, flying high overhead, the sense of him powerful. He seemed to gain increased strength simply by being within the clouds.

      Perhaps he should remain there.

      “We’ve never known the dragons to mourn their dead before.”

      “Even your records of free dragons?”

      “The records of the free dragons are old. It makes it difficult for us to know anything about the behavior of dragons from that time.”

      “And yet you still believe that those records are reliable when it comes to the way they would be willing to destroy cities.”

      “Because we have seen it ourselves,” David said. He took a deep breath, and he turned to the blue dragon. “We have a connection. How can I not have one with him? I understand he is intelligent, and is something more than a pet, but at the same time, I also recognize the danger that the dragons pose. Can it not be both?”

      “I suppose,” Jason said.

      David nodded. “That is all I ask.” He pressed power out, and it washed away, sweeping in a small circle around him. The leaves began to spin in place and gradually, they took on the form of the dragon that had been there. David held on to that, creating a sense of the remains.

      Surprisingly, it reminded Jason of an illusion.

      David held on to it and walked in a circle. He started to shift the leaves, and when they flooded off to the side, a little shimmering energy remained, taking on the contour of the jungle dragon.

      “What color was he?” David whispered.

      “A deep green,” Jason said.

      The energy shifted again, and he colored it in. The shape of the dragon formed, and Jason gasped.

      He hadn’t seen anything quite like that before, and was amazed by the power that David was able to wield. He marveled at the control, and the way that he created the illusion of the dragon, almost as if David had seen the dragon himself.

      “Remarkable,” David said.

      “How are you doing this?”

      “There is a residual heat here. I’m borrowing from that in order to create this.”

      “There wasn’t any heat when I was here. The dragon had been long dead.”

      “Though the dragon was dead, all dragons are born of heat.” He looked up, frowning. “Perhaps not all dragons. Almost all dragons are born of heat. In this land, as humid as it is, and with the heat that exists here, I suspected there would be enough residual heat that I could borrow from it. Unsurprisingly, I can.”

      Then David lifted the dragon.

      There was no other word for what happened. It was almost as if the dragon got up and turned, twisting in place so that the form of the jungle dragon could be visible.

      As Jason looked at it, he realized he hadn’t been quite right.

      He had thought that vines had worked along the sides of the dragon, but from the way the contour formed, it seemed almost as if the vines comprised the dragon, twisting around it, winding around the wings, the legs, and all the way down the tail. The shape of the jungle dragon was remarkable.

      “Such a loss,” David whispered.

      “Because you didn’t get the chance to control him?”

      “This is not about control. This is about understanding. A dragon like this… A loss. I suspect even Therin would have considered this a loss.”

      “Therin was willing to destroy all of the dragons other than the forest dragon.”

      Though, Jason wondered if even the forest dragon would have been destroyed had Therin had his way. He had no hesitation about harming the dragons, and he had a complete willingness to do whatever he thought would have been necessary in order to gain the control over the dragons that he had sought.

      David breathed out, holding on to the shape, and he closed his eyes. Slowly, the image began to constrict, squeezing down smaller and smaller until little was left. He held it in his hand, cupping his palms around it, and then squeezed.

      The image was gone.

      “What did you do?”

      “I maintained an image. By holding on to it, I should be able to recreate this jungle dragon later so I can study him.”

      “I’m not sure that’s safe,” Jason said.

      “I’m well aware of what you might think. Do you think the jungle dragon is the only time I’ve used this?” David held his hands out, and suddenly a duplicate copy of the iron dragon formed, down to the color and the molten flow of metal along his scaled body. It shimmered, and then the ice dragon appeared.

      It was an illusion. It had to be. Only, he had never known David to be that skilled with illusion. This was something else. This was using the energy of a dragon pearl in order to create something else.

      “I just want to understand,” David said. “I have never tried to harm them.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “When you first encountered me, I had gone to the iron mines in search of understanding, not in search of a way to harm that dragon. I recognized that Therin had done something. I wasn’t sure if he’d succeeded. How could I believe something like that was even possible when no one had succeeded in it before?”

      Jason shook his head. “Have you been able to find anything?”

      “I don’t even know what technique he used to house the eggs. That’s the key. The eggs need to be placed in an environment, at least in order to take on the environment. That has long been theorized, but never proven.”

      “Why are other dragons all the same?”

      “Because they are hatched around other dragons. They take on the features of the dragons themselves. That is why our dragons within Lorach are so similar to one another. The dragons within Dragon Haven are similar because when they are hatched free, they take on some of the features of that freedom.”

      “What else don’t you know about what happened with these dragons?”

      “Well, something must have been done that eased them through the difficult transition period.”

      “What difficult transition?”

      “There is a time in the hatching where dragons have to be helped along.” He looked over at the iron dragon. “In his case, I suspect the heat and energy of the iron mine is what fed him in those early days. Perhaps the ice dragon sat upon the power of the storms in your northern mountains. The forest dragon was nourished by the life and power of the forest around her.” He spread his hands out, creating the image of the jungle dragon once again. When his hands snapped back together, the image faded. “In this place, perhaps it was the heat and humidity. Maybe that, or perhaps the dragon never had the opportunity to fully develop.”

      “The dragon was killed. It wasn’t a matter of developing.”

      “That is why you blame the Dragon Souls.”

      “The belly was split,” Jason said.

      David spread his hands again, creating the image once more. As he did, it took on shape, and the dragon rotated, suspended upside down.

      Within that suspended image, Jason could make out the split belly, though the coloration was wrong. David hadn’t filled in the intestines that had spilled out.

      “Ah. I hadn’t seen this.”

      “It’s horrible.”

      “Dragon Souls wouldn’t have done this,” he said.

      “What did?”

      “I don’t know.” He released the image and looked around the forest. “Out here, in the jungle, there are likely to be other creatures. The people of Lorach haven’t spent much time trying to navigate through this jungle. It is dangerous, and it’s too thick for us to move through here. Besides, there are natives here who have attacked any time we get too close. The dragons don’t care for this and would rather burn it down.”

      Jason looked over at the iron dragon. He hadn’t that sense from him.

      “You think some other animal did this?”

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps the natives did.”

      “I don’t think so,” Jason said.

      “You don’t think, but you don’t know. This kind of attack”—the image of the jungle dragon suddenly appeared again, the belly sprawled open, so that Jason could see the way that the dragon had been injured—“is not the kind of thing the Dragon Souls would have done. We would use the power of the dragon pearl. We wouldn’t have split open the dragon’s belly.”

      Jason hadn’t considered that before, though he supposed that was true.

      As the image of the jungle dragon faded again, he breathed out. “Can you teach me how to create that?”

      David arched a brow at him. “Would I need to? With your control over illusion, it seems to me you wouldn’t even need me to show you how to hold on to something like this. Can you not simply create an illusion of this?”

      “An illusion doesn’t have the same feeling of realness this did.”

      “The illusions you create are quite real.”

      “Not as real as I would like.”

      “Perhaps you need to keep working with the forest dragon, then,” David said with a hint of a smile.

      “I have been.”

      “You should keep at it and see what else you might be able to learn from her. I imagine there are many things.”

      “Perhaps,” Jason said.

      “If you would be willing…”

      Jason smiled. “I’m not so sure that is my choice to make.”

      “You’re saying that you don’t speak for the dragon.”

      “I don’t.”

      David headed over to the blue dragon, resting his hand on his side. “Thank you for summoning me.”

      “I don’t know that it did anything.”

      “If it disabused you of the notion the Dragon Souls were responsible for this, it has accomplished something. It would have accomplished something valuable, as well.”

      “You could work with us,” Jason said.

      He believed that David would be useful in their understanding of the dragons. The others from Dragon Haven might dislike him allowing it, but Jason had to believe having him be a part of their studies, and trying to work with him in order to better understand the dragons, would be far more valuable than having him remain in Lorach.

      “I’m afraid you don’t understand,” David said.

      “What don’t I understand? You’re an Auran. I know that every time you’ve been given the opportunity to harm the dragons, you have chosen something else. You even spoke the words of the flame, preventing you from doing anything to harm us.” Jason turned and faced him. “That tells me that you want to help us.”

      “It’s not a matter of what I want to do. It’s a matter of what I am duty-bound to do. You can’t understand what it means for an Auran to have a commitment. I’ve made a pact with my people, and it requires I serve. It requires I return to Lorach, that I do everything in my power to offer them the help my powers and my strength will allow.”

      “Even if that means working with the people of Dragon Haven?”

      “The people of Dragon Haven have attacked my people over the years. They have led the rebellion.”

      “You know that’s not true.”

      “They’ve attacked the dragons. They have attempted to free them. They’ve attempted to take our—”

      “The dragons are no one’s possession.”

      David smiled at him. “See? This is where we begin to differ. Where we don’t differ is that I recognize a sense of duty within you as well. You feel as if you must take a certain path, much like I feel as if I need to take a certain path. It drives us both. I understand that about you, Jason. I respect that about you. Much like I would ask you to respect my needs, as well.”

      “I wish we could find a way to work together. I wish the people of Lorach would understand the people of Dragon Haven only want to live in a world where the dragons are free.”

      “And I wish the people of Dragon Haven would understand the threat of the dragons is real. What you know of the dragons, your experience with them, is unique. That doesn’t mean it’s wrong. It’s just different than what I know of the dragons.”

      David reached for the blue dragon and climbed up on his back, situating himself there for a long moment and looking around the clearing.

      “The misfits, as you call them, are really quite remarkable.”

      “I am going to do whatever I can to protect them.”

      David smiled at him. “As you should. You might be the only one able to do so.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not the only one in Lorach to know of the dragons. I’ve done my best to try to protect them, but Therin had others he worked with, followers, and…” David looked as if he wanted to say something more, but he squeezed his eyes shut, a pained expression coming across his face. “Be prepared to protect your dragons.”

      “They aren’t my dragons.”

      “If they aren’t your dragons, then they will become someone else’s dragons. Protect them.”

      As David tapped on the blue dragon’s side, Jason watched, waiting for a moment, and let out a heavy breath. “We could work together,” he suggested again.

      “We could. Perhaps one day things will change.” He glanced up, frowning again, before turning back to Jason. “I will look into what Therin did with the dragon eggs. If I come up with anything, I’ll send word to you. At least, my dragon will send word to you. I do want to understand these dragons. I do not want to harm them. I hope you understand that.”

      Jason nodded. “I understand.”

      David looked as if he wanted to say something more, but he instead shook his head. There was a pained expression on his face. As far as Jason could tell, David was keeping something from him, though likely because he had no choice.

      He was an Auran. He was a Dragon Soul. He was from Lorach.

      All of those were reasons to keep secrets from Jason.

      David smiled at him a moment, and with that, they launched into the air.

      Jason stood in the clearing again, lingering there for a moment, waiting.

      There was no movement around him. The iron dragon had curled up around one of the trees and was breathing softly. He slumbered.

      Jason focused on the image of the jungle dragon, determined to see whether or not he could craft an illusion that would re-create the dragon. As he attempted to do so, he found that he didn’t have the necessary strength. It was almost as if in attempting to create the jungle dragon, it dissolved. Its form faded.

      Maybe there would be something more he could do, but he wasn’t going to be able to do it without help. He was going to need the assistance of the forest dragon.

      Besides, it was time he returned to the forest dragon anyway. It was time for him to gain an understanding of illusions, if only so that he could better craft his own.

      Jason took a deep breath as he looked around, focusing on the jungle.

      He thought about what David had told him. The dragons took on aspects of where their egg had been. He knew that. He had seen that with the forest dragon and the ice dragon, along with the iron dragon. Therin had been looking beyond Lorach, as if to find something he’d lost. It was why he knew there had to be other hatch mates.

      After attempting to create an illusion again, he headed over to the iron dragon, touching his side softly. The dragon stirred.

      “It’s time for us to go into the forest,” Jason said.

      With a rumble, the iron dragon got up, lowered his head, and Jason climbed on.

      As they took off, heading toward the forest—and the forest dragon—he looked down at the clearing. He stared at it as it grew ever more distant, and wished that he would’ve had an opportunity to know the jungle dragon.

      He wished the other dragons wouldn’t attack. He wished for a great many things. The only way he could ensure the dragons’ safety would be by finding the other hatch mates. And, he realized, it might involve dealing definitively with Lorach—and their dragons.

      Even if it meant going up against David.
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      The trees in the forest were incredibly dense, blocking out Jason’s view of the sunlight overhead. He had been sitting in the forest, staring straight ahead, for the better part of an hour, searching for signs of the forest dragon. He knew she was there, but he couldn’t find her.

      Would she have known what had happened in the jungle? His connection to her wasn’t as strong as it was to the other dragons, and he didn’t know if she could share in what he detected the way they could.

      Though he couldn’t yet detect her, the power he could sense was significant, mostly coming off the distant iron and ice dragons. The quiet of the forest gave him a chance to reflect and focus, thinking about the misfits.

      They needed him. He felt certain of that.

      At the same time, he needed them too.

      He focused on what he could make out of the forest dragon. When he’d started to perceive her, he’d used the sense of the breeze blowing through the trees, the way it had shimmered through her scales, changing his view of her. Even now, he thought that he could pick up on a hint of that, but it was not as easy as it could be. He was connected to her, and the glowing green along the surface of his hand, the veins deep beneath, gave proof to that, and yet he wasn’t able to locate any sense of her when she wanted to truly hide from him.

      That was the challenge. All of this was for him to better understand how to form an illusion, and be better prepared for the possibility he would have to create one. That was her gift to him, the connection they shared. The more he used it, the easier it was to spot illusions all around him.

      So far, nothing she showed him was an illusion.

      It was possible she could have placed him inside an illusion. The more he worked with that, the harder it was to determine what was real and what was not, but knowing how she was able to function, the way that she was able to use power, he thought he could detect the layers of power around him. And as much as he wanted to master it, he was still a novice compared to her.

      He focused on the sense of her. He honed in on the power all around him, the energy he knew was there. And as he focused on it, he continued to feel for the telltale triggers of an illusion, borrowing power from her—and also from the iron dragon nearby.

      With the forest dragon, there were no triggers. As much as he looked, he couldn’t find any sign of shimmering, not the way he had when someone else was holding an illusion. Others weren’t nearly as skilled as the forest dragon, and when they attempted to hold on to one, they weren’t able to do so with any real power.

      Jason focused on it, trying to use that power, trying to draw through it, wanting nothing more than to know the energy of her illusion.

      She was here, and he could feel her somewhere.

      He had another advantage, and it was one that he tried not to use when he was peering through the illusion. With his connection to the iron dragon, and to the ice dragon, he was better able to detect other things.

      He combined the power of the ice dragon with what he used of the iron dragon, bringing them together into a faint fog. As he did, it rolled out to the forest, creating a dense moisture that radiated away from him. Jason had started to attempt to learn how to control that fog.

      Jason directed that foggy moisture all around him. The fog provided answers which he would be able to uncover, and he thought he could feel them around him.

      Somehow, he would find the forest dragon.

      He pushed on fog, bringing together the ice and iron dragons. He sensed amusement from the ice dragon. It was unusual for the ice dragon to show any sense of emotion like this, but he enjoyed this challenge in particular. It helped him understand the nature of the hatch mates, as he called them, and in doing so, he was able to master the way she held on to the illusion.

      From what Jason could tell, the ice dragon wanted to better understand whether or not she could confound him. The ice dragon needed to find a way to see beyond her own illusion.

      For all the effort that he put into it, he still didn’t detect any illusion around him.

      That meant either there wasn’t an illusion, or her control over it was even more skilled than he’d known before.

      As his ability over the illusions grew, so did hers. The forest dragon had grown in skill, her technique evolving over time. And she had been powerful from the beginning. Now she was exquisitely skilled, more so than even he had experienced before.

      The fog continue to waft away from him, rolling outward, and Jason held on to it, straining with it, trying to detect whether there was anything within it that he could use. As he pushed, he didn’t feel anything that would be helpful.

      Strange. The more he worked at it, the more certain he was there was something here. It was a hint, nothing more than that, and as he pushed against it, he could feel that hint shifting.

      And he smiled to himself.

      It was subtle.

      “Clever,” he whispered.

      Jason continued to let that fog roll away from him. He pushed it against the ground, and against the sky, and he stretched it all around him.

      When he did so, the trees around him started to shimmer. It did so slowly, gradually fading into a different shape. When it lifted, he was back out in the sunlight.

      Everything had been an illusion. The challenge was that it had been so subtle, he hadn’t even realized it. She had shifted it around him so carefully that when he’d walked, he’d believed he was walking into the forest when in reality he had been walking into the illusion all along.

      “I would’ve expected you to detect that by now,” he said to the ice dragon.

      The ice dragon was there, flying overhead, swirling in the clouds, maintaining a connection to the cold. He detected faint amusement, less than he would have were it not for the lost jungle dragon.

      “You can come out now,” he said to the forest dragon.

      In the distance, the forest began to grow in front of him. He suspected that was real, but with her illusion skills, it was possible that she had fortified even that, making it so he couldn’t tell what was real and what was not. He drew a hint of heat and cold, pushing it together and sending it away from him in a dense fog that rolled across the ground. When it struck the forest, it rolled through, no resistance.

      Then again, when he had attempted it before, there had been no resistance he detected, even though he knew that there was some. He watched, waiting for any sign of her, but the forest dragon didn’t appear. Jason strode forward, waiting for her, and when she didn’t emerge, he looked around.

      Could she have camouflaged herself out here?

      She would do something like that. It was her way of trying to test him. Not that he was much in the mood for a test, but when it came to her, perhaps his mood didn’t matter.

      Jason hesitated, focusing on the sense of the forest dragon. As it usually did, it flowed through him. The sense of it worked its way up his hand, through his arm, and disappeared. That familiar connection and sense of different powers granted to him by all the dragons rolled through him.

      He used that connection, and he turned.

      She was behind him.

      When he saw her, he smiled to himself. She had been there the whole time. The power she was holding on to was impressive, and it shimmered through everything around him. Jason took a step toward the forest dragon, and as he did, everything shimmered again.

      “Even this is an illusion?”

      She let out a strange roar. It came across as something like a laugh, high-pitched and sharp, and the longer that he had been around her, the easier it was for him to know what she felt when she made sounds like that.

      “Unless you are the illusion,” he said.

      He reached her, touching her side. She was velvety soft, and there were strange fibers that ran through her, the vines and veins that worked their way through her skin. Every so often, he would notice power coursing through them.

      “You did better that time,” he said to her.

      She lowered her head, meeting his eyes with her deep green ones. “You did better, too.”

      “I didn’t know it was an illusion until just at the end.”

      “I have discovered ways of masking it.”

      “Will you teach me?”

      “When you can learn,” she said.

      She made her strange laugh again, and Jason shook his head. As much as he thought he was learning from her, there was still much he couldn’t. Even when he asked, she would tell him he wasn’t prepared for that kind of knowledge. He had to build upon what she was teaching him. Until he mastered certain basic levels, he wouldn’t be able to achieve anything more complicated. She seemed to find that entirely too amusing, and Jason could only shake his head.

      It was similar to the way he was learning from the iron dragon. He spent time focusing on the heat he could use, the way he could borrow through the iron glove. As he learned from the dragon, the dragon learned from him, and between the two of them they worked back and forth, honing in on how they could use their power. He was gaining increased skill. The more he worked with the dragon, the easier it was to know just what he could do with its power.

      And the ice dragon was the same. He was perhaps the hardest to understand, which was surprising, considering the ice dragon was the first dragon Jason had connected to. With the ice dragon, he had come to know a different sort of power, and a certain sort of healing, though it was a unique one.

      When he had defeated Therin, he had been repeatedly warned by him how little he knew. Jason might not have the experience to train with the Dragon Souls, and he might not have the same understanding that those within Lorach had, but he could use the dragons as his teachers, and the more that he learned with them, the better he became.

      And they had to learn, too.

      Much like him, the dragons didn’t fully understand the nature of their abilities, and the longer they worked, the easier it was for them to master what they could do.

      “You are far too amused by my failings,” Jason said to the forest dragon.

      “I don’t find them failings. I find you learning. When I first came into this world, I struggled with using this ability.”

      She didn’t talk about it very often, though the ice dragon had. He had lived alone for quite a while before he was ever discovered. It shocked Jason that the ice dragon had been able to hide for as long as he had, but then, he hadn’t been born in the mountains near Jason’s home. He had crawled there, looking for an escape, much like the iron dragon had thought to escape. In the case of the ice dragon, he’d managed to get away, though the iron dragon had been captured and trapped, held captive.

      “What was it like in those earliest days?” It was an easier question than mentioning the lost jungle dragon.

      “I wandered alone in the forest. I fed. Slept. Enjoyed the warmth of the sun through a break in the trees. I would wake up and do it again.”

      “Was it lonely?”

      “Was it lonely for you when you were alone?”

      Jason smiled at her. He sometimes thought the ice dragon was the only one who understood him, but there were times when the forest dragon seemed to fully understand him in a way he couldn’t quite fathom. He wondered if she were able to read him, to dig into his mind, but he didn’t know if that were possible. Maybe it was only the fact that her power now flowed through him, connecting to him in a way that he didn’t have with the iron dragon. That was more of a superficial connection, although he could use it to see through the iron dragon’s eyes.

      “It was never all that bad. I have my family.”

      “I don’t know my family,” the forest dragon said.

      “The ice dragon seems to believe there are others like you.”

      “I don’t know that any are like us,” she said.

      It wasn’t the first time she had implied a desire to know her family. And Jason thought he could help her. He wanted to offer her anything he could, and that meant trying to find the other hatch mates. If he were able to do so, then she might be able to know who she was and where she came from, but in order to really know that, they would have to go to Lorach and find the dragon progenitors. That was something he had so far hesitated to attempt. Eventually they would have to do so, but he wanted to be more skilled before that time came.

      “I know that there aren’t any quite like you, but I don’t know that that’s bad, either.”

      “I never said it was bad. Each tree within my forest is unique. Much like the dragons are unique.”

      He smiled, turning his attention toward the forest. Many of the trees there towered over others, and he liked her analogy, but he wondered how different she was than the other dragons, how different her tree was from the others. Considering what he knew of the ice and iron dragon, he couldn’t help but think they were especially unique.

      And yet, she was doubly so. Whereas the ice dragon and the iron dragon were males, as a female, she could eventually mate and lay eggs. When she did, what sort of dragons would be the result?

      The more he thought about it, the harder it was to know just what that might mean.

      As far as he knew, it might mean she would give birth to other dragons like her. They would be connected to the sense of illusion, and they would be able to hide themselves. Given what he’d seen from how Therin had used her, the way that he had manipulated her power, he could easily imagine the way the Dragon Souls would also want them. They would be abused, the same way she’d been abused.

      And if that were the case, then he would have to find some way of protecting her, and protecting any offspring she might have.

      “It won’t be upon you to protect us,” she said.

      “You’ll fight?” When she said nothing, he sighed. “There might come a time when you have no choice. I know you don’t want to, but…”

      “You know what I want?”

      Jason focused on an illusion, creating a flash of it for a brief moment. Barely more than that. “I know you would prefer to remain here. That might be best for now.”

      “Because of what you found.”

      He looked up at her. “You know.”

      “I know.”

      “Because you know my mind like the others?”

      “Some parts,” she said. She shimmered past him. It was almost as if she used her power of illusion when she moved. “There are some aspects of your mind that are easy for me to know. It’s almost as if you want me to know them.”

      “I don’t intend to hide anything from you,” he said. “I’ve never tried to hide anything from you.”

      “There are parts that are more difficult for me to understand. When you think of the other two dragons, your emotions are obvious. I know how much you intend to help us. When you think of the dragon lost, you feel sadness, but also anger. You blame them.”

      “They might not be responsible.”

      The ice dragon wasn’t so sure, though he hadn’t pushed Jason on it.

      “I also sense something else. When it comes to the dragons, there’s a bit of a conflicted feeling buried within you.”

      “I’m not conflicted about the dragons.”

      “But you once were.”

      Jason turned toward the forest, looking away from her. “I once was.”

      “Why?”

      “My people… They raised me to believe the dragons were dangerous.” He shrugged, turning back to her. “And I suppose they are dangerous—at least, the ones trained by the Dragon Souls.”

      “Why would your people have been taught to fear them, then?”

      “I don’t know.” It was a question he had yet to have answered. There was something about the dragons, some connection they had to his village, but he had no idea what it was. Ever since stopping Therin, freeing the village from the illusion, he still had not uncovered just what Therin had done, and he didn’t know quite what he would need to do in order to keep his village safe. He was determined to try to offer them some sort of security, and whether that involved heading out of the village, moving down to Varmin or to the base of the mountain, Jason wasn’t entirely sure. All he knew was that somehow, he would have to help protect the dragons, though he wasn’t sure what form that would take.

      “You’re still conflicted,” she said.

      “I don’t know how to help them.”

      “Must you help them?”

      “I need to in some way.”

      “Why?”

      “If the Dragon Souls come for them again, they’ll be in danger. They came for them because of me. The village was attacked because of me. And knowing I’m connected to the dragons now, it will put a target on them. But dragons like you are also in danger. I need to do whatever I can to protect them. You. The others.”

      Strange that the forest dragon would dredge up his feelings about the village, though those feelings were there. He hated that it was because of him that the village was now in a sort of danger. His sister hadn’t helped, either. Kayla had been working, thinking about the various ways they might need to help their village, but together they hadn’t come up with a solution. As much as Jason wanted to find it, he wasn’t sure that the two of them would be enough.

      Exposing the fact that dragons existed wasn’t the solution, either. The more he thought about it, the harder it was to know what the right answer was going to be. It might be something as simple as carrying his mother out, bringing her someplace else and trying to ensure her safety, but what about the rest of the village?

      He didn’t have the answer.

      “There are ways to protect them,” the forest dragon said.

      “I’m working on trying to figure out what those ways are.”

      “If you need help, I offer mine.”

      “Not to fight, though.”

      “I offer you my strength. Is that not fighting?”

      It would have to do. For now. “Thank you.”

      She shimmered and suddenly appeared in the forest.

      Jason trailed after her, watching, observing the way that she formed the next illusion. The sequence of illusions happened quickly, shifting the nature of the forest around her, changing it so that she became a tree, then a branch, then a part of the forest floor.

      It happened so quickly and with such control that had he not been watching, he wouldn’t have known what it was, but the more that he focused on the forest dragon, the easier it was to tell what she was doing.

      He stayed at the edge of the forest, watching.

      After a while, he turned away. There was only so much he could watch, and he had been working with her, trying to understand the nature of the illusions for a long time, but now he wasn’t sure what he needed to do.

      It wasn’t to simply stand there and watch. He needed to find his next task.

      And perhaps it was time for him to take the next step. Perhaps it was time to at least get his mother out of the village.

      He had been putting it off, but Kayla had been pushing him, asking for him to try to help, and he knew that he needed to eventually.

      He called to the iron dragon, and within a moment, the massive creature was there in front of him, dropping to the ground. Heat radiated along his scales and Jason climbed up onto his back, settling in.

      “It’s time to go.”

      “Where?”

      “First to Dragon Haven. And then… then to my village.”
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      The conversation with David still left him troubled. Even after having visited with the forest dragon, he remained uneasy. He wasn’t any better able to create the image of the jungle dragon, though he tried again and again while in the forest. Eventually, he hoped that he would understand what he had to do to succeed, but it seemed almost as if the image of the jungle dragon resisted some of the illusion.

      Or perhaps it was only his own mental blockade.

      He shifted on the back of the iron dragon and they spiraled higher and higher in the air, the dragon pulsating power as he undulated them forward. The energy carried them quickly across the sky, streaking high overhead, and Jason looked out through the iron dragon’s eyes.

      There was forest, mountains, rivers. Everything flowed past him.

      All of that was potentially another place for a hatch mate.

      “Where do you think he placed the other eggs?” Jason asked.

      “The other has been searching,” the iron dragon said.

      The other. Jason still found it interesting that the dragons didn’t refer to each other by name. As far as he could tell, the dragons didn’t really care for the idea of names. In the case of the iron dragon and the ice dragon, they had some barrier between them, almost as if there was a sense of irritation, though that wasn’t quite right.

      The iron dragon appreciated that the ice dragon was a fellow hatch mate, but it was more about how they were different—perhaps too different. Still, Jason was able to use their power. It enabled him to have a sense of how else he might be able to use that magic.

      Jason closed his eyes while soaring overhead, heading toward Dragon Haven, and even as he did, he could see through the iron dragon’s eyes. He shifted, turning his attention through the ice dragon’s eyes. The combination was enough that he was able to see much more than he had before.

      Jason stared out through the dragons’ eyes.

      There was a different vantage here. The ice dragon was farther to the north than they were.

      As he stared, trying to understand what he saw, he could make out some of the features of the place the ice dragon had gone, a mixture of trees and rolling hillsides. Where was he?

      It seemed to him the dragon was far from him, but not in an unfamiliar location.

      He had gone back toward Lorach.

      Did the ice dragon know he didn’t need to?

      As Jason looked through the ice dragon’s eyes, he could see movement below him. At first, Jason thought that the ice dragon was looking for other dragons. For a moment, he could see the dragon. There was a flutter of the deep blue dragon, but then he faded from view.

      The ice dragon had been following David.

      What did he hope to find?

      He had the sense that the ice dragon had wanted to know for sure whether David would return or not, though that wasn’t the only thing he sensed.

      In addition to the deep blue dragon, there was something else.

      Other dragons.

      They were flying away from Lorach, a group of them. A dozen, actually, and Dragon Souls rode on top of them.

      Jason frowned and tapped on the iron dragon.

      They turned.

      So much for going back to Dragon Haven.

      As they soared higher, the iron dragon wasn’t willing to go quite as high as the ice dragon was, and Jason called to the ice dragon, and they met each other.

      Leaping from the iron dragon’s back, he landed on the ice dragon.

      The iron dragon turned away.

      “I will find you soon.”

      The iron dragon rumbled, heat flaring along him, and then he disappeared in a burst of energy.

      As Jason tapped on the ice dragon, they headed higher and higher, piercing the clouds, to where the air was thin and wispy and Jason could barely breathe. It made it difficult to hold on to the ice dragon. He gasped, and the ice dragon dipped lower.

      Jason took a gasping breath and was able to catch his breath.

      In the distance, the Dragon Souls continued flying.

      They were heading out of Lorach, and he waited, looking for any evidence they might be moving toward Dragon Haven, but he didn’t see anything.

      They stopped, almost as if they were following along the border of Lorach.

      “What do you think they’re doing?”

      “I don’t know,” the ice dragon said.

      “Have you seen any other movement like that?”

      “Not in the time I have been traveling,” the dragon said.

      “Strange.”

      “Very,” the dragon said.

      They watched, and in the distance, another grouping of dragons—along with Dragon Souls—began to head out. From this high up, he could see the city far below him, and he was able to tell the Dragon Souls were leaving the city, though he wasn’t able to tell where they were going.

      Jason stared for a long moment.

      He didn’t see anything else below him.

      It was just the city.

      He continued watching.

      After a while, he took note of nearly fifty dragons. All of them flew in a pattern, crisscrossing over Lorach.

      It was impressive, but it was also terrifying to see.

      That many dragons suggested something was taking place within Lorach.

      David had said nothing about what was going on, though it was possible that David didn’t even know what was taking place. Jason didn’t have the sense that David was completely connected to what was happening within the Dragon Souls. Despite being an Auran, he didn’t always seem to know.

      “Maybe they were responsible for what happened to the jungle dragon,” he said, looking down. David hadn’t believed that they would have been to blame, and knowing what he knew about the Dragon Souls, he didn’t necessarily think that they were responsible, but he wasn’t sure.

      What if they somehow were?

      What if the Dragon Souls had decided that they had enough power for an attack of the misfits? It was possible. They might even make it look like it wasn’t an attack that they had instigated.

      The ice dragon swept overhead, following the direction of the Dragon Souls.

      Jason paid attention to the pattern they were making and realized they were circling more and more outward, sweeping away from the main part of Lorach.

      “Do you still see David and his dragon?”

      “Not any longer. He disappeared into the city.”

      “With the dragon?”

      “The dragon has left,” the ice dragon said.

      Strange.

      Jason tried to focus on what he could detect of the blue dragon. Any connection he had to the dragon was still faint, and although he tried to find an energy that might explain the dragon’s whereabouts, he wasn’t aware of anything.

      They streaked overhead and took up a position high over the sky, with all of Lorach angled below them. As they did, Jason continued to stare down, focusing on what he could make out of the clearing. He had to use the dragon’s sight.

      What they needed was to find a few dragons that he might be able to interact with, and from there, they might be able to free them.

      He had to find dragons that were stragglers, though.

      Jason focused on the nearest of the dragons.

      They were outside the boundary of the others, and as he continued to consider the dragons, he picked up on one. It was a bright yellow dragon, its scales the color of sunlight. It wasn’t large, at least not as large as some of them, and there was a single Dragon Soul riding on it.

      That was as good a place to start as any.

      Jason pulled upon the power of the ice dragon, mixing with that of the iron dragon, and he pulled it through his connection to them and pushed it toward the yellow dragon.

      There came a bit of resistance.

      He pushed harder, letting the resistance work against him, fighting against it.

      Jason could feel the effort of that resistance, but he could also feel what he needed to do to overpower it.

      He fought.

      This time, he could feel the resistance shifting. The ice and the heat washed together, creating a sweeping moisture that flowed through the yellow dragon.

      There was a roar, and the dragon bucked. The Dragon Soul came flying free.

      The other four dragons flying near it turned.

      Jason acted quickly. He called upon the energy of both of the dragons he had access to, and he pressed it onto the four dragons.

      The opposition was there, but he realized there was another complication.

      They were turning their attention to the yellow dragon.

      There might be something he could do to help.

      By holding on to the sense of the illusion from the forest dragon, Jason sent it over the yellow dragon, sweeping across and changing the appearance of the yellow dragon into an eagle.

      The bird went flying away. He held on to the illusion as the dragon headed farther and farther to the south.

      Toward the jungle, he noted.

      He continued pushing, sending power across the dragons.

      Jason fought, struggling with that resistance within them, the training and the coercion that the dragons had experienced, and could feel it fighting against him.

      They needed his help. They needed to be released from their captivity. They needed him to push, to use everything in his power to help free them from what the Dragon Souls had done to them.

      The resistance faded.

      The dragons were no longer able to withstand his healing energy.

      Jason continued to push, and let that energy wash through the dragons.

      All four of them were fed the healing energy at the same time. All four of them took in that power, and all four of them suddenly thrashed as he continued to push power onto them.

      The Dragons Souls were tossed free. Jason knew now to add illusion to the dragons.

      The illusion twisted, shifting them into birds.

      It seemed to be the easiest addition. One key he knew from the forest dragon was that modifying an existing image into something similar allowed the illusion to hold more efficiently. It would’ve been possible to completely erase the dragons, to create an image as if the dragons were no longer there, that it was only empty sky, but turning them into birds seemed to fit much more effectively with what he wanted to do.

      The other Dragon Souls turned, as if trying to figure out what had just happened to the stragglers.

      Jason had freed five dragons. That was a victory. It was one that he should celebrate, but he had an opportunity here.

      This high in the air, separated from the other dragons and given the opportunity to use that separation and that power, he needed to continue to take advantage of it.

      By pushing power into the dragons, drawing from the ice and the iron dragons, and by using the forest dragon, Jason might be able to singlehandedly remove the threat of the Dragon Souls.

      He turned to the next grouping of dragons.

      There were seven of them.

      Seven dragons would be more than he could manage at one time, but what if he separated three of them? He could add the illusion and mask them, turn them around, and he could free them before moving on to the others.

      He started to push.

      Power from the misfit dragons washed out from him, and he hurriedly added an illusion.

      When the Dragon Souls were tossed off as the dragons were freed, Jason continued to press power through them. He was growing tired, but this was his opportunity. He was going to use it, and he was going to find a way to help the dragons.

      As he formed an illusion on them, they took the shape of birds as well, and they flew off, heading in different directions.

      Jason turned to the other four.

      He could handle four dragons.

      He had done it before.

      They fought.

      It was the first time there was a sense of resistance different than the internal one. The Dragon Souls must have realized that something was happening.

      They held on to their connection to the dragons. Jason had to push as hard as he could, forcing his way through that connection, trying to separate the training and the bond he detected within them.

      He could feel that separation. It was going to work. It had to work.

      The effect of the training and the coercion exploded away.

      Quickly, he added the illusion.

      As the dragons scattered, he leaned down on the ice dragon. Jason took a few deep breaths, trying to steady himself, to get his mind right, and he tried to hold on to the sense of power he could detect.

      There were more dragons down there that needed his help.

      “There’s only so much you can do,” the ice dragon said.

      “They need to be freed.”

      “They do, but you need to do so with safety. You cannot continue by yourself.”

      “Anyone else would risk themselves.”

      “Are you not risking yourself?”

      “I’m borrowing your power. We’re safe doing it this way.”

      The only thing he knew was that the power he pushed out from himself was enormous, borrowed power from the dragons, but it took strength from him too.

      “You may keep trying,” the ice dragon said.

      Even as he said it, Jason could tell that the ice dragon was growing weary.

      Maybe this was a mistake.

      He couldn’t keep stealing power from the ice dragon, not without weakening him in a way that changed him somehow.

      He had to be more careful.

      Jason turned his attention to the next grouping of dragons. He needed to find a smaller group.

      If the ice dragon was right, and if he was fading and would only be able to help a few more dragons, then he had to choose those dragons carefully.

      He picked out five dragons.

      He could do them two at a time, leaving him with a single dragon remaining.

      One of the dragons was enormous, a massive black creature.

      Magnificent.

      Freeing a dragon like that would be beneficial.

      Jason hurriedly pulled upon the ice and the iron dragon, sending that energy through the first of the two dragons.

      The resistance was there, the connection to the Dragon Souls making it more challenging for him to free them, but by pushing out that power, he created a separation to the bonds, and he freed them.

      Jason let out a sigh.

      With a quick surge, he created the illusion around them, though it shimmered, almost as if it wasn’t going to hold.

      He had to summon strength from the forest dragon, borrowing much more than he had before, in order for that to solidify.

      It held.

      Jason maintained that connection.

      As he did, he turned to the other two dragons. He focused on them, calling on the energy of the ice and iron dragon, mixing that power through him, and he swept it over those two dragons. There was resistance, but he anticipated it, and he pushed again and again until he thought they were freed.

      Power pushed up against him.

      This time, the power wasn’t coming from those two dragons.

      The power was coming from the black dragon and its rider.

      Jason ignored it, pushing power down, letting it roll through the two dragons.

      The resistance intensified. There were more Dragon Souls working against him.

      Jason wasn’t going to fail here. He had given these two dragons a taste of freedom, and so he pushed as much as he could. He could feel the opposition build, and he could feel what he needed to do.

      The dragons seemed to recognize what was taking place.

      They thrashed and the Dragon Souls went flying, tossed free of them.

      Jason needed to work quickly. He was fading, but so too was the ice dragon.

      Drawing not quite as much as he could have, he forced the power through the dragons.

      It held.

      Wrapping an illusion around them, he turned to those dragons and scattered them. Sagging down on the back of the ice dragon, he looked over the side, peering at the massive black dragon.

      It seemed to look up at him, though they were masked in the cloud.

      Jason turned his attention to that dragon. He could free one more.

      Power pressed against him.

      He wasn’t sure what it was. Jason strained against it, struggling to overpower the energy out there, determined to overwhelm the black dragon.

      As much as he pushed, and as much as he wanted to get free and to rescue the black dragon, he wasn’t going to be strong enough.

      The resistance from the black dragon fought him.

      Could it be this dragon wasn’t controlled?

      Jason thought it was. Even though the dragon pushed back, and even though he believed that opposition came from the dragon itself rather than the Dragon Soul, he had to keep trying.

      As he mixed the ice and iron dragon energies together, he added a hint of the forest dragon, trying to create an illusion around the black dragon, something soothing.

      It failed.

      The dragon continued to fight him.

      Jason was aware of some sensation through the strange connection that formed as he attempted to heal. The pressure pushing back on him was coming from one of the Dragon Souls.

      Somebody was aware of him.

      The dragon came toward them.

      He only had so much reserve power remaining.

      Jason called upon it. He called upon everything he could. He called upon all of his strength and all of the energy he had within him.

      Resistance formed around the dragon. It came as something solid, something real, not just the sense of the bond between the dragon and the trainer. Whatever he detected now was different.

      Jason scrambled to force his way through this.

      He couldn’t tell what it was going to take.

      The only thing he was able to determine was that he would tap all of his reserves if he tried to overwhelm the dragon.

      “Release it,” the ice dragon said.

      “I think I can get to him,” he said.

      “Release it,” the ice dragon said again.

      There was fatigue within the ice dragon, and the energy that Jason was calling upon weakened the dragon, not only him.

      He had to be careful and do exactly what the dragon suggested. He had to release it. He couldn’t keep holding on to that power. If he did, they would fail.

      Reluctantly, Jason relaxed, letting the power wash away.

      It felt as if he were losing something. He felt as if he were failing the dragons.

      The ice dragon withdrew.

      They turned, heading away from Lorach.

      Energy chased him.

      The ice dragon flew as quickly as he could, and it wasn’t until they passed beyond the mountains, heading toward Dragon Haven, that he sensed something within the ice dragon beginning to relax.

      Jason couldn’t help but feel as if they had missed an opportunity.

      After they recovered, maybe then would be the time to go back to Lorach. If they could free all these dragons, they could accomplish something that had never been done. They could end the fight before it even occurred.

      Jason was going to be able to do it himself. And he knew just who to ask to come with him. Hopefully Sarah would understand.

      The flight back went quickly, though not quite as quickly as he hoped. As they flew, the ice dragon sent an alert toward Jason, and he blinked open weary eyes, looking through the dragon’s eyes, and he saw something far below.

      Three dragons, pursued by another five.

      “What is that?” Jason asked.

      They were chasing each other, tumbling, fighting.

      “I don’t know,” the ice dragon said.

      He quickly tested the three dragons, pushing out a wave of energy, using everything he could to try to determine if they were controlled.

      Free dragons.

      Looking through the ice dragon’s eyes, he could see riders dressed in dragonskin, but they had an appearance that reminded him more of the people of Dragon Haven.

      Could they be from Dragon Haven?

      He didn’t know, but free dragons, with riders on them, needed his help.

      The five pursuers were moving quickly.

      Jason focused on them and pushed outward with a quick healing blast, trying to separate the five dragons from the bond.

      He was tired, and after having tried to free as many dragons as he had, he wasn’t sure if he was going to be strong enough, but he was able to shear through it, mostly out of surprise.

      The dragons roared.

      The other three suddenly turned, facing the five, and the Dragon Souls were thrown free.

      Jason had a hard time finding sadness within him.

      “We should go and check on them,” he said.

      The ice dragon roared, but it was a weak sound.

      He didn’t have much strength, either.

      “Maybe we should go back to Dragon Haven,” he said.

      Jason sank down. Finally resting.
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      When Jason started to wake, he could see that Dragon Haven was spread out below him, a sense of power emanating from it. Everything about Dragon Haven was now masked with an illusion cast over it using a leaf borrowed from the forest dragon, creating nothing more than the shape of the forest in front of him. It was one illusion the forest dragon worked with him to maintain.

      As he was the one who was holding the illusion, it was easy for him to see through it. Others would see nothing more than the forest; at least, others who didn’t have the gift of dragon sight. The dragons were able to see through the illusion. Jason had worked with them, training them, teaching them what it would take to find their way beyond the illusion so they could see the city.

      They landed in the small clearing near the edge of the city and he climbed down, still recovering. The ice dragon didn’t linger long. When he got down, the dragon took off, back into the cold up above.

      Jason took a deep breath, looking around. A trio of dragons played nearby. They were young, probably only a few years or so old, and still growing in their power. He’d used his connection to the iron and ice dragon in order to ensure they were protected, that they couldn’t be trained by the Dragon Souls. As far as he could tell, they hadn’t been.

      Every so often, those who had experience training the dragons would work with them, testing to see whether there was any way to overpower what he had done. As far as he knew, there had been no success.

      He worried about the time when that would fail. Therin had seemed to overcome his ability to protect the dragons, at least as far as he could tell. If he was able to do so, how many other Dragon Souls would be able to do the same thing? He was still learning his abilities, still learning what it took to connect to the dragons, but the Dragon Souls had known the dragons and the connection to their power for a long time.

      There was a man with the three dragons, and Jason approached him, smiling.

      “You returned.” William glanced up at the sky and shook his head. He ran a hand through his wild hair, leaving it standing up. “I bet the other one is out there, too.”

      “The iron dragon is somewhere. Neither prefer to stay here,” Jason said.

      “Does the illusion hold?” William asked.

      “As far as I can tell.”

      “You’re the one who’s holding on to it!”

      “I’m holding it as well as I can, and the forest dragon helps”—now that he was here, he could feel the way she added to the illusion—“but I don’t know whether the Dragon Souls might be able to overpower it.”

      William turned toward the dragons. “I’ve been working with them. I think I’m going to be able to use their power soon.”

      “I hope so. For your sake,” he added with a hint of a smile.

      William ran a hand through his wild hair as he turned his attention from the dragons and toward Jason. “What does that mean?”

      “Well, I don’t want you have to keep depending on your luck.”

      “That luck saved us, I seem to recall.”

      “I think you just want me to believe that it saved us. I think we would’ve been fine either way.”

      The smile on William’s face flickered. “Can I tell you something,” he asked, looking at Jason for a moment. When Jason nodded, he took a deep breath and let it out slowly, watching the dragons. “I haven’t been feeling quite as lucky here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s almost as if some part of it changed, fading.”

      “William, I don’t know how much of that luck was real.”

      William turned away from the dragons. “I know you don’t believe, but I’ve lived with it my entire life. There’s some luck, but it’s balanced by bad luck, too. I wonder if I’m getting most of the unlucky part here.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “When we came here, I thought maybe I would find some way of reaching the dragons. I mean, you have that ability. I’ve seen the way you can use that power. When we first met, you didn’t have nearly as much power as what you have now.”

      Jason held his hands up. When he was in Dragon Haven, he made no attempt to mask the changes to them, not like he did when he left. “I’ve been given a gift.”

      “I know you have. That’s not something I want to have,” he said, nodding at Jason’s hands. “At the same time, I can’t help but think I should have been able to find something here.”

      “What do you think that you should have been able to find?”

      “Maybe a connection to the dragons.”

      He turned his attention to the dragons, holding his hands up. The nearest, a small pale red one with sharp spikes pointing along his back, turned toward William and bobbed his head until William patted him softly.

      “You do have a connection to the dragons you didn’t have otherwise. Look at you. Can you imagine having the opportunity to train a dragon when you were still in your town?”

      William took a deep breath, looking around. “I never thought I would do anything like this. When I was back home, I…” He closed his eyes a moment before looking at Jason. “I’ve been thinking of my father lately. I haven’t thought much about him, but maybe I should.”

      “That’s something I understand.”

      William looked toward the rest of the city. The buildings were just visible in the distance. “I just want to be useful. Needed. Maybe do what you do.”

      “There are times I wish I didn’t have to,” he said.

      “I hear that you intend to go to Lorach. Back to Lorach.”

      He decided not to tell him that he’d already gone. “I don’t really want to, but Sarah seems to think we need to. With her connection to the dragons, and her understanding of how to use her connection to the dragon pearls, she would need to come.”

      It was more than that for her, though she kept what it was from him.

      When he and Henry and Sarah had left the last time, there was some disagreement about whether they should all have gone. Most didn’t mind that Jason had been willing to go, but with Sarah going as well, it had changed things.

      Now she was determined to prove herself.

      It wasn’t as if she had to prove herself to him. He’d been around her long enough to know she was powerful, gifted in a way others were not. She understood how to use her dragon magic much better than even Jason did. He was still learning, working with the dragons, trying to better understand what it would take to use and master that power.

      “I’d like to go,” William said.

      “What?”

      “I’d like to go with you. I don’t know what I might be able to offer, but you could use some luck.”

      “I thought you said you were unlucky here.”

      “It can’t last forever, can it?”

      “Are you sure? If we do this, I don’t think we can run the risk of your bad luck causing us to fail.” Jason smiled, and William shook his head. “You can certainly come, but I don’t know what we’re going to deal with and what we might face.”

      “I can’t help but wonder if there is something else for me.”

      William looked over at the dragons. There was a longing to the way he studied them, and Jason wondered if he would be satisfied with the answers he came up with. Would William ever be completely content with what he could do?

      Jason recognized why it would be difficult for someone to struggle with their place in the world, and he understood why it would be difficult to want something more.

      “I’ll let you know when it’s time for us to go,” he said.

      William smiled and nodded.

      Jason hoped William would be useful. When he had intended to go to Lorach before, he hadn’t been sure whether William would’ve been of any use, but it was possible William wouldn’t have been trapped by the illusion the same way he and the others were. Maybe it only worked on the residents of Dragon Haven because of their connection to power. It was something he would have to ask the forest dragon. He didn’t know whether the connection to the dragons made a difference to how much he was influenced by what was taking place around him.

      As he headed back into the main part of the town, he paused, looking all around him. Dragon Haven was unique, the structure of the buildings rising up from the forest. The homes were different than in other cities, all rounded and made of a gray stone, roofs covered with branches and leaves so they blended into the forest. It was part of the reason creating the illusion here was easier. Without that blending, he would’ve struggled to keep it all together in his mind, but because of that, he was more equipped to create that illusion.

      Once inside the building that housed them, Sarah found Jason as he was striding along the hallway, and she paused, taking him by the arm. “You look exhausted,” she said.

      “I feel exhausted,” he said.

      “What happened?”

      He had to tell Sarah what he’d done. She needed to know. “I made the mistake of heading toward Lorach. I should have waited for others.”

      “What would you do that for?”

      Jason told her about what he had uncovered in the jungle and his desire to see if he might be able to learn anything about a Dragon Soul attack on the jungle dragon. He told her about questioning David as well.

      “Did you really think that David would be willing to share anything with you?”

      Jason shrugged. “I didn’t know, which was why I had to go. I needed to see if he might.”

      “Did he?”

      “Not really,” Jason said.

      “I doubted that he would,” she said.

      “It is possible he might have shared something. He wants to help the dragons. More than anything else, I believe that about him.”

      “He might want to, but he also serves Lorach, and he can’t do both. He’s going to have to decide between the two.”

      “That’s what I don’t really understand. He could serve Lorach by helping the dragons.”

      Sarah smiled at him. “You haven’t been a part of the rebellion for as long as the rest of us.”

      “David made it clear that he served Lorach, and that doing so might involve ensuring the dragons were controlled. Still, even though he’s an Auran, I can’t help but feel as if there has to be some different way he can help us.”

      “You believe in him more than we do.”

      Jason sighed as they headed through the halls. “There’s something else, though.”

      “I figured there was. You look as if you’ve been awake for days.”

      “I freed a dozen dragons. With the ice dragon. We flew high over Lorach, and there were dozens of Dragon Souls out, and I used the opportunity to free as many dragons as I could.”

      “Jason… You have to know just how dangerous that was.”

      “I know,” he said, not meeting her eyes. “There was one—a massive black dragon—I wanted to save but I wasn’t able to. I tried…”

      “That is incredibly dangerous. You should have someone else with you.” She reached out and touched his arm. “It’s not that I’m not supporting what you did. Far from it. Saving the dragons is incredibly beneficial, but we can’t stand to lose you.”

      Jason chuckled. “I think you give me far too much credit.”

      “And I think you don’t give yourself enough. Think about everything that we’ve gone through since you have arrived. We wouldn’t have survived half of it without you. All of the attacks are the reason the Dragon Guard have been withdrawn.”

      “What are the Dragon Guard?” He should have heard about them before. Why had this been kept from him?

      “The Dragon Guard is the rebellion. At least, the fighting arm of it. There are some of us here within Dragon Haven that are a part of it as well, but we try to avoid doing too much.”

      “Henry?”

      “Not Henry, not the way you would think. I think he would love to be a part of the Dragon Guard, but they aren’t sure whether or not they can trust him because he was a Dragon Soul.”

      Even within Dragon Haven, those who were here remained distrustful. When he had brought David into Dragon Haven, they had immediately been suspicious of Jason, accusing him of betraying the community.

      “Why has the Dragon Guard been recalled?”

      “Because of you. With Therin coming here, attacking, the Dragon Guard returned in order to try to see what’s going on.”

      “Let me guess, they have dragons?”

      “Well, they are the Dragon Guard.”

      “Then I think I’m a little familiar with them.”

      She frowned at him.

      “We can talk about it later. I need to visit my sister. I promised her I’d check in on her, and I’m sure she’s going to want to go and check on our mother.”

      “Are you sure that now is the time? With everything we’re dealing with—”

      “Even with everything that’s going on, I still need to check on our mother. I can’t get so caught up in this conflict that I don’t help her.”

      “I can go with you.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      Sarah looked somewhat hurt, but she forced a smile.

      Jason wished that he had been smarter and not declined the offer quite so quickly, but it really would be better for him and his sister to be the only ones going.

      “Can I find you later?”

      “I think you need to. If you have started to rescue dragons from Lorach, then we’re going to need to keep moving. Now that you can do it from that high above, we might be able to free them without anyone being aware of it.”

      “Maybe, but I think the Dragon Souls have a way of fighting back.”

      “With the Dragon Guard involved, we might have a way of overpowering them. Especially with you.”

      Jason wasn’t sure if he’d be able to repeat what he’d just done very often. The attack he’d used on those dragons had been incredibly difficult, and he didn’t know if he would be able to withstand more of that.

      It might take more than he had within him.

      “Find me later?” Sarah asked, taking and squeezing his hand briefly.

      Jason smiled, veering off and heading toward his sister’s room.

      She wasn’t there. He wandered through the building looking for her, and it wasn’t until he was back outside that he came across her.

      Rather, she came across him.

      “Jason?”

      He turned around and found Kayla hurrying up toward him. She had taken to Dragon Haven far more rapidly than he had ever expected she would. She was dressed in the green wool of this place, and it suited her. Her hair was a little shorter, and her skin far more tan than it had been. There was an energy about her that he had never seen before, and there was something else, something that he appreciated being able to see within his sister. Hope.

      For as long as he had known Kayla, there had always been that edge to her. It was part of living in the mountains, the hardship they encountered on a regular basis. Ever since coming to Dragon Haven, there was something else. It was almost as if she felt a sense of usefulness, and that was something Jason understood.

      “You came back so quickly,” she said.

      “I wasn’t planning on being gone for very long,” he said.

      “I thought you were studying.”

      He forced a smile. “I’ve been working with the forest dragon.” Better to admit that to her than the others. She didn’t need to know about the dead jungle dragon or his attack on Lorach.

      She looked up at the sky. Most people in Dragon Haven were aware of the fact that Jason was the one who now held the illusion around the city. They knew they were protected from any possible attack, and yet there was a limit to how well protected they could be. Even though Jason maintained the illusion, there was a possibility something might happen and they might lose it. He used every bit of knowledge he had to hold on to the illusion, and thought he could continue to do so, but there was a part of him that worried Therin might have given explicit instructions about how to find Dragon Haven. If that were the case, anyone might be able to find them. The city would be attacked. Dragons would be under threat. And there would be a limit to how safe he could keep this place.

      “Did you learn something more?”

      “I learned the forest dragon is far more capable than me.”

      Kayla turned her attention to him, frowning. She bit her lip as she did, and a dimple formed on one cheek. “I thought you knew she was more capable than you.”

      “She is.”

      “And I thought you were trying to learn from her.”

      “I am.”

      “Then why does it matter?”

      He smiled at the practicality Kayla displayed. She was just like him, and with her experience within the village, she would have to be practical. It was the same way most people from his village were. They understood some things just happened to be the way they were, and there wasn’t anything that could be done differently about it.

      “Why did you return so soon? I think most people were expecting you to be gone longer.”

      Jason looked around. “What do you mean most people?”

      “Well, the town is fully aware of how you’ve been going off and working with the dragons. I think most people hope it will allow you to return better equipped to protect them.”

      Jason looked back toward the clearing. William was there, as were the three dragons. “I don’t need to protect them. They just need to make sure that the dragons are safe from any possible attack.”

      “And they need you for that,” she said.

      Was that where they had gotten to? Had it come to the point where he was now responsible for ensuring the safety of the Dragon Haven? He offered his protection, and he was offering the illusion, but he hadn’t expected to become the one responsible for the safety of everyone in the city.

      Perhaps he had to be. After everything else, it was possible his connection to the dragons was such that he was the one who was most capable of guaranteeing the safety of everyone here. Most people here needed that security. They needed to know they were protected, and because of that, because of who he was and what he could do, that might be up to him. It shouldn’t befall him, but with his connection to the misfits, it seemed that it did. His father had taught him about responsibility—and this was now his.

      “I think it’s time to get Mother,” he said.

      “I know we need to, it’s just…”

      “You’re the one telling me that we need to bring her here. With her staying in the village, especially as we aren’t there to check on her…”

      “You’ve been visiting regularly.”

      “I have.” How could he tell Kayla that what he experienced today made him question whether he would always be around? His sister could reach the village—there were other dragons who could get her there—but not as often, or as easily, as Jason did.

      “I don’t know how she would tolerate it if she came around.”

      “She has to be given the opportunity. If she stays there, something might happen to her.”

      “What happens if she comes around and panics?”

      “We have to keep it from her,” Jason said.

      “How do you intend to do that?”

      He sighed. There was a possibility he didn’t want to consider, but he thought it might be necessary. “I can place an illusion. I don’t know that it would be much different than what I’ve done around the city here.”

      “It would be quite different. This isn’t just protecting Dragon Haven. This is an illusion to keep Mother from knowing where she is.” Kayla looked up at him, a deep frown on her face. “Is that what you want to do?”

      “I don’t know that we have much of a choice.”

      “And you came back for me because you think I’m needed.”

      “You’ll have to help with this,” he said.

      “How?”

      “You know her best. I might have known her longer, but over the last year, you’ve been there with her while I have been off hunting.”

      “You want me to continue to take care of her.”

      Jason frowned, and he realized there was something that he had overlooked. Kayla had enjoyed the time away from their mother. She’d needed it. She’d been working with their mother for so long, and had been the one responsible for ensuring her safety, that not having that responsibility had helped her. Now Jason had come, and he was telling her she needed to be involved again.

      “There are others here who can help. This doesn’t have to fall on your shoulders alone any longer.”

      “She’s our mother,” Kayla said. Already the light in her eyes was starting to fade, and a certain resignation fell over her.

      “I know that she’s our mother, and I’m saying we can find a way to offer her what she needs, but it doesn’t have to fall only on you.”

      She looked over, watching him.

      “But I would like you to come with me.”

      “Back to the village?”

      He nodded.

      “I…”

      Kayla had avoided it so far. It was part of the reason that Jason had only stopped and visited, making sure that their mother was fed, and then departed again. He’d gone in during the night, taking only a few moments to make it look like there were others still at home with her, and then ensured she had enough food. With access to what he had in Dragon Haven, she was eating far better than she ever had before.

      She still hadn’t recovered much. Jason struggled with that. Before they’d left, before he’d experienced anything, he’d hoped she might begin to come around, and that somehow the healing of the ice dragon would make a difference for her, but she had not changed.

      What if he would be able to heal her?

      He certainly had attempted to do so. The ice dragon gave him healing power, but even as he’d tried, nothing had worked. The injury wasn’t physical, as far as he could tell. It was within her mind. Her soul. Losing her husband had been too much for her.

      “I know you don’t want to visit,” he finally said, “but I also know we need to. And it might be the last time you go there.”

      “I don’t know,” Kayla said.

      “Do you intend to remain here?”

      “You know I do,” she said softly, then let out a slow sigh. “I don’t want to go back, but sometimes I wonder if I won’t be able to stay here. I know you brought me here, and I know you want to offer me everything that you can, but I’m not like these people. I’m different.”

      “Just like I’m different in the village.” Smaller than most. And now with a connection to the dragons, he had more that was unique about him.

      “That’s not how I meant it.”

      “You don’t have to feel bad. I understood how I was, and understood that I was different than everyone else. I never really minded.”

      That wasn’t entirely true. There were times when he did mind, but there was nothing he could change about it. He was who he was, and in his time since leaving the village, he had come to embrace those differences. It was the same way the dragons had come to embrace their differences.

      The more he understood that, the easier it was to understand what was going to be required of him, and to find some way of using that difference. It was that difference that had made him stronger.

      “Dragon Haven isn’t meant to exclude,” he said.

      “You don’t even know that. You haven’t spent much time here.”

      “I haven’t, but I don’t need to spend much time here to know that.”

      He had spent quite a bit of time around Sarah and Henry. Henry had been a Dragon Soul and the people of Dragon Haven still had welcomed him.

      “Have you talked to William?”

      “He’s always so busy with the dragons.”

      “I’m sure that’s not the case.”

      “How can you be sure?” She turned to him, crossing her arms over her chest, biting her lip. “I know it’s not what you want to hear, but how can you be sure about anything? You haven’t been here. You don’t know these people, not the way you think you do. And I know you might want to control everything, but I don’t know that you can.”

      “It’s not that I want to control everything,” he said.

      He didn’t even know if he could. She was right about that, and as much as he understood what he was doing, what role he had, he knew there would have to be something more for him.

      “Let me know if you are ready to go.”

      “If you’re not giving me much choice, then how can I not be ready?”

      “You don’t want to go even to visit?”

      “I don’t know that I can see that place again. After what happened, seeing the way it was destroyed, I was already starting to move on.” She looked down at the ground, her fingers twisted in the fabric of her jacket. “It’s sort of like with Father. When he died, I moved on. We have to, you know. Otherwise, all we do is dwell in the past. Father wouldn’t have wanted us to do that. He wanted us to always look forward, never behind.”

      Jason grunted. He remembered those lessons all too well. Their father had been pragmatic, much like most of the people within the village. It was what made him so successful. He understood that their life was hard, but it was their life. And he never would have wanted them to mourn him too long. He never would’ve wanted them to focus on his death, not the way that they had. He never would have wanted them to suffer.

      Staying in the village was suffering. That wasn’t something their father would’ve wanted for them. Jason knew that they had to do something else.

      “Whenever you’re ready, we can go.”

      “I suppose. Are we going to take the iron dragon?”

      “I think it would be best if we take the ice dragon.”

      She nodded.

      They headed away from the main part of town. “Don’t you want to let Sarah know you’re here?”

      “She knows I’m here, but even if she didn’t, we aren’t going to be gone all that long.”

      “What happens if we encounter an attack?”

      “We won’t,” he said.

      “What happens if we do?”

      “Then I’ll deflect it.”

      “Now you think you’re powerful enough that you can simply deflect an attack by yourself?”

      “It’s not that. It’s just…” Jason wasn’t sure how to phrase it, and he didn’t know how to tell his sister that it wasn’t so much of a confidence in his ability, though he had that as well, but it was more about how he knew his powers could be used. The connection to the dragons gave him that confidence, and it was more than just the ice dragon and the iron dragon. There was power in illusion. He could use that to threaten, even if it didn’t cause any real harm.

      They reached the tree line, and from here, he focused on the ice dragon. Within a moment, the dragon descended, streaking through the upper clouds, taking in the illusion. For a moment, Jason saw what the ice dragon saw, and he knew the illusion held. And then the dragon parted it and came dropping to the ground with a furious speed.

      “We need your help to go to my old home,” Jason said.

      “I am aware of your plan.”

      “I thought you might be,” he said.

      He waited until Kayla seated herself on the dragon, and then with a tap on the ice dragon’s back, they took to the sky.

      “I’m not dressed for there,” she said.

      “I’ll protect you,” he said.

      “It’s strange to return without furs.”

      “Would you rather wear them?”

      They were taking flight quickly and Jason leaned over, looking down at the illusion as they passed through it. It was strange. For a moment, the city of Dragon Haven spread out beneath them, and then it disappeared, nothing there but the thick canopy of the forest. Then they reached for the clouds, and cold whipped around them.

      “No. I like what I’m wearing.”

      “Do you feel guilty about it?”

      Kayla leaned forward, gripping the icicles on the dragon’s back. Her jaw was clenched, and he could tell that the cold bothered her more than she was letting on. She was trying to put on a brave face, but it seemed to him that she was troubled by far more than she was sharing with him.

      “I feel guilty about the fact that I’m not cold anymore. I feel guilty about the fact that I eat when I’m hungry. And I feel guilty about the fact that I enjoy it.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. I think about how little everyone in the village has.”

      “Everyone has the opportunity to leave,” he said.

      “I know we have the opportunity to leave, but no one does. The journey is too hard, and our people are stubborn. And despite that, they would be better off going somewhere else. I can think of how much less they would suffer if they would even try to come to someplace like Dragon Haven. Or even to William’s home. You told me about that, and you told me just how nice it is, with the mountain in the background, the ground not constantly covered with snow, and people there who could help.” She shook her head, leaning down and hugging the dragon. “They are so stubborn.”

      “Which gives them that choice. We can’t take that choice from them.”

      “What about Mother?”

      “We have to make that choice for Mother.”

      “Even though we know that—”

      “We don’t know anything about what Mother might deal with. She might not even come back around.”

      That might be the hardest part to acknowledge.

      As strange as it was, they had lost their mother a long time ago, even though she had been there with them. Everything he had done had been on behalf of his family, trying to offer as much protection as he could for his mother and his sister, knowing that they both still needed him; but as he thought about it, he realized Kayla had truly lost her mother a long time ago. Even though she’d been there with her, even though she had been working with her, she had lost the woman their mother had been. It had made it difficult for Kayla, and it made it so that she could go nowhere.

      Jason said nothing as they flew.

      He wrapped a bit of heat around Kayla, accessing it from the distant iron dragon. A hint of steam rose off the ice dragon where his connection touched, but it was subtle, and Jason did his best to ensure Kayla wasn’t as cold as she could be otherwise. He held on to that power. As they flew, as they streaked toward the north and toward the village, she finally sighed and settled in.

      When the mountain came into view, Jason changed his focus. Rather than trying to have the dragon bring them in lower along the mountain, he had him bring them close. He wrapped an illusion around them, concealing them, making it seem as if they were nothing more than a thick swirling bit of snow. Kayla frowned, glancing over at him, and then they landed.

      “We won’t be long,” Jason said.

      The ice dragon rumbled. “Would you like me to stay here, or should I go elsewhere?”

      “You can stay. You should be concealed.”

      “Only to you.”

      “What do you mean only to me?”

      “You believe I’m concealed, but what happens if you aren’t as successful at holding it as you think?”

      Jason smiled. “Now you’re doubting me?”

      “If it were her holding it, I might be more impressed.”

      “I didn’t realize you would only accept an illusion from her,” he said, smiling.

      “I didn’t say that. I just was saying she is far more capable than you.”

      “There’s no doubting that.” He laughed, shaking his head. As he started away, he glanced back at the dragon. “Be ready to leave.”

      They hurried into the village, and it was strange knowing that only a dozen paces, maybe two dozen, away from the village was the dragon. It was something he never would have believed when he had been here.

      Smoke drifted up from chimneys, and it fought against the swirling nature of the snow that Jason formed. He intensified the natural storm, using the illusion to cast that image all around them. He wasn’t sure how long he could hold on to it, but he thought he should be able to maintain it long enough to get to his mother and then back out.

      They reached the home and he stepped inside. It was cold, and the warmth from the fire he had started in the hearth had long ago burned out. Jason looked around, a little worried. With cold like this, his mother might not have been able to survive.

      Kayla followed him into the home and looked around. “Where did she go?”

      She hurried past, heading to the back room, and came back out, shaking her head.

      Where had their mother gone?

      If she wasn’t here, where would she be?
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      Jason and Kayla shared a look, searching all around the home. There was a sense of warmth, but it came from Jason, not from the hearth. He radiated the heat from the iron dragon, letting it flow away from him, and it filled the inside of the home. He had brought firewood when he had visited before, and it was stacked in one corner on the inside of the home, unusual for anyone in the village. It was his concession to trying to offer their mother something more than what she had before.

      “You didn’t tell me you did that,” Kayla said, staring at the stack of firewood.

      “I thought it was better than trying to pile up dung in the fire. And with enough wood, I thought…”

      What had he thought? He wasn’t even sure anymore, only that he had wanted to try to provide something for their mother that she hadn’t been able to enjoy. Not only was there firewood, but there was meat and cheese and bread, a veritable feast compared to the type of food they had been eating.

      All of it had been brought from Dragon Haven, and all of it was unusual here.

      “Where do you think she’s gone?”

      With the chill to the air—at least the chill that had been here before he started the fire—it was possible she hadn’t been here for the better part of a day or more.

      “I don’t know.”

      No one else in the village had been checking on her.

      Then again, there was a time recently when he had seen her on her feet. She’d prepared her shop, and in that brief flurry of activity, Jason and Kayla had allowed themselves to believe that their mother was going to return, that they would have some normalcy back in their lives. Even though she had not really come through it, and even though she had retreated once again, there was still the hope that they would regain that sense of normalcy.

      “Do you think something happened to her?”

      “How would anything happen to her in the village?”

      Even though they knew people in the village, no one had checked on them in the time since their father had died. Partly that was because the villagers didn’t know how to react, but partly that was because of what had happened to his mother. The way she’d retreated, the fact she had disappeared within her mind, had made it so that no one wanted anything to do with her.

      “We could check her shop.” The tone in Kayla’s voice made it seem like she didn’t believe they would find anything there, but Jason agreed. He thought they needed to go and check her shop, if only to see if there was any evidence of her.

      He guided Kayla out, and once in the street, he wrapped an illusion around them. “I’ll keep an illusion around us.”

      Kayla frowned at him.

      “I think it’s best if no one knows that we’re here.”

      “Why? Don’t we belong here?”

      “We’ve been gone for long enough that I think it will only raise questions when we return.”

      “Maybe that’s the problem,” she said. When he arched a brow at her, she shrugged. “Maybe they knew we were gone and someone came looking to help her.”

      If only that were the case. It would be marvelous if someone were concerned enough about their mother to do so, but he didn’t think that was so.

      They hurried through the village, and as they did, he continued to hold on to the illusion. At one point, a pair of people making their way along the street caught his attention and Jason hesitated, ensuring the illusion wrapped around them.

      He worried what might happen if someone tried to step into the illusion. It was possible they could join someone with them, as he had seen it done before. He hoped his control over it was such that he could exclude others from joining them, and the longer he focused on it, the more tightly he wrapped that illusion around them, trying to make them into little more than wisps of wind.

      The people moved past.

      He caught snippets of their conversation, little more than that, and instead of listening in, he focused on trying to pick up the wind, sending gales of it swirling around them. Snow whipped with it. To others, it would seem as if the storm were picking up intensity, but Jason thought that he needed to do even more. He wondered if he could strengthen it, worried he would get discovered by someone here, but believed he had enough control over the illusion in order to shield himself and Kayla.

      They reached the shop on the edge of the town. It was on the far side of the village, opposite of where their home was, and he released the illusion a little bit, allowing some light to filter in.

      There was no sign of smoke coming from the chimney. If their mother was there, she was in the cold.

      Jason hurried toward the building and tested the door. It was locked, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. His mother had taken to locking the door, and it had kept others out, but in the village, such a lock didn’t really matter. Most people would have left their place alone anyway.

      He pressed on the door, pushing on the handle for a moment, testing whether or not he was even going to be able to find some way of getting into it, and the harder he pushed, the more certain he was he wouldn’t be able to unlock it without breaking the door.

      Jason borrowed from the power of the iron dragon, sending that magic through himself and into the lock. It broke, opening with a loud crack.

      He looked around, concerned that perhaps he was making too much noise and that the illusion he had formed had failed, but there was no sign of it. There was no sign of anyone other than the wind swirling around him, and the snow with it. There was nothing other than the persistent illusion he’d formed.

      Jason pushed open the door, and once inside, he paused, looking around.

      It looked much like it had the last time he had been here. When he had come last time, his mother had been up and around, moving in a way that she hadn’t for so long. There had been a period where she had been vibrant and alive, almost as if she’d come back to them. And maybe that was nothing more than an illusion as well. With everything he’d gone through, he couldn’t help but think that perhaps all of this was nothing more than an illusion.

      He scanned the inside of the hut, but there was no sign of his mother.

      Where would she have ended up?

      Jason paused at the door. It might be the last time he ever came here, and that saddened him somewhat. There were happy memories of his childhood here. There were memories of when he’d come with his mother, walking alongside her, learning about her herbs and medicines alongside her, though she had always intended to train Kayla and not him. Jason was always destined to be a hunter like his father, and because of that, he had spent some time here, but nothing like Kayla had.

      “Can you hold the illusion on me while I look for her?” Kayla asked.

      Jason nodded. “I’ll meet you back at our home.”

      Back outside, he looked around the village. There was no sign of movement, but that could be from the nature of the wind swirling around and the illusion that he had formed. The longer that he maintained it, the more certain he was it was going to hold. And if it could hold, then perhaps he could ensure that he prevented anyone from knowing he was back.

      She should have been in their home. Jason debated where to go next.

      There was one place, though he wouldn’t expect his mother to have gone there, especially as they had grown distant—but what if she would’ve gone to visit Keva?

      Jason hurried through the village, and when he reached the other woman’s home, he hesitated before knocking.

      There was no answer at first.

      The wind kicked around, whistling behind him. Within the wind was the steady pounding of the snow, the sharp needles of it slamming into his face and hands. It no longer bothered him as it once did, but he wondered if it ever had really bothered him. When he’d been here as a child, he’d grown accustomed to the cold. With the appropriate clothing, he was able to shield himself from any real danger from it.

      He knocked again.

      As before, there was no answer, but Jason heard movement on the other side of the door. He waited, and as he did, he thought about what he would say, the way that he would approach it. How would Keva even react to him coming here?

      It had been a long time since he had visited with her, but that wasn’t the concern he had. It was more about what he would say about where he was, and why he had been absent.

      When the door opened, Keva stood on the other side, dressed in a long fur robe. She frowned at him.

      “Jason?”

      He flashed a smile. “Keva. I was looking for—”

      “Your mother, I imagine.”

      He nodded.

      “She’s here. I found her wandering, and I brought her here. Where have you and Kayla been?”

      Jason took a deep breath, his gaze flicking behind her, looking to see if he could find his mother, but there was no sign of her. At least she was alive.

      “We’ve been off hunting,” he said.

      That was honest enough, and at least he could explain more.

      “Hunting? You’ve been gone for…” She frowned, tilting her head to the side, and her brow wrinkled. “The better part of a week.”

      His mother had been gone from their home for a week? He had been gone for a week? He’d made a point of checking on her daily, but could he have gotten so caught up in everything else that he’d forgotten? It had been long enough that she had wandered here.

      It was a mistake. He shouldn’t have left her quite so long.

      In all the time that he had been working with the dragons, he should have come back to check on her, and even if he hadn’t been able to do that, he should have asked Kayla to return.

      But Kayla hadn’t wanted to come back. She’d been afraid, and Jason understood that fear. She feared the fact that so much was changing for them, she feared who their mother was these days, and she feared she had gained an understanding of the world that didn’t mesh with what she knew about the village. All of those emotions were similar to what he had experienced when he had uncovered the dragon. It had taken Jason time, but he’d worked through them and he knew she would as well.

      “I’m sorry. We got stuck. The storms trapped us outside for a while.”

      “Trapped outside? You shouldn’t have…” She looked at him and seemed to see him for the first time. When she did, she frowned. “You have dragonskins.”

      “I do.”

      “Where did you acquire them?”

      “In Varmin.” It was a lie he had prepared a long time ago, readying for the possibility that someone would ask about the dragonskin. At least in Varmin, there were others who had dragonskin, though it was equally rare.

      “Where would you have gotten a hold of it in Varmin?”

      “I managed to bring down several deer, and I traded for it.”

      She frowned again. “What about your sister?”

      “She’s back at our home.”

      “The two of you won’t be abandoning your mother again, will you?”

      Jason took a deep breath. This was an opportunity, though it wasn’t one he necessarily wanted to take. If he took advantage of this, he could ask for her to stay with his mother, for her to help her, and yet he didn’t know if that was what he wanted to do. If he left his mother here, they could move onward as they had planned, heading into Lorach. Keva was well connected within the village, and because of that, they didn’t need to worry about his mother having food or drink or even necessary shelter.

      But then, when his father had died, Keva hadn’t offered any help. That despite the fact that she and his mother had been friends, and despite the fact that she should have offered some help, but she had not.

      “We’ll make sure she’s safe,” Jason said.

      Keva stepped back, and Jason entered the room.

      He found his mother sitting on a chair. Her eyes were open, and there was a clarity to them he hadn’t seen in quite some time.

      He glanced over at Keva, but she didn’t say anything.

      “How long ago did you find her?”

      “Like I said, found her earlier in the week. She was wandering, and though she was underdressed, she was more alert than she has been in quite some time.”

      “How do you know how clear my mother has been?”

      It came out harsher than he intended, but it troubled him that someone like Keva would even make the claim that she understood anything about his mother. How could she when so many had abandoned his family after his father’s death?

      “It’s not as if I don’t check in with Kayla. Then again, you’re gone hunting during the day, so you haven’t seen I stop by most weeks.”

      Jason breathed out heavily. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to sound like that.”

      “I understand. You care about your mother. And I think everything you’ve done for your family is incredible. I wish others in the village could help, I really do. It’s just…” She shook her head.

      He knew what it was. He knew why she wasn’t able to help any more than she had. And he knew that despite her best intentions, there wouldn’t be anything more that she could even offer him.

      Jason stepped in, ignoring the glowing hearth. Firewood crackled, and he tried not to think about where she would’ve acquired that, and he crouched down in front of his mother. He took her hand, looking up into her deep brown eyes.

      “Mother?”

      “Jason. Where have you been?”

      “Kayla and I have been hunting. We thought that it was time for us to take you home,” he said.

      “Did you catch anything?”

      He glanced over at Keva before turning his back to his mother. “We did. You’ll be quite impressed.”

      He was tempted to wrap an illusion around her, to do anything he could in order to hold safety around her and protect her, but with Keva being here, he wasn’t sure that he could or should.

      “What did you catch?”

      “Enough for us to eat for several weeks,” Jason said.

      His mother smiled. “Keva wouldn’t let me go to my shop. She said I needed to stay here until you came.”

      “Is that right?”

      “I think she’s trying to protect me, but I’ve been telling her she has no need to.”

      Jason smiled again. If only that were the case. “Kayla and I are here, Mother.”

      “That’s good. What about your father? Has he returned from his hunt?”

      “Father?” Jason blinked, glancing around. “You know that Father…” He shook his head. Maybe now wasn’t the time to reinforce what had happened to his father. Maybe now wasn’t the time to remind her of everything that they had lost.

      And yet, he didn’t know when the time would be. He didn’t know what his mother would be able to understand or what she would be able to tolerate, but the more that he thought about it, the more certain he was that she needed to be brought away.

      Perhaps he could protect her, to ease her out of this confusion, but even if he could, he wasn’t sure what it would take. Would it involve using an illusion? Would it involve using a healing? Or maybe there would be somebody in Dragon Haven who might be able to offer something he hadn’t been able to. All of it was challenging, but all of it was necessary.

      And as soon as he brought his mother away, as soon as he and Kayla returned to Dragon Haven, he would be free to stop worrying.

      Then again, Jason knew he would never stop worrying. He would always have to fear what might happen to his sister and his mother, and he would always fear what might happen to others he cared about. Now that he was given the ability to use power, he couldn’t help but think that power had a certain responsibility. He accepted that.

      “Thank you for keeping her here,” he said, turning to Keva. “I think Kayla and I can manage from here.”

      “You know I care about your family, Jason.”

      “I understand,” he said.

      “I’m not sure you do. I care. I care that your father was lost. I care that your mother has become… This. I care that you and your sister have suffered.”

      “I know you do.”

      Even as he said it, he couldn’t hide the disgust in his voice. Considering everything that had happened to his family, the way the village had treated them, he couldn’t help but feel as if he were angry.

      With that sensation, his hand began to burn. The iron dragon glove began to heat, drawing power from the iron dragon, and he pushed it away, determined to ignore it. There was no point in allowing himself that anger and rage. It was there, burning within him, but holding on to it was useless.

      And why should he hold on to it? There was no point in doing so, and all that it did was continue to build more hatred. More rage.

      “Come on, Mother,” he said. He guided her to stand, and she followed him to the door. She smiled at Keva, and the two of them exchanged a look for a moment, and then they stepped out into the swirling snow.

      Jason wrapped the snow around them, intensifying the illusion, holding on to it as tightly as he could. He intended to maintain it for as long as he could, and as the illusion formed around him, swirling with intensity, he breathed it in as he gathered more strength within it.

      His mother followed him, and they headed through the village, back toward their home. “What did you catch?” his mother asked.

      “What was that?”

      “You said your hunt was successful. What did you catch?”

      Jason turned to his mother, squeezing her hands. “I’m not sure you’ll believe it.”

      They reached the home, and once there, he found Kayla sitting inside. She looked up when he opened the door, and her eyes widened. Lurching to her feet, she raced over to their mother, wrapping her arms around her.

      “Where was she?”

      “She was with Keva,” he said.

      “Why would she have been there?”

      “I…”

      He didn’t want to let his sister know their mother had been there because they hadn’t been. Because he hadn’t been. That would only upset her, and she had enough on her mind as it was, and he didn’t want her to worry about anything more.

      “I think she was worried about Mother,” he said.

      “If she was so worried about her, then she would have done something more when she came to visit.”

      “I didn’t even realize she came to visit.”

      “You go off hunting. You don’t know how people check in on her.”

      “Others have, as well?”

      “Most days we get a visitor or two.”

      “Don’t they ever offer anything?”

      “What is there to offer?” Kayla looked over at her mother for a moment before turning her attention back to Jason. “When Father first died, they offered quite a bit of things. They offered help. They offered food. They offered dung to burn. Most of the time, you were able to catch enough so that we didn’t need to rely upon anyone else for such kindness, but even that wasn’t always enough.”

      Jason remembered those early days. He’d been so focused on trying to keep up, trying to hunt and do whatever it would take to feed his family, that he had barely spent any time in the village. It was his way of mourning, but it had taken him away from his sister and his mother.

      What if some of the withdrawal was his fault? His mother had abandoned them, but Jason had done the same thing.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said.

      “Why are you sorry?”

      “I wasn’t there for you when you needed me to be,” he said.

      “I don’t blame you for it.”

      “No. You probably don’t. I can’t help but feel as if I should have been there for you, that you needed me but I wasn’t there.”

      “If you hadn’t gone off hunting, I don’t know what would’ve happened.”

      He sighed. “It sounds as if we would’ve been fine.”

      Despite everything else, Jason hadn’t thought that they would. He had believed he’d needed to do what he had, that he’d needed to go and hunt and gather and collect as much as he could to keep them alive, but he’d also believed no one else within the village offered any help.

      Perhaps had they taken the villagers up on their offers, his mother would have come out of her shell sooner. Jason wouldn’t have had to run off and hunt as he had. He wouldn’t have had to abandon his family, isolate them, and he wouldn’t have had to leave his sister alone with his mother, worrying, and he wouldn’t have had to wonder whether or not they would have enough food.

      Despite that, he had been responsible for keeping them alive. In the times when food was scarce for the rest the village, Jason had continued to hunt, and he had managed to acquire enough. What would’ve happened had he not gone off on those hunts? Would the rest of the villagers have been as willing to share?

      Seeing as how others had stolen from them, he doubted that.

      “I think it’s time for us to get going,” he said.

      “Do you think she’ll be okay with that?”

      Jason looked over at his mother. She was more alert than she had been in quite some time, though he could tell that she still wasn’t entirely there with them.

      “I can do something to help ease her through this, but I don’t know how much I should do.”

      “Don’t let her suffer,” Kayla said.

      “I would never let her suffer.”

      “I know that you wouldn’t, but…”

      Jason grabbed his sister and hugged her.

      When he stepped back, tears streamed down her eyes.

      “I want to be gone from here,” she whispered.

      “Then we will be.”

      “I don’t know that I want to return.”

      “Then you don’t have to,” he said.

      “I feel guilty about it,” she said.

      “I understand.”

      “Why did you keep coming back?”

      “Because of you. Because of Mother. Because—” Jason wasn’t even sure why he had continued to come back. It certainly wasn’t for the rest of the villagers. There were people like Reltash and his friends who had abused him, but they had done so because he was different. Would it be the same anywhere else? “I guess mostly because of you and Mother. And now we’re going to go somewhere else. We’ll find safety.”

      “What if there is no real safety?” she whispered.

      “There will be.”

      “How can you promise that? The Dragon Souls have already attacked there.”

      “Dragon Souls?”

      His mother stiffened when she spoke the words, and it seemed almost as if she recognized them.

      “Mother?”

      Something faded from her, as she went silent again.

      Jason turned to his mother, glancing at Kayla, but he had no idea what had just happened.

      “It’s time for us to get going.”

      “Is there anything you need from here?” Kayla asked.

      Jason scanned the inside of the dwelling. It had been that. A place for them to sleep. To eat. Since his father’s passing, it had been nothing else. The qualities that had made it a home were missing.

      “I don’t think so. And besides, if I think of anything I need, I can always return.”

      “You can, but I won’t.”

      He nodded.

      Stepping out of the home, they headed out into the cold and the night. Jason maintained a connection around his mother, using his tie to the iron dragon, but he also held on to an illusion, wrapping a sense of cold around her that she wouldn’t necessarily feel.

      As he worked, he wanted to ensure she would not suffer, that she would not know where they were going or what they were going to see, and the longer that he worked, the more certain he was that he was able to hold on to it.

      Then they reached the ice dragon.

      Ice blue eyes stared at them through the swirling snow, and Jason stepped over to him, patting him on the side, and between him and Kayla, they helped their mother onto the dragon. As far as she could tell, they were basically climbing stairs, nothing more, and when she settled down on the dragon’s back, it was as if she were lying on a bed. Kayla watched him, frowning, and Jason shook his head. At least if nothing else, his connection to the forest dragon gave him the ability to protect his mother and prevent her from knowing everything that she might experience. His connection enabled him to keep his mother shielded, but for how long? As soon as they reached Dragon Haven, his mother would be exposed to other dragons. She would see things that she might not be able to understand, and unless he maintained an illusion, it was possible that she would eventually see the dragons. How was he going to explain that to her?

      It would be difficult. As far as she was concerned, the dragons had killed her husband. As far as she was concerned, they were responsible for everything that happened to her, and he worried about what would take place when she learned that he had sided with the dragons, and that the dragons were not nearly the terror she had believed.

      Perhaps nothing would happen to her. Perhaps she would take it in stride. Or perhaps she would withdraw even more. That was what Jason really feared. She had already pulled away so much that he worried about what would happen if she withdrew even more.

      Then again, maybe it was possible that she wouldn’t be able to do so. It was possible that this was as withdrawn as she ever would be. And besides, she’d already secluded herself considerably, separating herself from the rest of the village and everyone she had cared about.

      When the dragon took to the air, Jason held on to the illusion through his connection to the dragon, determined to do whatever he could to help those he cared about.
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      Looking around the inside of the room, Jason smiled to himself. Everything about it struck him as authentic and, thankfully, as familiar as it could be for his mother. He had cast enough of an illusion around everything that it seemed as if it were their home.

      The only thing that was difficult to fully replicate was smells. The forest dragon had been working on that with him, wanting him to be able to use every bit of an illusion that he could, but when he had tried, he still hadn’t managed it He was able to add odors somewhat, but not nearly as skillfully as the forest dragon had. Without that, the illusion was incomplete. Jason knew it was. He was doing everything he could in order to maintain that connection, that illusion, but as he worked, he wasn’t able to add anything more to it to make it seem fully realistic.

      “It’s surreal,” Kayla said.

      “I did it as closely as I could,” he said.

      “What happens when she wakes up?”

      “Hopefully, we have people here who will ensure she’s fed.”

      “But she won’t know them,” Kayla said.

      She sat in a chair, or what looked to be a chair. Outside of the illusion, it was something else, but within the illusion, everything was real, solid, and it was all-encompassing in such a way that he would be able to practically live it. He still marveled at the nature of the mirage, the power the forest dragon gave him. It left him wondering at times whether or not anything he saw was real. Everything was within his mind, and the more that he thought about, the more certain he was that most of what he experienced was real, but it was possible that much of what he experienced was nothing more than living within an illusion.

      Had he not experienced the battle with Therin, he wouldn’t have been quite as caught up in that possibility, but seeing what the other man was able to do, the way the illusion had practically engulfed him, Jason struggled with everything that would be involved in maintaining that. He struggled with the possibility of reality.

      “We can make it so that anyone she sees will look familiar to her,” he said.

      “Do you think it will work?”

      “I have no idea. But you’re going to be here.”

      “What about you?”

      “I have something else I need to do,” he said.

      “Which means you’re going to risk yourself.”

      He sighed. The dragons of Lorach needed him to do what he could. The misfits—if there were others—needed that as well. “Unfortunately.”

      “What if something happens to you?”

      “You’ll be here for Mother.”

      “And if your illusion fades?”

      Jason looked around the room. It looked exactly like their mother’s room back in the village, and yet on the other side of the door was the palace within Dragon Haven. Outside of the palace, there was warmth and heat and humidity. Within Dragon Haven, there was plenty of food—meat and vegetables and fruits—the kind that he had never been able to enjoy within the village, and at least here, he was protected in a way that he wasn’t back there.

      “If the illusion fades, you need to help protect her.”

      “I don’t know if I can.”

      Jason turned to his sister and took her hand, crouching in front of her. “You’re strong, Kayla. Think of everything that you’ve done for Mother. You kept her alive.”

      “I don’t always feel as if I did.” Her gaze drifted to their mother and she sighed slowly, shaking her head. “I’ve tried, but with everything she’s been through, I don’t know that I could keep her safe.”

      “You did what you could,” he said.

      And she did more than anyone else would have done. She did more than Jason had done, and she deserved the credit for it. She deserved for others to recognize that. The only one who really mattered, though, was their mother.

      “Will you be safe?”

      “As safe as I can.”

      “Which means that you have no idea,” Kayla said.

      “Just think of it as me going off on a hunt.”

      “Most of the hunts you went off on brought you back the same day.”

      “Then think of it as me going off on a longer hunt,” he said, smiling.

      Kayla sat in silence for a long moment, then finally she looked up at him. “I’m glad we’re here,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “I hope Mother is glad when she comes around.”

      Jason turned away before his sister saw the look in his eyes, the concern and the question that would have revealed to her how little he believed their mother would ever come around. Each time she did, she seemed to be more alert, but then something happened and she faded again. He didn’t want to give up hope, but at the same time, he wanted to be realistic about what was really possible. Even when she did seem more lucid, she wasn’t fully there. She was still different, changed. Regardless of everything else, he didn’t know if she would return to them.

      Watching Kayla, seeing the way she looked at their mother, and seeing the relaxation upon her, he thought that perhaps it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that they were here now. All that mattered was that his sister was able to finally find a measure of peace.

      Jason gripped her shoulder, squeezing for a moment before stepping back outside.

      Out in the hallway, Sarah waited for him. She was dressed in dragonskin, and she held on to a sense of power, whatever dragon pearls she was holding giving her that ability. She looked at Jason with her deep silver eyes, concern etched within them.

      “How is she?”

      “Kayla or my mother?”

      “Both, I suppose.”

      “My mother is about the same.” He told her about how he had found her, and where she’d been. Sarah’s frown continued to deepen, but she said nothing. “And since we returned, my sister has been more relaxed. I know what she’s gone through over the last year, but it’s still hard to see her like that.”

      “The people will keep her safe, Jason.”

      “I know they will, and I know we’ve been welcomed here.”

      Kayla probably knew it better than Jason. She’d been here longer than him, and she had been around others more than him, so she knew more people within Dragon Haven then even he did. Because of that, she was safe when he wasn’t here.

      “It’s just… It’s just different,” he said.

      “Everything changes. And now, you’ll be changing things.”

      “I hope it’s for the better,” he said.

      “You don’t think it is?”

      “Attacking the Dragon Souls? Taking the fight to Lorach? Risking the dragons?”

      Sarah smiled at him. “That’s the rebellion. Had been.”

      “You sound disappointed.”

      “I suppose I am, a little. For too long, we’ve hidden within Dragon Haven. For too long, we’ve known that we would need to do something different, that we would need to somehow bring the fight beyond our borders, and for too long, we’ve done nothing. And yet, now that we’re here, now that you are here, and now that we understand the nature of the fighting, and what the Dragon Souls have done and are willing to do, we will need to do something more.”

      “I just hope it works,” Jason said. He focused on his connections to the ice dragon and the iron dragon, and their energy rolled through him. It was their energy he was going to need to use in order to free the dragons. As he focused on it, he wondered if he would be strong enough. “How many are going to go?” Jason asked.

      “Other than you, myself, and Henry?”

      Jason nodded. “William wanted to go.”

      A look of concern flashed through her eyes briefly. “How long do you intend to wait before taking off? We have to plan.”

      Sarah led their way along the halls, winding along a path. Jason glanced at the hallway every so often, taking in the dragon sculptures and some of the other details. The palace was ornate and the decoration within it was impressive, but there was also the warmth within it that pressed upon him. As he felt that warmth, he was reminded again of the power of the dragons that fueled this place. It was overwhelming at times.

      Sarah watched him. “What is it?”

      “I was just feeling the energy here.”

      “What energy?”

      “The power within the palace.”

      “Some say the palace was built on a place of great power, a nation that once existed in these lands.” She shrugged. “We don’t really know much about it. We’ve been here a long time, and yet we haven’t uncovered anything other than the sculptures. They give us a sense of how the people who came before us revered the dragons, but not much more than that.”

      “They did more than revere the dragons.” Jason paused in front of one. It was enormous, towering over his head, with massive wings unfolded, resting forward. There was a look upon the dragon’s face, almost of anger. It was a powerful expression. It seemed to Jason that the dragon itself was almost alive, and yet as he stared at it, feeling the heat radiating from the sculpture, he couldn’t tell why that would be.

      He touched its surface. It was smooth and warm, reminding him something of a dragon pearl, and yet it was still different. The dragon pearls had fine lines working through them, striations of something which he had yet to fully understand. Some of the striations, like that of the leaf, reminded him of the dragons themselves, but others were different. Others seemed to be nothing more than just colors.

      “We decided it doesn’t really matter to study anything more about the dragons. All that matters is that those who came before us in this place cared for the dragons. That was why we felt it was right for us to settle here.”

      “There was no one here when you first settled?”

      Jason realized he knew so very little about Dragon Haven, but if he was going to stay here, if this was going to be his new home, he thought that perhaps he needed to know something more about it.

      “There was no one here. There were no remains, either. All that was left were the sculptures, and other items that reflected the people who were here before. We saw no signs of burial plots, no bones, nothing.”

      “That’s a little strange, isn’t it?”

      “Most think that’s a lot strange,” she said, smiling at him. “We suspect they ran off, heading somewhere else.”

      “Where did they go?”

      “With the dragons, they would have gone somewhere else. Dragons leave us when they’re dying. We’ve never seen where they go.”

      “They mourn their lost,” he said softly, thinking of the dragon song.

      She watched him. “We think so. There’s likely a massive dragon graveyard somewhere hidden beyond here.”

      “And the people?”

      She shook her head. “It’s possible the people here were the predecessors to the Dragon Souls.”

      Jason arched a brow. “Not if they revered the dragons.”

      “Revering the dragons doesn’t necessarily mean they didn’t fear them. Most agree it’s fear of the dragons which drives the Dragon Souls.”

      Jason had some experience with that. When he had been dealing with the Dragon Souls, and particularly with Therin and David, he had a feeling that they feared the dragons, and that concern was what drove them, motivating them to want to train the dragons, trying to force them to serve in whatever way they thought they could.

      What purpose did that fear serve? The more Jason thought about it, the more certain he was that fear did nothing for them, other than preventing them from understanding the true nature of the dragons. Jason had a connection to the dragons that Therin hadn’t possessed. There was no fear to the way he worked with them. He recognized their power—and wanted to continue understanding it.

      “How long have your people been here?”

      “There’ve been people in Dragon Haven for hundreds of years.”

      “It’s not that well developed.”

      “It isn’t,” she said.

      “Why not?”

      “We’ve been more focused on the dragons than on creating a people here. And the rebellion seeks to destabilize Lorach itself.” She smiled sadly. “This was never supposed to be our home.”

      Jason had seen it himself. There had been so much of a focus on getting to the dragons, trying to help them, and trying to free them that anything they might be doing to build up the people of Dragon Haven had been secondary. Then again, the people were secondary, at least within Dragon Haven.

      They stepped out into the sunlight, and warmth shone down from overhead. The sky was blue, and he stared up at it. A certain warmth flowed around him, and though it wasn’t unpleasant, it was different enough that it took some adjusting. If it were up to him, he would continue to wrap the cold around himself. Though he had left his home, he didn’t hate the cold as others did. It was comforting. It was a sense of familiarity and the longer he was away from it, the more he needed to remember it.

      He could feel that reflected in the ice dragon. High overhead, the ice dragon circled, drawing power from the upper reaches of the sky, the cold and wind blowing around him, giving him strength he didn’t have down on the ground, at least not here.

      Jason wondered if he could borrow from that, but he had hesitated to try to reach across the connection he shared with the ice dragon to do so. He didn’t want to steal any power from the ice dragon, not unless it were needed.

      “There you are,” a voice said.

      Jason turned and saw Henry approaching. He was marching toward them quickly, power radiating from him. A pair of dragons Jason hadn’t noticed before circled in the sky, and he wondered why he wouldn’t have seen them, but suspected it was because he’d been so focused on his mother and his sister.

      “I needed to find you,” Henry said. “There’s been movement.”

      Henry motioned for them to follow. They hurried along the street, moving away from the palace and the dragon clearing. It was enough for Jason to glance back, wondering where Henry was taking him, and Sarah fixed Henry with a deep frown.

      As they marched, Henry looked over at him. “I heard you went for your mother?”

      “I did. She’s with my sister. I held on to an illusion that will make it seem as if she is still back in our home.”

      “How long do you think that illusion will last?”

      “Why?”

      “I think we might need to be gone for a little while.”

      “We were planning on being gone for a while,” Jason said. He glanced over at Sarah. “We were talking about going to Lorach and trying to free as many dragons as we could.”

      “I don’t know that we have time to do that.” Henry paused in front of a squat, rectangular building. The walls of it were smooth and, much like most buildings within Dragon Haven, dragon sculptures were worked into the surface, though there was writing on this one as well. Vines crawled along its surface, giving it a vibrancy that others didn’t have. “The Dragon Souls are moving.”

      The other man pushed the door open, stepping aside.

      Inside, lanterns glowed, but they were an unusual type of lantern. They were lit with a flat orange light, and there was no flickering to them that suggested any flame. As far as Jason could tell, they were using dragon pearls in order to illuminate the room, though no one held on to the dragon pearls.

      He glanced over at Henry, who marched forward, reaching the door at the other end. When he did, he knocked once before pushing it open.

      Sarah grabbed Jason’s arm and shook her head. “This isn’t good. This is the Dragon Guard.”

      She reached the door, stepping through to the other side, but Jason hesitated.

      Once he stepped through, a strange tingling came over his skin. Everything shimmered, and for a moment, he thought there might be an illusion forming around him. He focused on it and pulled away any sense of power, any sense of an illusion that might have been able to form, stripping it clear. He didn’t want anything to manifest around him. He was the one who was able to create the illusions, and with his connection to the forest dragon, he thought that if they were going to do something like that, they would need to mention it to him, but there was no sense of illusion. It was almost as if whatever he detected was little more than a protection that had cleared.

      As that protection cleared, Jason looked around. A long table filled the room. Chairs pushed up against it, and a half dozen men sat in the chairs. Henry stood at one end of the room, leaning on the backrest of one of the chairs.

      “This is irregular, Henry,” one of the men said. He had a thick beard and deep silver eyes. His voice matched his appearance, deep and rough.

      It was almost as if he would’ve fit right in within Jason’s village.

      “I understand that this is irregular, Gordon, but Jason Dreshen is the one who has connected to these other dragons. If we’re going to take any action, we need to involve him in it.”

      “Just because he’s been involved with the dragons doesn’t mean we should rely upon him. We have limited time.”

      “I understand we are limited with time, but—”

      “What is this?” Jason said, stepping into the room.

      All the eyes turned to him, and Gordon, the leader, focused on him. There was something in his gaze that tore at Jason, a power within it.

      “You’re him?”

      “I’m Jason Dreshen.”

      “You don’t strike me as particularly impressive.”

      Jason frowned. It was a strange comment, and considering the usual welcome he received within Dragon Haven, he was surprised they would be so blunt with him.

      Then again, perhaps it was best they were forthright.

      “How would you expect me to look?”

      “Considering what I’ve heard about your connection to the other dragons, I thought you might be taller. Perhaps older. You’re practically a boy.”

      Jason debated how much to argue, but decided not to say too much. He didn’t want to anger them, and he didn’t necessarily care if they called him a boy. For his part, he was still something of a boy.

      “What have you heard about me?”

      “I’ve heard you’re connected to these strange dragons.”

      “The misfits.” Gordon frowned at him and Jason nodded. “I am.”

      “And are you more connected than anybody who might have a dragon pearl? Perhaps he should teach us how he uses his connection to the dragon pearls, Henry. We wouldn’t need to risk somebody who’s inexperienced on this.”

      “Risk?” Jason glanced from Henry to Gordon, wondering what they were getting at.

      “It’s okay, Jason,” Henry said.

      “What are you planning on doing with the dragons?”

      “Nothing, at this point, but if you show us how to use them, then perhaps we can,” Gordon said.

      Jason shook his head. “The dragons don’t care for being used.”

      “We’re not using them like the Dragon Souls would use them.”

      “It sounds to me as if you intended to do just that. And I can tell you the dragons don’t care for it.”

      “Will you share with us your connection or not?”

      Jason held his hands out. “I can show you this.” He let the illusion fade, and as it did, one hand glowed with the soft heat of the iron dragon, while the other held the greenish hue from the forest dragon. “Both dragons have gifted me.”

      The others in the room all stared at Jason, looking at his hands before turning their attention to him.

      “And the ice dragon has a connection to me as well.”

      “What is this? Are you mocking us?” Gordon asked.

      “Gordon,” Henry started.

      “Don’t get into this. I know he was working with Thomas, and I know he has some ability with illusion, but—”

      Jason glanced over at Sarah, smiling to himself.

      If they wanted to know if he had some ability with illusion, he was going to show them. It was easy enough to do. He borrowed the power from the forest dragon, his hand taking on an increased intensity, turning a deeper green, and he shifted the interior of the room.

      He brought forth the wind and cold from the north. It was familiar to him, and so it was the easiest illusion for him to form. In doing so, he was able to set it sweeping around him, and as he did that, he focused, letting that wind whip all around him.

      It picked up, the snow swirling, biting, and he let it fill the entirety of the room.

      There was a hint of resistance but it was subtle, and Jason was able to overpower it quickly. As he did, he realized the source of that resistance, and knew it came from whatever tingling he’d felt when he had entered the room.

      He shifted the illusion again, bringing forth the appearance of the forest. His time working with the forest dragon had made that easier. The snow disappeared in a blink of an eye, leaving trees rising overhead, the sound of animals chirping around him, and there was something else, but it was difficult to maintain that earthy odor.

      And then he released all of his illusions. He let them flow back into nothingness, and he looked over at the man.

      “I see,” Gordon said. He turned his attention to Henry. “How much control does he have over it?”

      “You realize you can ask him,” Henry said.

      “I’m asking you.”

      “He defeated Therin.”

      “I heard the dragons did that.”

      “Perhaps,” Henry said.

      When they turned their attention to him, Jason didn’t even argue. He’d been involved in the battle with Therin, but Henry was right. He hadn’t been the one to defeat Therin; it had been the iron dragon. Without him and his abilities and his power, Jason doubted he would have been able to do anything to stop Therin.

      And yet, he didn’t have to do it alone. With his connection to the dragons, there was no point in doing so. He would rather maintain that bond, thinking about that power, and he used it. There was no shame in it. They were his connection.

      As strange as it seemed, the dragons were more friends to him than anyone he had ever bonded to within his village. Within the village, Jason had no real friends. He had no one. Only his sister and his mother. He had family, but nothing more than that.

      “What is this about?” Jason asked, turning from Henry to Gordon. “Why did you bring me here if you were going to challenge what I was able to do?”

      “We needed to know whether you were what you claimed,” Gordon said. “And what connection you have to these dragons.”

      “Have I proven that to you?”

      If this was just a test, then he disliked it. There was no point in forcing him to complete a task like this, not when he had proven himself time and again.

      “You’ve proven enough to let us know you will be useful.”

      “Useful with what?” he asked.

      “With finding the others,” Gordon said.

      “The others?” Sarah took a step forward, and she looked at Henry. “We’re going to Lorach. Jason is going to help free the other dragons.”

      “I don’t think we can do that quite yet,” Gordon said.

      “Why not?”

      “During our runs, we’ve seen other strange dragons out there.”

      “Jason isn’t the only one who’s known strange dragons,” Henry said.

      “That one is gone,” Gordon said.

      “Who?” Jason asked.

      Henry shook his head.

      Jason looked at Sarah, confusion filling him. There were other misfits?

      “You mean Lorren?” Sarah said.

      “As I said, that one is gone,” Henry said. “We’ve seen nothing from him in years.”

      “If there are other strange dragons—”

      “We think this the work of Therin, not Lorren,” Gordon said. “Worse, now we have word the king intends to find them.”

      There was something he didn’t fully understand, but that would be for later. “He won’t be able to find them,” Jason said. “If they have any abilities like these dragons do, there would be no way for him to be able to.”

      “Much like you weren’t able to find them?”

      He’d found the dragons, but it wasn’t because he was necessarily special. He’d found the ice dragon because it lived in his homeland, and he had found the iron dragon because of luck. The forest dragon had allowed him to find her, but that had only been possible because he had by that point connected to the other dragons.

      He couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps there was something else. Maybe there was something special about him. It wasn’t just about dragon sight. He had the ability to use the dragon pearls.

      “I don’t know that the king would be able to find them.”

      “Well, we have word he’s spending significant resources in search of them. Given how powerful the three dragons you have discovered are, we’re determined to get to them before he does.”

      “And you want Jason to go after them,” Sarah said.

      “We wanted to make sure that he was the right person, but we think he needs to.”

      “And what about the other dragons? I’ve been talking to my mother about it,” Sarah said. “If we can get to them, if we can free them, then we don’t have to worry—”

      “We need to do that, as well, but we need to take one task at a time. Cherise understands that. If we don’t do this, and if the Dragon Souls get to these dragons first, we’ll be in danger. Who knows what abilities these other dragons have. Think about how we were nearly defeated by a single dragon. What if someone else has an ability like what you can do with the illusion?”

      The others were right. If it were possible for them to use an illusion the same way he could, and considering the way Therin had proven he had that ability, how was he going to be able to ensure that anyone was safe?

      What he needed was to make sure the dragons were protected. The ice dragon had wanted to fly to the other hatch mates, but they hadn’t been able to uncover where they might be. As far as the ice dragon thought, there were at least two more, though there might be even more than that.

      Perhaps they should have asked Therin before killing him. He would’ve been the one to know how many dragon eggs were out there, and yet Jason wondered how much he would even have shared with him, and how honest any response would have been.

      “I will do whatever it takes,” he said. “If it helps the rebellion and the dragons, I’ll do it.”

      Henry watched him a moment. “See?”

      “Yes. He is everything you promised,” Gordon said.

      Sarah looked over at him, and Jason could practically feel her disappointment. Going after the dragons and Lorach, as valuable as that might be, was not something that they were going to be able to do quickly—or easily. There was always the possibility that they would fail at it.

      But if he could find these other dragons, if he could find the other misfits, then perhaps they would have other resources. He’d seen how beneficial it was to find these three dragons, but if he were somehow able to connect to the others, then perhaps he could ensure their safety too, and they could do even more than they had so far.

      “It doesn’t change that we need to go after the other dragons,” he whispered to Sarah.

      She shook her head. “There’s always a reason not to go to Lorach.”

      “Sarah—”

      She turned, heading out the door, leaving Jason staring after her.

      The others waited, and when Jason turned his attention back to them, Henry watched him.

      “Here is our plan,” Gordon said.

      As the other man spoke, Jason couldn’t help but feel as if he were letting Sarah down. Of all the people in Dragon Haven, she was the one he least wanted to let down. He wanted to ensure that he did everything she asked of him, but he worried that he wasn’t going to be able to do so.

      Especially if he did this. Going after these other dragons, changing his focus of attack, would mean that they were not going to Lorach. If that happened, then how long would it be before they could?

      He needed to talk with Sarah, but as he listened to Gordon, only half of his mind paying attention, he realized that what they planned involved leaving soon.

      Henry continued to study Jason, and he forced a smile. If nothing else, he would let them believe he was paying attention the way that he should be.

      “You understand what we’re asking?” Gordon asked.

      Jason nodded. “I think so.”

      “Good. Because we’re going to need both you and your dragons to help in this. And if it works… well, if it works, then we have prevented the Dragon Souls from acquiring something of power. Then the rebellion can really begin.”
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      Sarah caught up to him in the hall as he made his way through the building and out toward the clearing where the dragons gathered, grabbing him by the arm. “Are you really going to go with them rather than come with me to see if we can’t free more of the dragons in Lorach?”

      Jason looked over at the Dragon Guard. “If there are other misfits, I need to be there. I saw what happened before. I can’t be too late again.”

      “Too late? What about these other dragons? What if they need our help before it’s too late?”

      “We don’t know that they do. I freed a dozen dragons, but that doesn’t mean—”

      “You freed a dozen dragons in Lorach. That’s different than anything that’s been done before. They will know that something is off. Now that you did that, they are going to be on edge. They are going to be searching for reasons to attack.”

      “Which is why we can’t do it. We can’t give them another reason. Not until we know what’s going on with the other misfits.” Jason sighed. It might be true, but he felt as if he had to understand whether or not the Guard had located a dragon misfit.

      “This won’t take very long, and then I can come back and help.”

      “You don’t have any idea how long this is going to take. That’s the problem. And if something happens to you while you’re gone…”

      He frowned. Was that what this was about?

      “Are you concerned about me, or are you concerned about my ability with the dragons?”

      “Can’t it be both?”

      “It can, but it still feels like you are more concerned about what I mean to the dragons.”

      “I’m more concerned about what you mean to a majority of the dragons rather than looking for just one.”

      “One that I can help,” Jason said.

      “Many that you could save.”

      She held his gaze before storming off.

      Jason wished there was something more that he could do, but he didn’t know what it was.

      And it was time to go and see what he could do for the misfit dragons.

      Reaching the clearing and the iron dragon, he paused and rested with his hand on the iron dragon’s side. He wasn’t able to determine anything from the Dragon Guard, but there was a sense of power about them.

      Henry believed in them. He believed in Henry, trusted the other man didn’t want to harm the dragons, but he couldn’t shake the sense that perhaps there was something else he needed to know about the Guard.

      Jason watched, but the other Dragon Guard said nothing. They left him alone. He couldn’t help but feel as if even as he accompanied them, he was somehow separated.

      Other than Henry, Jason didn’t know any of the others who would be coming with them. Knowing them wouldn’t change anything.

      Henry rested near a massive dragon, saying nothing. The dragon had deep blue scales and heat radiated off its side, but there was the sense Henry didn’t know this dragon nearly as well as he knew some of them. What reason would Henry have for bonding with another dragon?

      Jason made his way over to Henry. “How many are we expecting to come with us?”

      “The Dragon Guard will send as many as they can risk,” Henry said.

      “And how many is that?”

      “I don’t know. It might be only a few, but it’s also possible they’ll want enough strength to deal with any threat the Dragon Souls might pose.”

      “What do you think Sarah will do?”

      “Sarah will be disappointed she isn’t going along.”

      Jason glanced away from the clearing, toward the rest of Dragon Haven. “I know she’ll be disappointed, but do you think she’ll do anything?”

      What he worried about was whether Sarah would try to go to Lorach on her own.

      Gordon strode along the roadway, leading five other Dragon Guards with him. All were dressed in dragonskin clothing.

      “Sarah said the Dragon Guard don’t fight very often anymore,” Jason said.

      Henry shook his head. “Very often? They’re responsible for keeping up attacks. Making Lorach believe the rebellion is active. That’s why they are so invested in making this work.”

      “Do you think they are too invested?” Henry cocked an eye at him and Jason looked toward Gordon. “There are some people who are too eager to fight.”

      He had seen it before. There were even people within the village who were too eager for a fight. He didn’t need the Dragon Guard to be like that.

      “They aren’t like that.” Henry didn’t speak with the same confidence, his voice trailing off toward the end.

      “This is your dragon?” Gordon called from near the iron dragon. Jason headed toward him, noticing that Gordon seemed larger out in the daylight, and the heat of the iron dragon radiated off the dragonskin he wore, making him glow.

      “This is one of them,” Jason said.

      “An impressive creature. Why does he glow like that?”

      “I’m not really sure. I’ve never really asked him why. He just does.”

      “Interesting.” Gordon stretched out his hand, running it along the surface of the dragon. He smiled as he did, and power built from the other man. It came from one of the dragons—a black one standing off to the side.

      The iron dragon turned toward him, the heat exploding from him, and he snorted.

      Jason smiled to himself. “I don’t think the iron dragon cares for that too much.”

      “You’re telling me the dragon doesn’t care for me using the dragon pearl of my pairing?”

      “That’s what I’m saying,” Jason said.

      “And why would your dragon care?”

      “You keep calling him my dragon, but you would do well to think of him in a different way. He isn’t necessarily my dragon. We’re connected, and we share a sense of power, but that is it.”

      It was more than that, and they were bonded in a certain way. Yet even with the dragon pearl having flowed over his hand, forming a glove and somehow better linking him to the iron dragon, he still would not claim the iron dragon as his. He knew better than to do so. The iron dragon didn’t want that.

      “Are we going to stand here, or do you plan on sharing with us where we need to go?” Henry asked.

      “We have to go north,” Gordon said.

      North meant to the mountains, though they’d searched there already. In the time that Jason had been out with the ice dragon, they had looked for evidence of the other dragons. As he thought about it, he decided that maybe he should have the ice dragon looking now.

      He closed his eyes briefly, focusing on the ice dragon, and tried to reach a connection between them. It was there, as it always was, though it was faint. He pushed through that connection, trying to reach for the ice dragon, and could feel the wind whipping around him. He could feel the cold breeze. He could feel the energy of the air high overhead.

      “Search for your hatch mates,” he whispered, sending it through the connection between them.

      Distantly, Jason thought he heard the dragon rumble. It might be only his imagination, and it might be nothing more than a distant thunder, but it was there.

      He opened his eyes, glancing over at Henry, finding that the man was watching him.

      “What did you do?” Henry asked.

      “What makes you think I did anything?”

      “I could feel something.”

      Jason flashed a smile. “I don’t think there’s anything for you to feel.” He turned his attention to Gordon. “Are we going to go, or do you intend for us to stay here and talk?”

      Gordon laughed, a deep and hearty sound. “Eager for a fight. I like that. We can go.”

      The Dragon Guard each headed toward the dragons. There weren’t enough, but someone whistled, and two more dragons came streaking out of the sky. They parted through the illusion high overhead and landed quickly.

      Gordon climbed onto the black dragon, and once the others had mounted theirs, he motioned for them to take to the air. When they lurched into the sky, Jason looked over at the iron dragon, and he patted his side.

      “Let’s be careful,” he whispered.

      The iron dragon let out a blast of heat, which radiated away from him.

      The dragon took to the sky, using the undulating way he had of sending heat rolling through him. A sense of power filled the dragon.

      They circled slowly, climbing high overhead. Jason looked down at the ground below, and he found someone watching them. He waved to Sarah, but she made no sign that she saw him.

      He breathed out heavily. Maybe this was a mistake. He didn’t like the idea that he would upset her in such a way, and especially not if she was one of his few friends within Dragon Haven. Or maybe more than a friend.

      It was something that he hadn’t given much thought to. With everything they’d been through, there hadn’t been time, but he couldn’t deny he had an attraction to her. He had no idea if it was one she shared, though she’d traveled enough with him that he might simply have been oblivious to it.

      They streaked north. The other dragons flew quickly, and it didn’t seem as if the iron dragon was using much energy in order to keep up with them.

      He’d known the iron dragon was powerful, but feeling how easy it was for him to keep up only made that clearer. There was a definite sense of energy from the iron dragon that continued to build, growing with increasing strength.

      As they flew, Jason took an opportunity to survey the others with him. He looked at the other dragons first. They were all of different colors. Most of the dragons within Dragon Haven were different colors, and unsurprisingly, all of the dragons were male. The gender didn’t seem to make a difference as to their size. The dragons were of varying sizes, and some of them were more powerful than others. Unlike with the iron dragon—or the ice or forest dragon—there was no unique power to them.

      Strangely, Jason found that almost disappointing. The dragons flying with them were all powerful in their own right, but compared to the dragons he worked with, they seemed… less.

      Jason held tightly to the iron dragon’s back, feeling the heat radiating off him.

      He connected to the ice dragon overhead, noticing where he was flying, the way he was searching, and was able to feel the power within him as he soared high above, streaking farther away from them. It was almost as if the ice dragon were connected to the power of the sky overhead, as if he were using some sort of burst of speed that wasn’t available to the other dragons. It was strange to think that, and even stranger that he could feel it, even from a distance.

      Would he be able to detect something similar from the iron dragon?

      He had already proven that he could look through the iron dragon’s eyes and understand what the iron dragon could see. He had not tested whether he could do that with the forest dragon.

      There was a connection between them. The glowing green working along his arm suggested that bond was there, and was powerful. He couldn’t help but feel there needed to be something more that he could detect from the forest dragon.

      How could she help him?

      In a journey like this, he couldn’t help but think he needed to be able to understand that power of the forest dragon. It might come to a point where he would need to reach for her, to connect more fully to her, to know what she knew.

      As he followed the other dragons, saying nothing, thinking through what was happening around him, he decided that perhaps it was time to test whether he could make such a connection if it came down to it.

      He thought about the sense of what he felt flowing through him. It was different than what he felt from the iron glove, and different than what he sensed from the ice dragon in the back of his mind. Those sensations were there, and the connection to all of those dragons was there, but each of them was unique. As he focused on the forest dragon and what he could feel from her, he thought he could detect a surging sort of power.

      Could he use it?

      He focused on the sensation he had when he’d first detected the forest dragon. It was like that of the breeze blowing near him. He rocked in place atop the dragon, feeling the sway of it, and he let it consume him. It was a wonderful sense of power.

      It was like the fluttering of a breeze. It was the stirring of the wind against her scales. It was the way that she shimmered, the power catching the light. He could use that connection to free the dragons.

      The dragons shifted course. No longer were they heading directly north; now they were veering a little off to the west. The wind whipped around them, a bit colder than it had been. It was a familiar wind, and it came off the mountaintop with hints of snow swirling through it.

      There wouldn’t be a misfit dragon out here. Regardless of what the Dragon Guard might think, they wouldn’t be found here. There had only been one ice dragon, and he didn’t expect for there to be any others, no matter what the Dragon Souls and Therin might’ve tried.

      He couldn’t help but wonder if there was any way to reach for the connection to the undiscovered misfit dragons. Would there be some way to understand what they were looking for and whether there was anything to know about them?

      He focused on it, thinking about the power deep within him, thinking about the way he was connected to the ice and the iron and the forest dragons. What was the common theme?

      He didn’t know.

      The dragons started to descend. As they did, something shifted in the air. It was a change in the current, an energy that joined them.

      It wasn’t natural.

      And it was a dragon.

      “Do you sense that?” he asked the iron dragon, sitting up on his back.

      Heat radiated along the side of the iron dragon, and he glowed with a warmth. “I feel something.”

      Jason frowned, wondering what it was and why he would suddenly detect something. It was different than what was coming off the other dragons with them.

      Looking up at Henry, he could tell the other man didn’t seem to notice anything. He rode without any change in his posture, and there didn’t seem to be any shift to the energy within him, but Jason was certain of what he was detecting.

      What was it?

      He continued to focus, straining to better understand what he was coming up with, but he didn’t know if it was even real. Perhaps the energy he sensed was someplace distant, or perhaps it was not real at all.

      Jason looked around. Within the clouds, it was difficult to make anything else out, nothing but the wisps of white swirling around them. The wind whipped at him, catching his dragonskin cloak, and he had a sense of power he no longer knew what to make of.

      There was another possibility.

      He focused on the ice dragon and reached out for him. With a gentle request, he asked the ice dragon to turn his attention this way, to see if there was anything he might be able to uncover. If they were heading toward an ambush, he wanted to be ready.

      More than that, Jason didn’t want to get into a dragon battle. He’d seen the dragons fighting before, and he wanted nothing to do with it. If nothing else, he wanted to protect as many of the dragons as he could. If he couldn’t, then he would have to turn the others away. He should be able to heal them, to join with them, but first he had to find them.

      The ice dragon shifted course, charging toward them. As he flew overhead, Jason was aware of the power coursing through him. That power radiated through him, rolling with a defined energy, and it washed over everything.

      It was strange he would notice it that way, but none of the other dragons seemed to recognize that the ice dragon was searching. There was a connection within him, a sense of what the ice dragon was doing. Because of it, Jason was able to determine that origin of the strange power. It flowed outward from him.

      Dragons, and quite a few of them.

      He tapped on the iron dragon’s side, and the iron dragon surged forward, racing with more speed. As they streaked in front of Gordon, the other man hollered over at him.

      Jason ignored it. He ignored anything other than the sense of the other dragons in front of him. He reached through the iron dragon, he reached through the ice dragon, and he prepared for the possibility that he would need to send a healing connection over anything in front of him.

      Better yet, he was also ready for the possibility he might have found a hatch mate. He didn’t think so. The nature of the power didn’t feel the same, but what if that was what he detected?

      There had to be something out there.

      They dropped below the clouds. Jason shifted the illusion that he’d been holding around them, masking the iron dragon. Whatever he sensed was near.

      More power filled him, radiating from him, and he pushed outward from the ice dragon and the iron dragon, combining their strengths. A fog billowed away from him.

      He directed that fog, the same way he did when he was removing an illusion, and within that fog came a sense of power that he could override, and he crashed toward it.

      Still, he was convinced there were dragons, and quite a few of them. He couldn’t see them, though. That part troubled him the most. Why shouldn’t he be able to see the dragons? Was there someone holding on to an illusion?

      He did feel the same sort of resistance that he felt when an illusion was present, but he didn’t think that was the case. He pushed outward again.

      A form appeared in the distance.

      It seemed as if the fog billowed around it, circling it, and as it did, he marveled at the size of the dragon. It was enormous, easily larger than any other Jason had seen before, but as he pulled back the fog, he couldn’t discern anything else about it.

      It was invisible.

      He glanced back. The others didn't seem to be aware of what he’d found, but he was certain of it. An invisible dragon.

      “Do you see that?” he asked the iron dragon.

      He wanted to make sure he wasn’t the only one seeing it. If he was, then he would need to know why he was imagining an invisible dragon. The iron dragon roared, and when he did, the invisible dragon spread enormous wings, and something streaked toward them.

      Jason tapped on the iron dragon and he twisted, rolling and spiraling, and they barely managed to move out of the way.

      Whatever had come at them had been powerful—and he hadn’t seen it.

      More than that, the invisible dragon was nearly three times the size of the iron dragon.

      Something roared again, and it streaked toward them.

      The iron dragon dove.

      Energy swirled around, and it took Jason a moment to realize what he detected. It wasn’t just that there was a dragon, and it wasn’t just that the dragon was enormous, but it was the nature of what he was detecting.

      The invisible dragon must have been controlled.

      Which meant there were Dragon Souls here.
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      Something shifted, and the invisible dragon streaked toward them. It did so faster than Jason could track. If he hadn’t been pushing on the billowing fog, he might not have noticed what it was doing. As it was, he was barely able to make it out through the fog. There was something there: a sense of power, and a sense of danger.

      The iron dragon seemed to sense it. He began to roll.

      Jason had flown with the iron dragon enough times that he was familiar with this flight technique, even if it wasn’t one that he was particularly comfortable with. It required him to hold on to the dragon with a specific posture, wrapping his legs around the creature and gripping tightly to the iron dragon’s scales, though the glove helped as well.

      They spun and the iron dragon twisted, looking to see where the invisible dragon attacked.

      There was definitely an attack.

      An explosion of power threw them forward a little. Jason need to follow. A roar erupted. One of the dragons that had come with them was dropping from the sky.

      Jason pushed outward, using a combination of fire and ice, joining them together in a way that would grasp that dragon, to scoop him up before he managed to fall to the ground.

      It was almost enough. He cushioned the dragon’s fall, and then he pushed fire and ice together, forming a burst of water that he washed over the dragon, trying to guide a healing flow. The ice dragon controlled that and healed the dragon as quickly as they could.

      Jason turned his attention to the battle in front of him.

      It was a single dragon. The invisible dragon, a wind dragon or whatever it was, overpowered four others.

      There was an amazing amount of control to his power. The dragon used strange attacks, bursts of energy, not flame or heat or anything Jason had ever encountered before. When it struck, it pushed back the dragons.

      Jason tried to see if there was any figure on top of the dragon. Holding on to the billowing fog to work past any barricade the invisible dragon held and didn’t see anything on the dragon’s back.

      Could he have been wrong? Could there not have been a Dragon Soul there?

      He didn’t think so. The dragon was there. The sense of control over it was there.

      Another dragon was struck, and much like the last, he went spiraling down, crashing into the ground. Jason reached outward, using power from the ice dragon and the fire dragon, but he wasn’t fast enough.

      The dragon collapsed.

      He didn’t have time to change the nature of his focus, and he didn’t have time to try to help that dragon. The iron dragon roared, turning toward the invisible dragon. Heat began to work along his body, rolling off him.

      Jason could feel the rage building up within the iron dragon.

      It was a familiar sensation, and it was one he knew all too well. It was an emotion he shared. They hated getting attacked, and the two of them hated the nature of what had been done to them.

      The invisible dragon streaked toward them, moving considerably faster than even the iron dragon could. Another burst of power streaked toward them, and Jason reacted.

      He did the only thing that he could think of.

      He drew upon the power of illusion.

      In this case, he wanted to wrap the invisible dragon in the illusion, wanting to know whether there was anyone else there and, more than that, wanting to see the dragon.

      As the illusion folded over the dragon, it rippled.

      For a moment, the dragon was visible. It had dappled gray scales and sharp spikes along the surface of its body. He didn’t see anyone sitting atop it. Dark clouds swirled around it, moving strangely.

      He hadn’t attempted to try to heal the dragon, thinking he needed to ensure his own safety and stability first, but if it was going to continue attacking them, perhaps trying to heal it, to do whatever he could to ensure the dragon’s safety, might be the most sensible thing to do. It might keep the dragon from attacking.

      He used a burst of heat and ice, combining the two. As they washed outward, they flashed, surging with water, and he swept that through the dragon.

      There was no sense of any sort of influence. It hadn’t been controlled? This was just the dragon.

      He had to wrap the illusion around the dragon. He had to somehow calm the dragon, to let the dragon know they were no danger. Jason had no idea how to connect to a dragon like this.

      There was rage from it, but it was different than what he detected within the iron dragon. Within the iron dragon, it was more of a righteous sort of rage, the anger that came from being harmed before. From this dragon, it was something else.

      Jason didn’t really understand what it was, only that he could feel that anger flooding off the dragon. It was almost as if there was a confusion within the dragon, some lack of understanding as to what was happening to him.

      And if that were the case, then maybe that was the source of his anger.

      He tried to push a healing over the dragon, but in order to stay ahead of the invisible dragon, they had to spiral, leaving Jason almost thrown free, with a lack of control over anything. He was nearly tossed off the dragon’s side, and he clung on to him, but barely.

      He had no idea what was taking place around him. He had no idea what was happening with the other dragons, but as he dangled, as he tried to stay on the iron dragon’s back, he couldn’t help but feel something else out there.

      There had been that sense of other dragons. There had been a sense of Dragon Souls. Which meant he hadn’t seen everything.

      He tried to focus on his connection to the ice dragon, but in attempting to stay ahead of what was happening, and to maintain his control of his healing ability, he wasn’t able to do anything.

      There was no connection. It was almost as if he had been severed.

      Jason held on to what he could with the forest dragon. If he could use the illusion, maybe he could trap the invisible dragon within it and could convince the dragon that he wasn’t a threat.

      How was he going to do that?

      It would involve changing them into something else.

      Think small. He focused on a bird. A sparrow. Nothing large.

      As he held on to that illusion, he let that sense roll through them, filling him. It was an incredible sense of power.

      The illusion was the key.

      He needed to work quickly. He focused as much as he could on the illusion and everything around him, and he held on to that power, that connection, and it rolled over him.

      Jason could feel the illusion taking hold.

      And then the attack shifted.

      No longer was it focused on him and the iron dragon.

      The dragon changed course, turning.

      Jason rolled over, holding on tightly to the iron dragon’s back, looking behind them.

      As he did, he saw why the dragon was changing his focus. It was the other dragons. And yet, they weren’t alone. Others attacked.

      Dragon Souls.

      As they flew, it seemed as if the Dragon Souls were helping, but only because they appeared to be attacking the invisible dragon. The power they were expending was enormous, and he had to try something.

      Still, Jason wasn’t sure if there was anything that he could do.

      Maybe heal them.

      He attempted to press outward, but the invisible dragon continued attacking.

      He wasn’t strong enough. This invisible dragon was too much.

      Jason focused on the dragons that had come with them. Had he not paid any attention to them while they were flying, he wasn’t sure he would have been able to know how to reach them. As it was, there was a certain signature to them, and a familiarity, and Jason reached through that familiarity, that connection, and he used the power of illusion in order to change them.

      Suddenly the sky was filled with small birds.

      The Dragon Soul dragons all streaked past them, almost as if confused. The invisible dragon attacked, power bursting from him, and it exploded into one of the other Dragon Soul dragons. One dragon crashed into the ground. Another dragon turned toward the invisible dragon and tried to attack, but the invisible dragon blasted it with energy as well.

      The Dragon Souls turned their focus on that attack, almost as if they could see the invisible dragon, though Jason didn’t believe that was even possible. It was hard for him to think that they were able to see anything.

      He rolled an illusion over the dragon.

      As it hit the dragon, something changed.

      It became a bird, but it did so slowly, and with a mixture of colors.

      And then the bird faded.

      The illusion failed.

      The invisible dragon seemed immune to illusions.

      Jason should have expected that. When he had tried to wrap the illusion upon the invisible dragon the first time, he had failed. Why would it make a difference now?

      He tried a different approach. Rather than placing an illusion and releasing it, he wondered if he could place an illusion and then continue to hold it. If he could do that, then maybe he would be able to hold on to the illusion over the dragon, and if that were the case, then he could get the Dragon Souls to shift the nature of their attack, to turn somewhere else.

      The illusion washed over the other dragon. He held on to it, squeezing, letting it stay wrapped around the invisible dragon. There was a strange fluttering sense, the way the illusion almost failed, but then it solidified again.

      Jason squeezed on to it, holding it, worried that he wasn’t going to be able to maintain it, and yet as he did so, the dragon appeared to be nothing more than a small bird.

      The other dragons circled, and Jason wanted nothing more than to free them from Dragon Soul influence, but if he did that, he would have to release his hold on the invisible dragon. Within the illusion, the invisible dragon seemed calmer than he had been before. It was almost as if maintaining this illusion maintained something else for him, some way for him to hold on to a sense of calm within himself, and if Jason released that, then there was a real chance that the dragon would attack the other dragons again.

      At least he understood why they’d been attacked.

      The dragon feared that they might be with the Dragon Souls. And if the Dragon Souls had been attacking, and if their dragons had also been trying to somehow train and control this dragon, then it made sense that the invisible dragon would be angry.

      Jason would be angry for him.

      Every so often, the illusion began to shimmer, and Jason was forced to call upon more power, trying to connect to the forest dragon. He had no idea how long he would be able to maintain it. It was possible he was draining the connection between him and the forest dragon rapidly, and yet he knew he needed to hold on to it as long as possible. The moment he lost that connection, the other dragons would realize what was going on and would change the focus of their attack.

      Gradually, the other dragons began to circle and turn away.

      He had lost track of where the Dragon Guard and their dragons had gone, but perhaps that didn’t even matter. All he cared about was what was taking place with this dragon and where he was going. If he could maintain that connection, and if he could understand the dragon’s issue, then he would be able to help protect the dragon.

      This had to be one of the misfits, but it was nothing like the others. Unlike the others, this dragon had displayed a receptiveness to what Jason could do, but in this case, the dragon seemed almost as if he didn’t want Jason to do anything.

      But then, this dragon had been attacked. The Dragon Souls had come after it the way they had come after the forest dragon. Maybe he could use that, too.

      He held on to the illusion. It was the only thing he could think of, and the longer he maintained it, the more the dragon seemed to calm. Eventually the dragon began to relax, no longer struggling against the illusion, and he flew, nothing more than a sparrow flying through the sky, streaking south.

      Jason stayed with him, holding on to his illusion, trying to find some answer, but as they went, the illusion began to falter. Jason wasn’t about to release his hold on it quite yet. He strained against it, determined to maintain that connection, but failed.

      When the illusion over the invisible dragon was lost, the illusion over him and his dragon vanished as well.

      Suddenly, he was visible.

      The expected attack never came.

      He focused on the ice dragon, thinking about how he could connect to that dragon, and he summoned power to him. “Follow him. Find out what you can,” he said.

      If any of the dragons would be able to follow the invisible dragon, it would be the ice dragon. He could use the cold and his fog and something else if it came down to it. The forest dragon might be helpful, as well, but he didn’t know if she would even be willing to come out of the forest. She was reluctant to do so, and that reluctance made her less of an ally. It required that Jason do more when it came to her power.

      The ice dragon rumbled and veered off, heading in the same direction as the invisible dragon, though he stayed high above, circling in the clouds.

      Jason turned back, heading toward where the attack had taken place. It took a moment to find it, and he landed near one of the fallen dragons.

      It was a pale yellow dragon. Its scales were the color of morning sunlight, and the fading daylight reflected off those scales. Jason hurried over to him. He wasn’t moving, and the Dragon Guard who’d ridden on his back was missing. Jason found the man about a dozen paces away, his body bent and twisted. He wasn’t moving or breathing, and Jason tried to mix ice and fire together, combining the power from the iron dragon and the ice dragon. As they washed over the man, he knew it was too late.

      That didn’t mean that it was too late for the dragon. He turned his attention to the dragon, and he pulled on the senses of fire and ice, blending them, letting them wash outward. It rolled through the dragon, and Jason continued to push on power, letting it fill him.

      He didn’t have enough strength to draw much more. Everything he’d used in order to hold the illusion had sapped his strength, making it difficult to even stand upright. He was wobbly and tired, drained in a way he hadn’t been since he faced Therin.

      He held on to power, drawing as much as he could, letting it flow to the yellow dragon. He was determined to do everything he could in order to heal the creature, but as he pushed, he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to.

      The dragon took a breath.

      Jason felt a moment of relief, and he thought he might succeed, but there was no additional breath.

      He refused to give up. He was drawing on everything he could from the ice dragon, everything he could from the iron dragon, and he let them wash together. The joining of the two would have to be enough.

      Jason had used that to heal before, and he had seen the effects of that power, and he was convinced all it would take would be to find enough strength, to continue to pull upon that power, to let it wash outward. When he did, he was sure he could save this dragon.

      He tried, straining, searching for more energy within him. It had to be there.

      And then it wasn’t.

      Jason sagged, stumbling backward.

      The iron dragon was there, pressing up against him. A hint of heat radiated off the dragon, pressing up against his back, and Jason leaned against him, welcoming the warmth.

      “I can’t help them,” he whispered.

      “Even dragons perish,” the iron dragon said.

      “But he didn’t have to.”

      “You did what you could,” the iron dragon said.

      “And still it wasn’t enough.”

      He hated that he hadn’t been able to help. He hated that he hadn’t been enough, and more than that, he hated that a dragon misfit was responsible for what had happened. It wasn’t because of the Dragon Souls. This was because of the invisible dragon.

      The anger within the dragon was incredible. It was almost too much for Jason to withstand. If they didn’t get to the dragon, if they didn’t help him, what more might he do? How many other dragons might suffer?

      He leaned back, resting on the iron dragon, his back pressing up against him. Warmth radiated out. It was pleasant, but he wasn’t sure if he should fall asleep despite his exhaustion. Not here, at least.

      He needed to find the others. There were three others of the Dragon Guard, not counting the one he’d saved.

      He climbed onto the iron dragon’s back. “I think we need to head back.”

      “I will go where you go.”

      Jason looked up at the sky, thinking about the invisible dragon, where he was heading, and wondered why he would have been moving in the same direction as the Dragon Soul dragons.

      The answer was obvious. It was almost painful to recognize.

      If the invisible dragon were able to attack like that, and if he were able to reach them, any attempt that Jason and Sarah might make to help them would be for nothing.

      Which meant that he would have to go to Lorach. He would have to get there, either to stop the invisible dragon or else to help the other dragons in order to save them.

      Jason had no idea what it was going to take, but one thing he did know was that he couldn’t do it alone. He would need help, and that kind of help would involve Sarah.

      Hopefully she could get over her anger with him and agree to accompany him.

      If not, then he didn’t have much choice but to go anyway.
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      By the time he reached Dragon Haven, Jason was still tired, but he felt refreshed compared to before. He clung to the iron dragon’s back and had drifted during the travel, losing track of how long they were flying. There was no sign of any of the other dragons with the Dragon Guard, though he didn’t know if the illusion he placed would stay on any of them. He had created as solid of an illusion as he could, but he wasn’t sure if it would be enough. With the invisible dragon out there, he wanted to ensure the safety of the other dragons, and until they were back safely within Dragon Haven, he wasn’t about to release that illusion. He didn’t want anything to happen to them because he was not holding on to it.

      When he reached the outskirts of Dragon Haven, he could feel the presence of power within it. It was the same as he had described to Sarah, the overwhelming sense of energy that seemed to come from an extension of the forest.

      Then they parted through it.

      The iron dragon landed and Jason scrambled down, patting him on the side. When he started toward the town, the iron dragon slithered away, heading into the trees.

      Jason let out a heavy sigh. The others needed to know what had happened, and he wanted to make sure that he was back before the others arrived, worried about what had happened to the Dragon Guard.

      Perhaps the illusion on the Dragon Guard would fail, or perhaps he should release it before they returned, since it would be strange for others to see birds landing like dragons did.

      He headed into the main building.

      There was no one there. There was no movement, no sound, nothing but silence. Jason leaned on the wall, resting for a moment, and when he felt strong enough, he hurried onward until he was able to reach the main part of the building. Voices in the distance caught his attention.

      “You were supposed to be gone,” William said.

      Jason blinked and stumbled forward.

      William was there, catching him and propping him upright.

      “What happened?”

      “An attack.”

      “Dragon Souls?”

      Jason nodded. “Dragon Souls, but something else.”

      “What else?”

      “I need to speak to Sarah.”

      “Sarah isn’t here.”

      “Where is she?”

      “I don’t know where she went. She left shortly after you did. We thought she went with you.”

      She hadn’t come after them. Sarah wouldn’t have done that.

      Could she have gone off on her own? Jason wouldn’t put it past her, but it didn’t seem quite like her. He wouldn’t expect her to make a mistake that would run the risk of putting her and the dragons in danger.

      He needed to rest. “Can you help me get to my room?”

      “What happened?”

      “I had to use more power than I have in a long time,” he said.

      “Were the others with you?”

      Jason nodded slowly. It seemed difficult to keep his eyes open. “We lost one.”

      “You lost one of what?”

      “One of the Dragon Guard. And his dragon.”

      William’s breath caught and he helped Jason forward, but not toward his room.

      “Where are you going?”

      “If what you experienced is real, then we need to get some help.”

      “It won’t matter. The others are safe.”

      “How do you know that they’re safe?”

      “Because I placed an illusion on them. I turned them into sparrows.”

      William paused. “Sparrows?”

      “It was the only thing that I could think of. I think it would be enough to hold them, and I think it should be able to keep long enough to ensure their safety, but…”

      He sagged again and William was there, propping him up.

      “We need to go and talk to the others.”

      He didn’t argue. William guided them through the halls, and into the massive throne room. It was enormous, ornate, and Jason had been here before, but it had been a while. William set him into a chair and Jason leaned back, resting his head.

      He drifted off and lost track of how long he drifted. Eventually, he was stirred awake by the sound of several different voices.

      When he blinked his eyes open, he found Sarah’s parents, Cherise and Olar, watching him. Cherise frowned and Jason held her gaze, uncertain how long he could keep his eyes open. He was exhausted and everything within him ached, the soreness that came from exerting himself. Maybe it was the flight that had done it. Perhaps it was all the energy he had used in traveling from wherever they were attacked all the way back to Dragon Haven.

      “William says you were attacked,” Cherise said.

      “We were attacked. Dragon Souls were there, at least at first. There was an enormous invisible dragon.”

      Cherise frowned. “An invisible dragon?”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it.” Jason shifted in his seat. He looked over at Cherise and then Olar, and saw that there were several others arranged behind them. All of them were dressed in dragonskin, and the others all carried swords.

      Were they Dragon Guards?

      He didn’t recognize any of them, but if only a few of the Dragon Guard had gone, then perhaps the others would’ve remained behind. Had they all returned to Dragon Haven?

      “What happened to Sarah?”

      “I was hoping you would have word of Sarah,” Cherise said. “Since she left shortly after you did, I can only imagine the two of you decided something. I know how close the two of you are.”

      Jason sighed. “She didn’t come with us. She didn’t agree with my going and looking for this other dragon. She wanted to go to Lorach and see if there was anything that she might be able to find about the dragons there.”

      “She wouldn’t go by herself,” Olar said.

      “I don’t think she would either, but she was angry. I needed to go understand this dragon, though. The invisible dragon is like the ice dragon and the iron dragon. He’s different. The power he has is different. The Dragon Souls are aware of him,” he said, filling the men in on the way the Dragon Souls had attacked the invisible dragon, “and because of that, I think they’re after his power, but I don’t know that they would be able to do anything with him.”

      “You don’t know that for certain. The Dragon Souls are far more capable with the dragons than you. You’re still learning about the nature of those connections, and you might not know everything that they do.”

      “I’m certain I don’t, but I also know I should be able to detect something. When I didn’t find anything influencing that dragon, I realized it wasn’t tormented the same way the others have been.”

      With that being the case, Jason couldn’t help but think there had to be some other way to help the dragon. He didn’t know what it was going to take, and he didn’t know if there was even anything that he could do, but he felt as if he had to find something.

      “There’s something else,” he said.

      “What is it?”

      “I think the other dragon was going to Lorach.”

      “I thought you said it wasn’t controlled?”

      “I don’t think it was. I think it was going to attack the Dragon Souls.”

      That was the sense Jason had, as strange as it was. And if that was what the dragon was doing, he had to do something to try to protect the other dragons. He had to reach the invisible dragon. Somehow.

      “What’s your plan?” Cherise asked.

      “I don’t have a plan yet. I was hoping Henry and the others would return.”

      “Henry veered off before the attack finished.”

      “I don’t know that they had much choice,” Jason said. “Henry was nearly captured.” Of course, by departing the way that he had, Henry had compromised his relationship with the Dragon Guard. Already they distrusted him, and now they would believe that he was unreliable. They might even suspect he was the one who had instigated the attack.

      “He’s injured,” Cherise said. “We have healed him as much as we can, but it’s going to take time.”

      “Can I see him?”

      Olar shook his head. “Not yet.”

      “I can help. With the ice dragon, I can—”

      “Not yet,” Olar said again.

      Jason knew better than to argue with him.

      He didn’t want to do this on his own. He didn’t like the idea of heading into Lorach by himself, but if he did, he thought he might be able to create enough of an illusion to conceal himself in a way he wouldn’t have before. When he’d planned on going last time, he’d had no control over his illusions, and he’d struggled even to mask his eyes and hand. This time he thought he’d be able to keep an illusion up, concealing himself, hiding who he was.

      If he were able to do that, he wouldn’t have to worry quite as much about the possibility of any of the Dragon Souls recognizing him. He had no idea what would be involved in that, but maybe he didn’t have to try to infiltrate the Dragon Souls, not as he’d planned before. All he needed to do now was try to reach the dragons and help as many as he could, freeing them. At the same time, he needed to find out what he could about the invisible dragon. If he did that, then he could return to Lorach. If he were able to keep himself masked, keep the illusion up, he believed no one would even know he was there.

      “I need to go to Lorach,” he said.

      “From what I understand, you tried that once before.” Olar didn’t hide the irritation in his voice.

      Jason didn’t work through the typical protocols of Dragon Haven, and he knew it irritated Olar and Cherise. Neither did Sarah, though.

      “I did, but the last time, I wasn’t prepared in the same way as I am now.”

      “It wasn’t long ago,” Olar said.

      “It wasn’t. And maybe it’s the wrong thing, but if anyone can get to that dragon—and to Sarah—then it would have to be me. If I don’t do this, and if something happens to her…”

      He knew how he would feel. If something happened to Sarah because he’d kept her from going on the last mission, he would feel responsible. She was strong and capable and skilled, but with a dragon like the invisible dragon, there was a real danger to her and her dragon.

      He got to his feet and drew in a deep breath, still unsteady. He needed more rest, but worried that they didn’t have much time. If the invisible dragon was heading to Lorach, there might not be much time remaining.

      “Others will go with you,” Cherise said.

      “They can put pressure to keep the Dragon Souls within—”

      Cherise raised her hand, silencing him. “I didn’t say this is open for discussion. Others will go with you. If my daughter is there, and if anything happens to her, I want to ensure I’ve done everything in my power to keep her safe.”

      “I know you will. I intend to help the dragons of Lorach.”

      “We’ve always wanted to help those dragons,” she said.

      “You’ll alert the rest of the Dragon Guard?”

      Olar nodded. “Of course.”

      He turned to William. “I need William to come with me. William has been working with the dragons, to understand what was required to train them. And he’s lucky.”

      William smiled.

      “Luck can only get you so far,” Cherise said.

      “It’s possible his luck won’t be enough,” Jason admitted. “One more thing—could someone make sure my mother is cared for?”

      Cherise frowned slightly before nodding. “She will need for nothing while you are gone.”

      “Thank you.”

      With that, he left the room with William trailing behind him.

      He felt a little bit better, the brief rest enough to rejuvenate him. He didn’t know if it would be enough to maintain that energy, though. It was hard to know how much he had expended in the attack, though it felt as if it were more than what he had before.

      “How long will we stay here?” William asked.

      “Not long. With Sarah already heading to Lorach”—at least, that was where he thought she’d gone—“I think it’s time for us to get moving.”

      He thought about the invisible dragon heading toward Lorach, and he didn’t know if waiting any longer would be safe. He didn’t want to end up with dragons injured because he’d waited too long.

      “Were you serious about having me come with you?” William asked.

      “I don’t know if this is something that you want to do.”

      “If we’re going to Lorach, I want to go.”

      “It’s going to be dangerous.”

      “You don’t think I can handle danger?”

      “This is going to be a different kind of danger.”

      “Listen. I know you don’t believe in it, but it’s real. I do have luck, and it’s beneficial.”

      “I’m sure it is.” Jason focused for a moment and then headed toward the door. He thought about where they needed to go, and he headed through the halls, ignoring the sounds around him. He could feel the iron dragon out in the forest, and he used his connection to him to send a surge of heat through his iron glove, letting it flow through him. As he did, he was able to feel the iron dragon respond. The iron dragon knew what he needed, and knew that he was ready to depart.

      When they headed outside, the sky was dark.

      How long had he been in here?

      It didn’t seem as if it had been that long. He’d had a short nap waiting for Cherise and Olar, but not enough to be fully restored. If it came down to it, would he be strong enough?

      The better question would be whether the dragons would be strong enough. He had pulled on power from all of the dragons, although he had sent the ice dragon off on a separate mission, tracking the invisible dragon. And what would happen if the ice dragon got in trouble with the other dragon? Would he be able to withstand an attack?

      Then again, the ice dragon was only out there looking for information. He wasn’t going to attack. He was scouting, nothing more than that.

      When they reached the courtyard, he found the iron dragon. He climbed up onto his back, and William followed. With a surge of heat, the dragon took to the air. He began to circle, heading in a spiral above Dragon Haven, and with another blast of heat, they exploded through the illusion.

      “You aren’t waiting on the Dragon Guard?”

      Jason looked back toward the city. “They’ll come, but I don’t think they can go where we need to go. They need to keep the Dragon Souls from leaving Lorach and giving the invisible dragon more targets.”

      William sighed. “I haven’t flown with the dragons since we got here. They have me training with them, but that’s not the same as flying alongside them.” He shrugged and looked over the side of the dragon. “I think they aren’t quite sure what to make of me. I don’t have the ability to use the same power as they do, but I do have a way of reaching the dragons.”

      “What way is that?”

      “It’s a matter of connecting to their power.”

      “And how do you doing that?”

      “I understand the dragons.” He shrugged, smiling to himself. “I thought it was going to be more than that, but it’s real. I know the others don’t necessarily believe it, but I have a connection to them.”

      “I believe you,” Jason said.

      When they reached the outskirts of the forest, he motioned for the iron dragon to descend. They reached the ground, and Jason raised his hand to William.

      “Wait here.”

      The other man frowned, but Jason ignored him and hurried into the dark forest.

      At this time of night, there was nothing more than darkness swirling all around him. It was shadowed and calm and quiet, and a sense of dread washed over him.

      He didn’t even know if that sense of dread was real or part of whatever illusion the forest dragon was able to maintain. He focused on the nature of the illusion, searching for it, and couldn’t find anything.

      As far as he could tell, all of this was real, and if that were the case, then everything he was feeling came from himself and not from her. Then again, Jason knew better. It was possible she’d placed the illusion before he’d even landed. She was subtle with her touch. He tried to focus on it, but didn’t find anything.

      “Are you here?”

      His voice called out against the night, echoing softly in the darkness.

      There was no answer. There was no sense of movement or stirring around him, and he waited, looking up into the treetops, searching for any sign of her, but there was none.

      “I need to ask you for your help,” he said.

      He stood with his hands clenched in front of him, staring up at the treetops, searching for her deep green eyes. There was no sign of her, though he knew she would have to be there somewhere. The longer he stared, the more certain he was that he could feel her.

      And if he could feel her, then perhaps he could use that to know where she was within the forest.

      He was connected to her, but despite that link, there was something different between them. He didn’t have the same connection as he had with the ice dragon or the iron dragon, but he thought he needed to. The more he thought about what he shared with the forest dragon, the power she’d gifted him, the more certain he was that he needed to find something within him that would help him reach for her power more easily and effectively.

      More than that, he wanted to understand what he could do with her power. He was certain there was something there, though he had no idea what that might be.

      “There’s another of your hatch mates out there.”

      The wind picked up, stirring the leaves, fluttering high overhead.

      Jason froze in place. He recognized the sense of the wind, the way it stirred through the trees, and he recognized the power he detected overhead. It was the power of the forest dragon. Even though he couldn’t see her, she was here with him.

      “Did you know he was there?”

      That sense of fluttering of the trees came again, and when it did, Jason waited. She had to be there, but where was she?

      “He has a way of overpowering your illusion.”

      To Jason, that was the most important part of it. The invisible dragon’s ability to overcome the illusion made him dangerous—and difficult to help. Jason hadn’t been able to use the power of the ice dragon or the iron dragon. Without having that of the forest dragon, there didn’t seem to be anything he could do to help the invisible dragon. There didn’t seem to be a way to reach it.

      It made him feel helpless. Jason hated that helplessness, and he hated the fact that despite everything he had learned, every bit of power he had connected to, he was still helpless when it came to understanding all the aspects of dragon power.

      “I think your illusion helped him, though,” he said.

      His voice was softer, and he knew the dragon was there, closer, and he searched through the trees, staring up at the darkness, trying to find where she was. There was nothing there to signal her presence.

      And yet, even though he couldn’t see anything, he knew she was there. He could practically feel her energy.

      “I need to get to him before he destroys other dragons. He’s killed one, and with as large as he is and as powerful as he seems to be, I worry he’ll do the same to others.”

      The trees continued to flutter, movement stirring around overhead.

      The breeze drifted toward him. Jason focused on it, letting the sense of it roll through him. He swayed with it for a moment. It was a familiar sensation, and as he swayed in place, letting the breeze drift with him, he felt himself carried along with it.

      “I know you want to help the other dragons. I know you don’t want anyone else to suffer.”

      “He doesn’t suffer.”

      The voice came from behind him, and he turned slowly. When he did, the dark green eyes blinked out of the darkness. How had she managed to get behind him? He didn’t think she should have been able to do so quite that easily, but with her ability, it was often difficult to know what she was capable of.

      “He suffers. I felt the way he suffers.”

      “He only suffers because he was attacked. He wouldn’t have suffered otherwise.”

      “And I intend to help protect him from another attack,” Jason said.

      “I’m not sure you can. These others. They use and use, and they seek to control, to abuse.”

      “I understand they do, but I also know we can help.”

      He was convinced he could, and the more he thought about what the dragon had gone through, the more certain he was there would have to be some way to help the dragon. It had to do more with his connection to the misfit dragons. It had to do more with what he was able to feel about the dragons. It had to do with even the dragons controlled by the Dragon Souls. If Jason could help all of them, then he would need to find some way. The challenge was that he didn’t know quite what it was going to take, though he was willing to try to learn.

      “That one has no help,” the forest dragon said.

      Now her voice came from the other side of him and Jason turned slowly, trying to follow her, but he couldn’t track her. She moved so silently that he knew she was holding an illusion around him. Perhaps the darkness wasn’t nearly as complete as it seemed, or perhaps the sound was muted as part of her illusion, though none of that really mattered. What mattered was that she was incredibly gifted with illusion.

      “You don’t know what he was feeling. You don’t know what I was detecting. There’s a need within him for something more. There’s a need within him for power and understanding.”

      Jason wasn’t even sure how much of that was real. He had felt the anger, and he’d felt something else, but he didn’t know what it was or how he could work with the dragon in order to protect him. The more he thought about it, the harder it was to know whether there was anything he would even be able to do. He couldn’t help but think he had to find some way of helping the dragon, but he didn’t know what that way was going to be. The dragon needed him, but the other dragons needed him too.

      “Your illusion showed me his emotions. I could feel the way he strained against it. I could feel the rage within him. And I could feel the justification he felt in doing so.”

      Jason hesitated, tensing. “You can’t think that.”

      “The other dragons have been twisted.”

      “They have been, but they can be saved too. You’ve seen that.”

      The forest dragon went silent, disappearing for a moment.

      He wasn’t sure what he was hearing. Could she really think the dragons didn’t deserve to be brought back from a torment like that? She’d suffered, she’d experienced it, and because of that, she should know better. She should understand that something like that would be not necessarily her fault.

      And there had to be some way to help those other dragons. More than that, he was convinced there was a way to help not just those other dragons, but the invisible dragon as well. That was the one he thought he needed to help the most. If he could find some way of doing so, if he could find that connection, then he could help another misfit.

      “I know you don’t mean what you just suggested,” he said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because you’ve experienced that influence. You know what it’s like.”

      “I know what it’s like, just as I know that the dragons would want to be freed of that.”

      “And I can free them of that.”

      “For how long?”

      “There has to be a way I can prevent them from being influenced again.”

      “You think that, but I’m not so sure there is.”

      “I’m convinced there is,” Jason said.

      There had to be, but he had no idea what it was going to take, though he was determined to find out what it would be.

      “I need your help.”

      “You have whatever help I can give you.”

      “I might need more direct help.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Because you’re afraid?”

      There came a rustling within the trees that Jason tracked the sense of, focusing on where she was moving. He wasn’t able to tell all that much, but he could feel where she was shifting within the trees and knew she was darting from one position to another.

      As she did, he followed her, watching where she was heading. This time, he was able to see more clearly what she was doing and where she was going.

      He didn’t have to struggle quite as much as he had before. He could track her, he could find that energy, and because of it, he was certain that he could keep up with her.

      Which meant she was letting him.

      “You aren’t afraid.”

      “All creatures know fear,” she said.

      “I shouldn’t have implied that you’re afraid of the Dragon Souls.”

      “You speak nothing but the truth. I do fear. I don’t want them to find me. I don’t want them to be able to influence me. And as I continue to understand the nature of my powers, I don’t have to worry about it.”

      “You don’t have to worry about it because I’ve helped to protect you.”

      “The others have protected me. Much like we will protect the other.”

      “You don’t think I did anything?”

      “You served as a conduit.”

      It was the first time he’d been told by the other dragons that what he was doing didn’t necessarily matter. Hearing it from the forest dragon troubled him.

      “You think the other misfits, dragons like yourself, must be the ones to help this dragon.”

      “I know we must be.”

      “The ice dragon is looking,” he said.

      “I know he is. Much like I know you know where to find him.”

      Jason took a deep breath. “You could help.”

      “And I have told you that you will have whatever help I can offer.”

      He watched, but then she disappeared. He waited, hoping that she might reappear, but she didn’t.

      It troubled Jason.

      It had more to do with the attack she’d experienced. He was certain of that. She’d survived the attack and he had healed her, using the connected powers of the ice and the iron dragon. Because of that, she was given more strength, and she didn’t have to worry about others attacking or using her, not as she had before. But at the same time, she seemed to be truly afraid.

      Why, though?

      It didn’t just have to do with the Dragon Souls. She’d faced the Dragon Souls and she knew Jason was willing to battle with them, to use whatever was required to stop them and to prevent the other dragons from being tormented the same way that she had been.

      Could it have to do with the fact that she was a female?

      He hadn’t considered that before. When Therin had attacked, he’d taunted her, tormenting her, making comments about what he would do to her and with her.

      With that kind of threat, how could she be anything but afraid?

      He thought perhaps there was something he could do, some way to offer her some protection, but perhaps staying here in the trees was the only protection she could have. If she stayed here, then she wouldn’t have to fear the Dragon Souls grabbing her, using her, abusing her.

      He also had the sense that she—like the ice and iron dragon—wanted to find the other misfit dragons. This invisible dragon was one of them, and there would be others, but it would take them working together to find them.

      And it might take them working together to help this one.

      Jason stared up into the trees, waiting, looking for any sign the forest dragon might return, but she was gone.

      Every sense of her had disappeared.

      He turned away. As he headed back toward the iron dragon, he thought he heard the faint stirring of the wind and the fluttering of scales, a sound so similar to leaves moving overhead, but he couldn’t be certain. It might be only his imagination—or nothing more than her illusion.

      Either way, he turned away from the forest, determined to find some way to help but uncertain what it was going to take.

      When he reached the iron dragon and climbed onto his back and they took to the air, two dark green eyes stared out at him from the forest.

      Jason focused on that connection between them, trying to find some way that he could use what he knew existed between them, but he couldn’t do so.

      And then they headed south. Toward Lorach.
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      The iron dragon landed in a clearing. They had been here before, but when they had come the last time, there’d been an illusion placed around them and everything they’d experienced had been not quite as it seemed. Now, when they landed, Jason was certain this wasn’t an illusion—but still searched for any influence that might’ve been placed on him. He checked, searching for currents of a subtle illusion, something that might have twisted around him, and didn’t come up with anything.

      “What was that?” William sat on the iron dragon’s back, resting off to the side. He seemed not to mind the heat wafting off the iron dragon, though the iron dragon had taken to controlling the nature of the heat coming off his body much better than when Jason had first come across him. Now he had enough control that he could prevent others from suffering when they sat on him.

      “What did you feel?”

      “I don’t really know. There was a strange tugging sensation.” William shook his head, looking all around. “It was almost as if everything sort of shimmered for a moment.”

      “You felt that?”

      “What was it?”

      “It was tied to the illusions. I used enough of my connection to the forest dragon in order to determine if there was any illusion here. When I was here the last time with Sarah, we got trapped in an illusion and very nearly didn’t escape.”

      “I still don’t really understand how that’s even possible.”

      “We came from the forest, where the forest dragon had been already influenced by Therin. He was able to use her and her power. He forced her to act on us, to tie an illusion around us.”

      When they had been here, it had seemed so real. Even now, Jason wasn’t even sure how much of it had been real and how much had been mixed with the illusion. Part of what they had gone through in Lorach had to have been real. They had seen what he believed to be the city, been captured by Dragon Souls and held. And had escaped. Some part had to have been real. It would’ve made the illusion that much more effective. His time working with the forest dragon had taught him that. By mixing reality with an illusion, a much stronger image was formed. When he created his illusions, forming the wind and snow, it was his familiarity with them that made the illusions so strong, but others wouldn’t necessarily have the same familiarity. And mixing reality with the illusion would make it easier.

      Which left him wondering whether or not he had truly encountered any of the slaves. Perhaps he had. If so, then was there any way that he could help them too?

      Coming to Lorach and not trying to help them seemed like a lost opportunity. He didn’t know whether they were all like him and had the ability to reach for the power of the dragon pearls, but if they did, they shouldn’t be slaves. They should be able to use that power, and they should be able to work with the dragons, the same way the Dragon Souls were allowed to do.

      “Whatever you did, I felt it,” William said.

      Jason continued to hold on to the sense of the illusion. He tried something different. Maybe there was something that William would be able to do too. If he were able to sense the illusion, it would be beneficial.

      Focusing on the clearing, Jason did nothing more than create an illusion of an animal crossing in front of them. It disappeared into the trees, and when it did, he turned his attention to William.

      “Did you feel anything there?”

      “What do you mean feel anything? I saw that rabbit hop through here.”

      Jason smiled. “There wasn’t a rabbit.”

      “What do you mean there wasn’t a rabbit? I saw it.”

      “You saw the illusion I created. It wasn’t a real rabbit.”

      William frowned. “Do it again.”

      Jason focused on another rabbit. He’d hunted rabbits enough times that he was familiar with the way they hopped, and as he created the illusion, he did so behind him, thinking about how a rabbit would skitter behind them and come scurrying past.

      It did so quickly, and then disappeared once more into the trees.

      “What about that time?”

      “Well, I didn’t see anything that time, but I felt the same sort of… tugging… I felt the last time.”

      If that was what he felt, then perhaps there was some way for William to be sensitized to the illusion. That could be useful.

      Jason smiled. “We need to work with that, but perhaps not now.”

      “What is it?”

      “Well, I think you might be able to detect when an illusion is used around you.”

      “I’m not so sure that’s all that valuable,” William said.

      “More than you’d realize. There are some in Lorach who have the ability to create a powerful illusion.” There would have to be, considering the way that Therin had quickly mastered the skill. And if they had that ability here, then Jason had to think they would find others who had a similar talent. If they did, he wanted to be ready.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on David and the blue dragon. He needed to warn him.

      He felt nothing.

      It was strange. When he’d been here after finding the jungle dragon, he’d sensed the blue dragon, but now there was nothing. Had David hidden it from him?

      They would have to keep moving. He didn’t want to linger too long.

      How long before the invisible dragon attacked?

      “We can keep working while we travel,” Jason said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know that we should go any closer with the dragon,” he said.

      He was tempted to use his own illusion to allow them to fly in, but there was a danger in doing so. There was a reason Henry had brought them here before disembarking the dragon and walking the rest of the way to Lorach.

      “I thought you could hide him.”

      “I might be able to hide him, but I don’t want to run the risk of any of the Dragon Souls knowing what I’m doing and picking up on the sense of him. If they did, and if there is any way they can pick through what I can do, the dragon could be jeopardized.”

      “So we walk?”

      “Do you have something against walking?”

      “I was getting used to riding the dragon,” he said with a smile.

      Jason shook his head. Turning to the dragon, he patted his side. “You need to have some way of warning me if something happens to you. If you need to use your connection to heat. Push it through you. I should be able to detect it in my hand.”

      “I can do that,” the dragon rumbled.

      “And if I need you, I’m going have to have some way of trying to reach to you in order to do the same thing.”

      “If I hold continuous heat, pulling it in waves, you know I’m going to need you.”

      “I will come.”

      “For now…” Jason focused on the dragon and created a gentle illusion around him, turning the massive iron dragon into a tiny cardinal.

      William gasped.

      He started forward and slammed into the side of the iron dragon. He blinked a few times before turning toward Jason. “So you can mask his presence, but you can’t really do anything else about him.”

      “It’s not real. None of it’s real. But if it works, and if it protects him, it’s a useful way of shielding power.”

      He nodded to the iron dragon, and the iron dragon rumbled.

      Turning toward the roadway, they headed out. It was dark, and he remembered what Henry had said about approaching Lorach in the dark, though he didn’t know they had much of a choice at this point. They might be able to stay camped out overnight, but if they did, he worried about what would happen to the invisible dragon. He didn’t want the dragon to reach Lorach, to begin attacking other dragons, until he had some way of trying to help him.

      Given what he knew about how fast the dragon flew, it was a wonder it wasn’t here yet. How had he managed to outrun it?

      Perhaps it had something to do with the strange conflicted nature of the dragon, but Jason worried there was something more taking place with the dragon than what he had learned.

      There might not be any way to help the dragon. It was possible that with everything that the dragon had gone through, he was beyond any help, but Jason had to believe there was something he could do.

      Neither man spoke much as they walked. William looked all around, searching around the copse of trees, and Jason stayed focused, holding onto his connection to the other dragons, and particularly to the ice dragon, thinking that if nothing else, he should be able to detect something from him about whether or not the other dragon was approaching, but there was no sense from the ice dragon. It was almost as if he had lost sight of the invisible dragon.

      Perhaps he had. The invisible dragon was powerful, and he might be able to mask himself even from the ice dragon.

      “Where do you think Sarah might’ve gone?” William asked after a while.

      “If she’s here, she would have left her dragon behind.”

      “Unless she thought she had some way of hiding her dragon.”

      “There wouldn’t have been a way of hiding her dragon.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Sarah is talented, but she doesn’t have the same skill with illusion,” he said.

      And without that, it was possible that she would have approached things differently. He didn’t know what it would be, but if she would’ve left her dragon behind, then they should have seen some sign of it.

      Where would she have left the dragon, though? Her experience would’ve been the same as his, and she likely would have known that she couldn’t bring the dragon with her, as doing so would only run the danger of one of the Dragon Souls finding it.

      He focused on his connection, the way he could pull on the various powers of the dragons, and wondered if he might be able to use some of that power in order to pick up on Sarah’s dragon.

      As he focused on the dragon, he didn’t detect anything.

      The same as he hadn’t detected David’s dragon.

      He looked around, gazing up at the sky, but there was no sign of any dragons. It was late enough that if any dragons were out, they would be out on their own. He doubted the Dragon Souls would be out here using the dragons to hunt. He continued to search, looking for any sign of Sarah, though he didn’t detect anything.

      He didn’t believe Sarah would come running off to try to challenge the Dragon Souls on her own. She knew that doing so would risk the dragons, and if there was anything he knew about Sarah, it was that she would do nothing to endanger the dragons. She cared far too much about them.

      And if she didn’t do that here, then where would she have gone? Why would she have left Dragon Haven? It didn’t change anything for him. He still needed to come here, if only so he could figure out some way of trying to protect the invisible dragon.

      He tested again to see if there was any sense of an illusion, but he didn’t detect anything like that, either. Jason glanced over at William, but he didn’t seem to have noticed what Jason did. Perhaps that was for the best. He didn’t need William to be questioning him every time that he tried to search for illusions or place one.

      As they walked, the sounds of the night surrounded them. It was different than in the village. The sounds here were of insects chirping, the occasional animal howling, and their soft footsteps over the dry ground.

      “You seem uncomfortable,” William said.

      “I was just thinking about how different this was then everything I knew growing up.”

      “I always find it amazing you were able to survive what you did.”

      They might’ve lived in his homeland, but they didn’t do so in a way that thrived. They lived, but perhaps survived was a more apt description. As long as he had been in the village, Jason had thought himself comfortable, and he had known it as his home, but he wondered if perhaps Kayla had the right of it. Now that they were in Dragon Haven, now that he had rescued his mother, perhaps they couldn’t go back. Perhaps they didn’t need to go back.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on the sounds around him. The nighttime sounds were soothing. He was so accustomed to the sound of wind and snow whipping around that hearing something like this might be foreign to him, but it was also comforting. The sound of the wind was dangerous, and within that wind was always the threat of death. Out here, within the night, there wasn’t that same threat. There was the unknown, and Jason had no idea what he might encounter, but unknown didn’t necessarily mean bad.

      He held on to his sense of the night around him, letting that sense linger, letting it fill him. As he did, he couldn’t help but think that perhaps there could be some way to be comfortable here.

      His sister had been comfortable. She had taken to Dragon Haven in a way he hadn’t. She had understood that Dragon Haven was a place to thrive, whereas their village was never going to provide that.

      And perhaps he needed to recognize that as well.

      The farther they walked, the more that sense of inevitability began to fill him.

      It was time to focus, to be ready for what they might face, and he looked around, wondering what else they might encounter, fearing the unknown.

      When he had been here before, it had been an illusion. This time, everything that he experienced would be real, or at least so he thought. And with that, he couldn’t help but wonder if there was anything he would have to be afraid of.

      What would the city actually look like?

      He had to believe that part of the illusion was real. He couldn’t imagine that Therin would’ve been able to mask things so well that he created an entire city, and if he hadn’t, then at least Jason would have a certain familiarity with what he was going to experience.

      But what about the barracks? The Dragon Souls?

      None of that could have been real.

      Jason didn’t know, not anymore, and perhaps it didn’t matter. Everything Therin had tried to place on him had failed. Everything he’d done to Sarah had failed. And Jason had brought Therin down.

      They passed through something that tingled across his skin.

      Jason glanced over at William, but the other man didn’t seem to have noticed.

      He looked around, probing gently with his connection to the ice and iron dragon. He sent a trickle of fog outward, searching for anything he might uncover, but didn’t find anything.

      If there was something out there, it wasn’t attempting to reach him.

      But what was it?

      Jason probed with more force, sending his connection to the two dragons outward, and searched for anything that might suggest there was something dangerous, but he didn’t detect anything.

      It was just a tingling.

      Perhaps a tingling meant nothing more than a strange sensation, but perhaps it signified something more. Jason didn’t know. Because he didn’t know, he worried about it. He had to protect William now, and if something came up, he would be ready to ensure their safety.

      It was part of the reason coming here with someone else who had power and a connection to the dragons would’ve been beneficial.

      “What is it?” William asked.

      “I feel something, but I don’t know what it is,” he said.

      “One of the Dragon Souls?”

      “It might be.”

      He looked around but didn’t see anything that would suggest it was Dragon Souls. Whatever he detected was nowhere near him.

      Jason looked all around, searching for any sign of what he had detected, but there was nothing. Whatever it was remained distant and vague, but he worried about it. How could he not when he was so close to Lorach?

      As they got closer to the city, the sense of energy continued to build all around him.

      Could he draw upon that power? Pausing, he focused on the sense and drew it through him, letting it fill him.

      It rolled over him and exploded within him.

      He released it. That had been a mistake. Now whoever was out there, the Dragon Souls holding on to this energy, would know he was here.

      If it wasn’t from dragons, what was it from?

      “You keep doing something,” William said.

      “I keep trying to see if I can uncover anything about the power I detect,” he said.

      It troubled him that he couldn’t. It might be nothing more than his imagination, but when he’d pulled on its power, drawing upon it like he had with the dragon pearl, he was certain there was something to it.

      The sense of energy was there, and he drew upon it again, pulling slowly.

      The sense of power began to surge, flowing through him.

      Jason recognized that sense. It reminded him of what he felt when there was an illusion around him. This wasn’t an illusion, at least not that he could tell, but the sense of power around him reminded him of that.

      Why should that be?

      Whatever else they were doing, whatever power was being summoned around him, was tied to it. And yet, there was no illusion. There was nothing but that impression of power.

      Jason called upon that magic. He continued to pull on it. The more he pulled, the more certain he was that he was detecting something real.

      Was there someone here who knew what he was able to do? Was there someone here who knew about the forest dragon? There shouldn’t be. As far as he knew, the forest dragon had been hidden. There was another within the city who knew about the forest dragon and what it could do, but…

      That was what it was.

      Jason attempted to pull on an illusion. He tried to let it flow around him, letting it fill him, and it failed.

      William watched him.

      “What was that?”

      “That is David,” he said.

      “How do you know?”

      “He knows about the forest dragon, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s figured out some way of protecting against an illusion.”

      It was possible that David and the other Aurans had worked together in order to place this illusion breaker. If he could find him… would David even help?

      This was his city. What Jason intended would free their dragons. It would change the Dragon Souls.

      It would save them.

      David would have to understand.

      Jason headed off along the road, William following, and neither of them spoke. Power continued to flow around him, a pervasive sense that Jason thought he could draw upon as he had before.

      Maybe that had been a mistake. By drawing upon that power, had he alerted the Aurans of his presence? He didn’t even know that it mattered. The only Auran he cared about finding him would be David.

      Jason now moved through a field, staying as quiet as he could. The field began to change, becoming something else, rolling into a vast expanse of nothingness. Far in the distance, a city rose up out of the darkness.

      It reminded him of what he had seen when he had been here before, but there was something about it that was somewhat different. The more he looked, the more certain he was it was not quite the same, but similar enough that he thought it would appear as it had when he had been here before.

      Eventually, they reached a road leading toward the city. Even this was the same as what he had seen in his vision. And he couldn’t help but think that even though all of this had been part of the illusion that one time, he’d seen something real. He had no idea what was real and what was not, but he was determined to experience this for the first time, or for the second, whichever it happened to be.

      “Why are you going so fast?” William asked.

      “I think I revealed my presence to them.”

      “How?”

      “There’s a sense of energy around us, and I made the mistake of trying to pull upon it. I thought that…” Jason shook his head. “I suppose it doesn’t really matter what I thought. All that matters is that I used that power, thinking it would reveal the presence of whoever was out there. I think it’s a protective barrier.”

      “Why would they need a protective barrier?”

      “I think the protective barrier is to prevent someone like myself—or Therin—from creating an illusion that would influence anyone else in the city.”

      “But didn’t you come here affected by an illusion?”

      “I did, and I don’t know if this barrier was placed after that, but when I came, I wasn’t really here.”

      The buildings in the city were different than even those in Dragon Haven. Whereas in Dragon Haven, they were rounded, with contours that seemed to blend into the forest, these were tall and with massive spires and an overwhelming sense of energy radiating off them. He was fixated on them, staring at the buildings. As he looked around, he could feel that energy. He thought he could use it, but he also thought he shouldn’t use it.

      Had that power been here before?

      Then again, he hadn’t actually reached the city. If he had, he might have known about that power. Now that he was here, now that he was standing in front of Lorach, he couldn’t help but think he hadn’t even been anywhere near it before.

      With the protection around here, Jason wouldn’t be able to use his connection to illusions to help the invisible dragon. That might be the worst challenge he would face. If he couldn’t do that, how was he supposed to secure the invisible dragon and protect him?

      “How much longer are we going to stand here?” William asked.

      “We can go,” he said.

      Jason guided them onto the road and headed toward Lorach.

      When he’d been here before, at least in the vision, there had been a train of people making their way toward the city. At this time of night, there was no sense of movement. There was nothing.

      By traveling at night, they could search the city. They wouldn’t have to worry about others watching them, and if they stayed concealed, hiding in the shadows, he might be able to navigate more effectively.

      He wouldn’t have access to his illusions, but there were other ways to conceal himself. With the dragonskin, he thought that he could stay in the shadows and keep himself hidden.

      They approached the wall circling the city. The doors were open and there were no guards there, not as there had been in the illusion. How much of that had been real, and how much had been only made up?

      He didn’t have any idea, and perhaps it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that they find their way inside. When he stepped through the opening in the wall, Jason had expected a sense of power flooding over him, almost as if the city itself would try to repel him, but he didn’t detect anything like that.

      Once in the city, the darkness and the buildings engulfed him.

      Many of the buildings were tall, and he passed what he believed to be shops lining the street. The farther they went, the taller some of the buildings became. He looked around, searching for anything that might seem familiar. Nothing looked like it did when he’d been here in his vision before. Then the buildings had been smaller, but these were enormous, towering overhead.

      Some of the buildings in the distance were massive, stretching impossibly high. From the hilltop when he’d looked down upon the city, they had looked huge enough, but down within the city itself, they seemed even more impressive. It was almost as if the buildings themselves loomed over everything. The spires of the towers were ornate, elaborate. There were dozens of buildings with such flourishes.

      Every so often, he and William would both pause, looking around, and neither of them would say anything.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this,” William whispered.

      “Me neither.”

      “Even in your vision?”

      “My vision wasn’t anything like this.”

      He searched for a sense of power and something that would tell him where the Dragon Souls might be found. When he had been here before, the vision had brought them to the Dragon Souls near the wall, but when he wandered now, he didn’t have any sense of Dragon Souls. Perhaps that had been nothing more than part of the illusion, or perhaps there was another reason for it, but now that he was here, he didn’t see anything that suggested he would find any Dragon Souls.

      They hurried through the streets, and every so often, he paused, looking around and searching for energy. He detected it all around him, the same way he had outside the city. As tired as he was from everything they had been through, Jason wanted to rest, but he didn’t. Instead, they continued through the street, looking for answers. He focused on the sense of power everywhere around him. There was no obvious source for it.

      They reached the river at one point. It split the city in two, winding throughout the entirety of the city. On the other side of the river was the massive palace. It spread outward, the towers rising high into the sky. At least this much was similar to what he had seen in his vision.

      He motioned to the river. “When Sarah and I were here, at least in our illusion, the river was here.”

      The Dragon Souls had been on the other side of the river. Standing on one bank, looking across it, Jason looked for a sign of any of the Dragon Souls. David had to be somewhere within the city. If nothing else, that was who he needed to search for.

      Not just David, but he needed to search for the sense of the invisible dragon. There were no dragons visible to him, and there was no sign of the invisible one.

      Jason hesitated for a moment before starting across the bridge over the river.

      As soon as he did, there came a surge of power.

      He focused on that sense of power, searching for its origin.

      It was far ahead of them.

      A light glowing in the tower caught his attention. It wasn’t the light from a lantern. It was the light from an intensely glowing dragon pearl.

      Jason recognized that sense of power, the nature of the dragon pearl energy, and motioned for William to follow him. They hurried across the bridge, and on the other side, shadows separated from the darkness.

      Jason’s breath caught. He spun, turning as he tried to draw upon his dragon pearls, but he wasn’t able to access anything that would keep them safe.

      “Jason?” William turned toward him. “You see that, don’t you?”

      Jason saw them. Dragon Souls approached, and there were several of them.

      Worse, Jason didn’t feel as if he were able to draw upon his connection to his own dragon pearls. It was almost as if somehow he’d been separated from that power, as if whatever had happened had sheared it away from him.

      He tried to reach for the iron dragon’s power but couldn’t draw anything from it. He shifted, thinking about the ice dragon, but it didn’t come to him. Lastly, he focused on the forest dragon, but here with the magic swirling around, there was no way to detect anything of her. He was separated from her and anything she might be able to offer them.

      Had the Dragon Souls uncovered some way of separating him from his own power?

      The only way they would have been able to do that would be if they knew what he was capable of doing, and he didn’t think they did unless David had shared. Regardless, he wasn’t able to reach for anything. It was almost as if the connections he was supposed to have weren’t there.

      The Dragon Souls circled him and William.

      Jason continued to reach for his sense of power, searching for some way of drawing it to him. As he tried to pull upon it, he couldn’t come up with anything.

      He should have attempted to reach for it before and searched for any way to connect to that ability before needing it. Now that he hadn’t, and now that he needed it, he wasn’t able to draw upon it.

      He turned to William, shaking his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “You can’t do anything?”

      “Unfortunately, I can’t.” He tried to keep his voice calm, but panic started to settle in.

      Power surged off the Dragon Souls.

      William stiffened. Jason watched, but there wasn’t going to be anything they could do here. William stared at the Dragon Souls, watching as they approached, and then ran toward the nearest one, his shoulder lowered as he slammed into him.

      “William!”

      The man ignored him and crashed into the nearest of the Dragon Souls.

      The Dragon Soul stumbled backward, away from him.

      One of the others blocked his way. Power surged off the Dragon Soul.

      The Dragon Souls were drawing upon incredible power.

      Jason felt the rising power all around him. There was a heat to it, an intensity, and there was something else he couldn’t really place. The Dragon Souls surrounded him.

      Jason attempted to pull upon his connection to the other dragons, but he couldn’t.

      He was forced back a step, and then another. As he did, he attempted to reach for the other dragons, and each time he tried, he felt a hint of a connection, something that suggested he might be able to reach them, but then it faded.

      William had disappeared.

      Jason turned, preparing to run, when energy struck him from behind.

      He went staggering forward and tried to get to his feet, but the Dragon Souls were there, grabbing him.
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      The inside of the cell reminded him far too much of what he had seen in the vision. Bars of stone prevented him from going anywhere, and there was a strange lock that had sealed the bars into the ground, making it so that there was an almost seamless cell. Jason had tried to draw upon power through his iron dragon glove, but hadn’t been able to do anything.

      He had focused on what he could of the forest dragon, thinking that maybe he could draw upon her power and call upon an illusion that might be able to free him, but though the sense of that power was there, he couldn’t use it.

      Somehow, they had separated him from it.

      The Dragon Souls hadn’t said anything when they had deposited him in the cell, leaving him to sit alone. He needed to get out. By focusing on that, he didn’t let himself fall into the despair that threatened him.

      He focused instead on his connection to the various dragons, thinking about what he could call from their power. As he did, he could feel the ice dragon in the back of his mind, but there was nothing else to it. He couldn’t tell where the ice dragon was, and he couldn’t find any way to use that connection, though he knew it was there.

      It reminded him of what he had seen when he had come across the iron dragon. The way that he had been trapped in the cell, unable to escape, unable to use any power. Jason had been able to feel the frustration from the iron dragon and understood it now in a way that he hadn’t before. He wondered if the dragon recognized this situation and whether there was any way that he could call to him. Even if he could, the iron dragon wouldn’t be able to get to him and help him. Jason was trapped here. He didn’t want the iron dragon to risk himself and come for him. It was too dangerous.

      It was better for Jason to stay, to deal with his captivity. He might be able to find some way to freedom if only he could connect well enough to the power of the dragons. As he waited, he attempted to reach for the heat and the ice, connecting as he did when he’d freed the iron dragon. He tried pulling upon that power, sending a surge of energy into the bars of the cell, but there was no way to get free. Each time he tried, the effort of it weakened him.

      After a while, he gave up, and he instead focused on what else was around him. There was a sense of strange energy in the air. He couldn’t tell what it came from, or whether there were others like him who were captive. He didn’t even know where he was other than the fact that the Dragon Souls had dragged him toward the palace, and then below ground. Wherever he was would be hard for anyone to reach him, deep enough into the city of Lorach that it would be challenging. Jason was well and truly trapped.

      Being trapped like this was frightening, and yet he’d been imprisoned like this before. It might’ve been in his vision, but he’d known that captivity, and he thought he could find some way to get to freedom.

      He breathed out. The first step was to control his emotion and his response to his captivity. It wasn’t as if he was helpless.

      With his connection to the other dragons, he had some way of being able to reach for power that others wouldn’t necessarily have. They wouldn’t be able to take that connection from him. Unlike the Dragon Souls, Jason didn’t need dragon pearls to connect to the power of the dragons. All he really needed was to be able to reach for that energy within him.

      Whatever protective barrier they placed around the city prevented him from accessing his powers. He would have to find his way free. All it would take was for him to understand the barrier, and once he did, he could escape.

      If it wasn’t a combination of the ice and the iron dragon, and if his ability to reach for an illusion was limited, then what else was he going to do?

      Jason focused on the ground, where the bars met the floor, and stretched outward, using his connection to the dragons to probe at it. He used the hint of heat, the anger bubbling up within him matching what he knew the iron dragon to possess.

      Was there another possibility?

      When he’d worked with the iron dragon, there had been a sense of the way the iron dragon’s magic could change him. His hand had changed. The power that flowed through him was a change. It was like an armor, the same way the power of the forest dragon was within him. All he needed was to find some way to master that, and he might be able to free himself.

      Sound at the end of the hallway caught his attention. Jason hesitated, looking out as he did. There was something moving out there.

      He took a step back into the cell. He’d not taken time to explore the cell, trying instead to understand where they’d brought him and whether there was any way he might be able to escape. Would it be possible to break through the walls much like he had in Dragon Haven?

      He hadn’t even considered attempting that. He’d been so focused on the bars and finding some way to break free of them that he hadn’t paid any attention to whether he could burrow between cells. Even if he could, the effect would probably be no different than it had been in Dragon Haven. He might be able to go from cell to cell, but he’d still remain trapped here.

      The noise at the end of the hall continued to move closer. Jason moved along the back wall, wanting to be away from whoever might be coming, not wanting to draw their attention. The Dragon Souls hadn’t challenged him yet, but he had no doubt eventually they would. When it did come, he had to be prepared for what he was going to do. He needed to find some way to get to the ice dragon and the iron dragon.

      It was going to be a force of will. He had to be ready. The Dragon Souls had access to power. They were able to use it, despite whatever barrier was around the city. And if they could use their power, Jason should be able to use his. All it would take was to find some way to dig through the blockages they’d placed.

      The movement outside his cell grew closer. Now it was barely a few steps away from him. Within another moment or more, whoever was out there would be right in front of him.

      Jason focused on the iron dragon, honing in on the heat and anger, letting it fill him. He connected to the power within the dragon glove, and could feel that starting to burn.

      Heat rose up within him. He breathed out, thankful he’d managed to reach that heat, and held on to it, maintaining a connection to the iron dragon. He mixed it, adding not only the sense of the heat, but also that of the ice dragon.

      What about the forest dragon? They’d managed to separate him from his illusion, but the sense of the forest dragon was within him, very different than his connection to the other dragons. It flowed within him, and he knew he could reach for her power.

      It wasn’t that he needed to create much of an illusion. He needed to shift his appearance, his hands and his eyes, nothing more than that. He needed to create the appearance of a Dragon Soul, not something dangerous to them.

      Slowly, he called upon that power, letting it flow through him, and the illusion rolled over him. When it did, a chill washed over him. It seemed to change him. His hands looked as they once had, and he didn’t need a mirror to know that he now had matching silver eyes. He could feel that within him. He could feel the way the energy rolled through him.

      A face appeared at the cell.

      It was a woman. She had dark black hair, deep brown eyes, almost black, and pale skin. She was dressed in a dragonskin jacket and pants, and power radiated from her. She stood across from him, the bars separating them, her hands clasped in front of her.

      “Who are you?” Her voice was soft, almost sweet.

      Jason debated what to answer, and whether he should even answer at all. It might be better to say nothing and wait for her to continue to push, and if he did say nothing, then he had to think that perhaps in doing so, he might be able to avoid her harming him.

      He remained in the back of the cell, out of view, away from her. He focused on his connection to the forest dragon, holding on to that illusion, afraid that if he let go of it he might reveal himself to her. He also held on to the power of the ice and the iron dragon. Had he not practiced as much as he had, and had he not had the connection to the dragons that he did, he might not be able to do this, but he could feel that power within him.

      “I will ask again, but no more. Who are you?”

      “I’m nobody,” he said.

      “Nobody. You are nobody who came to Lorach in the middle of the night. That speaks of somebody.”

      Jason looked around to see if there was anyone else there, but she was alone. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Jessica Arnson.”

      Jason held her gaze, and when he did, she smiled at him.

      “You don’t recognize the name,” she said.

      Jason shook his head. “Am I supposed to?”

      “Most would, but then again, most who are from Lorach would have reason to recognize it.”

      Jason tensed. There was something he was missing, and it would land him in more trouble. “And why should I recognize it?”

      “You’re in Lorach, and you have to ask why you should recognize the name of the princess?”

      Jason blinked, studying her anew. He knew so little about the people of Lorach, other than the fact of the Dragon Souls and their desire to abuse the power of the dragons. He’d heard little about the king and his daughter.

      Now that he was here, he couldn’t help but think that might be a mistake. It might be necessary to know more. As he looked at the way she was dressed, as he felt the power she held on to, he couldn’t help but think she was more than just the princess. With the kind of power she was holding, he could tell she was a powerful Dragon Soul.

      “You aren’t just the princess,” he said.

      “No. I am not just the princess.” She ran her hand along the bars of the cell and turned back to him. “You are an interesting individual. You come in a time of great crisis for us, which raises the question for some about whether or not you are responsible for the crisis.”

      “What crisis is that?”

      She glanced over at him, smiling. “The crisis of the dragons.”

      She watched him, and it seemed almost as if she were debating whether or not to share more. She flashed a dangerous smile that left her looking cold and almost cruel.

      There was something about this woman that troubled him.

      Immediately, his guard went up. Here he thought Therin had been dangerous, but there was something about this woman that troubled him even more. At least with Therin, he had an understanding of the danger the other man posed, but with this woman, he wasn’t even sure if he would have noticed how threatening she appeared had she not smiled like that. It was predatory. Cold and calculating.

      “You will tell me why you are here,” she said.

      “I don’t have any reason for being here. I came for safety.”

      “Safety. There is no safety within Lorach.”

      With that, heat built from her and Jason tried to prepare himself, but it slammed through the bars of the cell, striking him in the chest, throwing him back. He tried to hold on to some sort of protection, using the energy of the ice and the iron dragons, but neither was able to absorb what she was doing. When her power slammed into him and exploded into his chest, he struck the back wall of the cell, nearly hitting his head on the wall.

      He slumped to the ground.

      She turned toward the bars, watching him. Heat built from her again, and Jason made no effort of trying to hide from her. He suspected doing so was a mistake. She was incredibly dangerous.

      “I thought you might be better equipped than this,” she said.

      “Equipped for what?”

      She nodded to him. “I recognize the skin you wear.”

      Jason hazarded a look down. He’d forgotten about the dragonskin. He’d been wearing it so long that it had become a part of him even though he really wasn’t a Dragon Soul—or an Auran. It was the dragonskin he’d taken off David. The other man had allowed him to claim it and hadn’t tried to take it back.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about?”

      “Perhaps not. And yet, there you are, wearing the clothing of my brother.”

      His heart hammered. Sweat beaded on his forehead and his entire body felt on edge. Energy worked through him, racing through his body as he tried to comprehend what she was telling him.

      The clothing was David’s, but if it was also her brother’s…

      They had the Lorach prince in their possession, and they had released him?

      Something else was taking place within the city. It meant that it might be brother against sister, power against power. As he realized that, he couldn’t help but think that perhaps he might have been caught in the middle of something that he couldn’t fully comprehend.

      “You know him.”

      “I don’t know your brother.”

      “And yet you wear his clothing.”

      “I found it.”

      “Found it. My brother would not be so casual with his clothing as that. It was gifted to him from our grandfather.”

      “I found it,” he said again.

      Once again, heat built from her, and when it slammed into him again, Jason braced for it, but the dragonskin seemed to absorb most of this attack. He took a deep breath, gathering himself, focusing on the woman in front of him, trying to figure out if there was anything he could do to protect himself, but he didn’t know if there was. She watched him, a dangerous glint in her eyes.

      “He won’t help you, you know.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      She smiled at him. “Perhaps not, but he won’t help you.”

      Jason breathed out, looking around. With someone like this attacking him, he needed to find another way to get to safety, but how was he going to get out?

      If David and his sister didn’t get along, there was the possibility he could get to David, but only if the man knew he was here.

      Jessica built another burst of power, and when it struck him, Jason looked up, meeting her eyes. “You will stay here until you speak to me.”

      “I don’t have anything I can tell you,” he said.

      “Perhaps you think not, but I will ensure you share everything you know.”

      With that, she turned and headed down the hall. With each step, there came a strange hissing sound, one he hadn’t noticed before. Now that he paid attention to it, he couldn’t hear anything else but that strange hissing. It was almost like steam, and it built from her, an unpleasant sound that radiated away from her.

      Maybe it was nothing more than the way her cloak was swishing behind her, but Jason couldn’t help but think that it was tied to the power she used.

      When he was certain she was gone, he got to his feet, looking around once more. He had to find some way out of here. If she and her brother were in some sort of disagreement, then he needed to figure out a way to freedom.

      He didn’t think he could break through the bars, and he didn’t know if going from cell to cell would make a difference. What if William was here? The idea that his friend would be trapped here troubled him. If he was, Jason would have to find some way to get to him.

      He focused on the stone nearest him, drawing on what he could of the iron and the ice dragons, mixing their power together, and when he did, he sent it out from him, exploding into the stone.

      It didn’t do much.

      When he had worked this way within Dragon Haven, he’d been able to break through the stone and get to freedom, but he couldn’t, not here.

      Jason pulled on more power, focusing on what he could access of the ice and the iron dragons, letting their awareness flow through him. As it did, he sent another burst of power into the wall nearest him. There came a strange trickling sound. It was like water, and then it ended.

      There was no change to the wall.

      He could build as much power as he wanted, and he could continue to slam into the walls using the energy here, but each time that he did, he had to wonder if he was going to be strong enough to make any difference. He focused on pulling on that power, using as much as he could, and as he did, he didn’t find any way to break through the stone.

      What about behind him?

      He had no idea what was there, but it was one place that he hadn’t tried.

      Jason focused his energy there, using it on the stone behind him, but there was no response. The entire cell seemed to have been built to prevent anyone with a connection to the dragons from escaping. Whatever they were using to do so was incredibly powerful, more than what he could overcome.

      If he knew more about his abilities, maybe he could figure out some way around it, but he was operating on his connection to the dragons alone, not with any real knowledge.

      Jason stared at the ground. Would there be any way to use it there?

      As he focused on it, he pulled upon power, letting it flow through him until it slammed into the ground. Nothing changed.

      He tried again, calling upon the sense of the iron and the ice dragons, letting that sense him, and as he did, it burst from him, striking the stone.

      Still nothing changed.

      Jason took a seat and lay back, resting his head, his eyes closing. He focused on the sense of the dragons, using their connection to him, trying to find some way to better understand what he could do and whether there was any way to reach for that power. He could feel it flowing through him, but there didn’t seem to be any way to use it to free himself.

      He held on to that power, letting it roll through him, using it to draw enormous strength. If nothing else, he should be able to find a way to blast himself to freedom.

      Jason called upon that power, letting it fill him.

      It was there, just at the edge of his mind. Whatever they’d done that had separated him, that had tried to pull him from the dragons, hadn’t done so completely. He had too much of a connection to the dragons for them to fully separate him. He had to have some way to reach for that power.

      As before, that sense of power remained just at the edge of his reaching. As much as he tried to grasp for it, as much as he wanted to pull upon it, he couldn’t draw it to him.

      Jason focused on his breathing, then on his connection to the dragons. That was the key here. Perhaps what he needed was to use that connection in a greater way than he had before.

      Jason let that sense of the dragons continue to flow through him.

      He opened his eyes, looking ahead of him. The ceiling was the only place he hadn’t tried, and he borrowed from the power of the ice and the iron dragons and sent it blasting overhead. When it struck, there was no effect.

      Then again, Jason really hadn’t expected anything to change. How could it, especially when he had not been able to draw upon more power?

      He was going to have to find some place deep within him, some greater connection inside him, and if he couldn’t, then he was going to be trapped here until Jessica returned. The idea of what she might do to him left him trembling in fear. The idea of what might happen were the invisible dragon to reach Lorach left him even more afraid.
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      Jason lost track of time. It was hard to know how long he’d been here. The only thing he could think about was that the invisible dragon was getting closer the longer he was here. When it reached the city, the dragons would be in danger.

      Perhaps he should have said something to Jessica, revealing his knowledge of the invisible dragon, but after seeing her and the calculatingly dangerous way she’d looked at him, he wasn’t sure he wanted to share anything with her. There was something terrifying about her.

      Jason closed his eyes. He’d been drifting on and off, and there had come dreams of dragons. That wasn’t unusual for him these days. Most of the time when he slept, he dreamed of dragons. Many times, it was the ice dragon, though the iron dragon and sometimes the forest dragon came to him in dreams as well. This time had been different. This time, he had dreamed of the invisible dragon.

      The energy of the invisible dragon had been enormous. If there was some way to reach for that dragon and understand the nature of its connection, he couldn’t help but think that the power of the invisible dragon would be useful, but the challenge was in reaching the dragon in the first place.

      He was like the other misfits. That was the key. All Jason needed was to hold on to that understanding. When he did, he was sure he would be able to find some way to draw upon the same kind of power.

      What if he could connect to the invisible dragon like he had to the others?

      And it wasn’t just a connection. It was understanding and being able to share that understanding. The dragons needed that. It was the key, but the real challenge was not just understanding the dragon, but trying to help the creature find a sense of peace and to calm the anger that boiled within it.

      It was like a tempest, the anger that welled up within it, the sense that was so similar to what he’d experienced with the iron dragon. Yet unlike the iron dragon’s, this anger was unrelenting.

      There had to be something he could uncover about it that would help him, but he needed more time. In order to get that time, he needed to be away from the cell and find the dragon.

      Jason breathed in and out, steadying himself, thinking about what he could of the other dragons. He had been focusing so much on the iron and the ice dragons, on his connection to both them, but hadn’t spent any real time thinking about the forest dragon. Whatever had been placed over the city had separated him from his ability to use illusions. But then, it wasn’t separating him from his ability to use illusions entirely. He had been able to do so on himself.

      What if he focused on that?

      Jason thought about the forest dragon. He thought about the way she had changed him. The memory of it came to him, filling him, her face flowing into his mind, the way she had allowed him to touch her velvety side, and then something within him had altered. The green had worked up his arms and flowed within him, tracing through his veins.

      If that sense of the dragon was there, he would have to have some way to connect to her and access her power.

      She was within him.

      It wasn’t just the forest dragon who flowed within him. There was the iron dragon that covered his hand. The iron dragon had given him a resistance to the heat he created. Was there any way for Jason to draw upon that power, to understand more about the iron dragon, and to draw that energy through him?

      And what of the ice dragon?

      That seemed to be just as consequential. Not only did he have a connection to the ice dragon, but there was an awareness that came with it. In using that awareness, Jason was able to better understand everything around him, to understand what the ice dragon was experiencing, and to share in that knowledge. That connection to the ice dragon had allowed him his bond to the other dragons.

      It was that connection he had to call upon when he reached for the invisible dragon.

      What did it mean to have the connection to the ice dragon? What did it mean to have a link to the iron dragon and the forest dragon? And what did it mean that he thought he could connect to the invisible dragon?

      It was more than just his connection to the dragons. Energy filled him, and he let it roll through him. He started with the forest dragon, and as he did, he thought about the way the connection flowed within his veins, working its way through him, giving him the connection to her, the gift of her power and illusion. As he focused on it, he knew that power was within him. All he had to do was somehow reach for it.

      He let the sense of her power wash through him. As it rolled through him, a sudden understanding came to him.

      There had never been a separation. It had been an illusion, no different than anything else. He focused on it, letting that sense fill him, and it washed over him.

      What about the iron dragon?

      Jason called upon that sense, using the heat as it flowed through him and drawing upon the glove as the warmth rolled along his hand. The heat and power surged, working their way up his arm.

      He could feel the warmth rolling through him. It seemed tied to the illusion, that of the forest dragon, and they worked together, drawing that strange glove up through him, the power of the iron dragon forced along his body.

      That sense was almost too much, and he sucked in a sharp breath.

      As he did, he tried to get control over the way the heat worked its way up his body, but it continued to flow over him, more than he could handle.

      He tried to push back, forcing the iron dragon out of him, to keep the heat and the pain from flowing through him the way it was trying to do, but he couldn’t control it. It was building more and more, the intensity of it overwhelming. Jason cried out.

      There was no response to his scream.

      He cried out again, terrified of what was happening. All he could feel was the heat rolling through him. All he could feel was the pain of the iron dragon. It was almost as if there was something frenzied about it.

      Did the iron dragon think he was somehow in danger?

      If the iron dragon did, then he would have reacted. In doing so, he might have triggered something Jason didn’t have control over, and perhaps it was tied to holding on to this connection to the forest dragon.

      He tried to tamp it down, but the sense of the iron dragon continued to build, rolling through him. It felt as if it were beating in time to his heart, pulsing. The pain pounded with more and more intensity.

      Jason drew upon the ice dragon. It was the only thing he could think of. He strained for that connection, searching for a way to reach the ice dragon, searching for any way he might be able to save himself.

      And that was what he needed. He needed to save himself, to find some way of ensuring his safety from whatever was happening to him, to heal himself from the power of the iron dragon. He didn’t know if there was anything more he was going to be able to do, and yet the sense of the ice dragon filled him.

      It added to the heat. It added to the pain. It added to the overall intensity of everything that he was experiencing.

      Jason cried out again.

      He called to the iron dragon, wanting to push away that heat, wanting to tamp down the torment, but the sense of the iron dragon continued to flow through him, rolling with increasing intensity, and so too did that of the ice dragon.

      The more that he felt it, the more certain he was it was tied to whatever the forest dragon was doing. It seemed as if she were trying to pull them together, twisting them. If that was linked to the forest dragon, then it was an illusion, like everything else she did.

      Jason would have to find some way to fight it. If he could, then he could tamp it down. The sense of it was incredible, far more powerful than what he could withstand. He tried, but there was nothing he could do to make it stop.

      He strained, struggling against what she was doing to him.

      And then she overpowered him.

      He trembled. His body shook.

      The sense of the dragons washed through him, rolling over him, heat and ice and the strange sensation of the forest dragon all combining. Together, they were too much for him. Jason could do nothing more than just lie there and let that power overwhelm him. Despite everything he’d been through, this seemed to be the worst of it.

      He whimpered. No longer was he able to cry out. No longer was he able to do anything other than feel that pain working through him, the way he suffered from the effect of the dragons. He had to find some way to stop what they were doing to him.

      A thought came to him, piercing the pain, piercing the agony.

      What if this wasn’t tied to the dragons at all? What if this was tied to something that Jessica was doing to him, some way that she had of tormenting him? She seemed like the kind to use her power over him to increase his agony, and since she had come to visit him that one time, she hadn’t returned.

      He had the connection to the dragons. She couldn’t force that upon him. Whatever he was detecting, whatever sense he felt rolling through him, whatever the connection to the dragons causing that increase in torment, it was tied to him and not to her. He was determined to use his connection, to draw upon his power, and he knew he would be able to withstand what she was doing to him.

      The challenge wasn’t avoiding that, but in understanding.

      Whatever pain he experienced no longer throbbed with the same intensity as it had. Whatever they’d done to him was beginning to ease. Jason breathed out, letting that pain subside, no longer overwhelmed by the torment, and instead began to focus on everything else he experienced.

      He sat up.

      With the pain easing off, he was able to move.

      Getting to his feet, he felt wobbly and unsteady. He staggered toward the back of the cell, leaning against it. There was a sense of power around him. He suspected that one of the Dragon Souls—and possibly Jessica—was nearby, but he didn’t see them.

      The fact that he didn’t see them troubled him, and he worried that if they attacked, he wouldn’t be ready. He needed to be ready.

      He rested, the sense of the dragons around him, the power filling him, but he was exhausted. There was no movement.

      Jason kept waiting for someone or something to come, but there came no signs of movement, no signs of anyone coming to attack. He sagged back down to his knees.

      He rested against the wall, looking around, pressure building.

      His eyelids grew heavy and he struggled to keep them open.

      Jason couldn’t fall asleep, not now. Not with the threat of the attack so close.

      As his eyes continued to grow heavy, as he continued to feel the pressure around him, he struggled to stay awake, to let himself feel the sense of power, to draw upon the dragons. Yet when he tried to access the power of the dragons he was connected to, it was almost as if everything had faded, as if whatever he had gone through had changed his ability to connect to them.

      Panic set in. Jason scrambled forward, trying to draw upon the power of the iron dragon and the ice dragon and the forest dragon, searching for some way he could call upon their strength, upon the connection to them.

      Jason trembled, leaning back and focusing on the sense of the dragons, searching for something—anything that could help him find a way to reconnect to the dragons.

      After all the time he’d spent fearing the dragons, now that he had gained an awareness of them and a connection to them, he wanted nothing more than to maintain it. He didn’t want to lose what he’d gained. Sadness overcame him and the despair he’d been fighting to stave off crept in. He crumbled to the ground.

      When he rested, there were no more dreams of dragons.
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      When Jason came around, it was to the sound of hissing working toward him as Jessica approached. It took a moment for him to realize where he was and what was going on. When he did, he sat up, scooting to the back of the cell. He glanced down, but saw no change to the iron dragon glove.

      That could be nothing more than the illusion, but the more he thought about it, the more he remembered and the less likely he believed that was. Whatever had happened to him was tied to something that had occurred while he was unconscious. It had stripped his connection from the dragons, and now he couldn’t help but think whatever he’d seen was real. This wasn’t an illusion. This had actually happened.

      He cowered, wrapping his arms around his knees, and he stared straight ahead.

      When a face appeared in front of him, he didn’t even look up.

      “Have you decided to speak to me?”

      Jason didn’t move. He didn’t want to give Jessica that satisfaction, but he could feel the heat radiating off her. Whatever she had done by stripping some of his connection from him, he still could feel the energy.

      “You seem different,” she said.

      He glanced up then. He half expected her to gloat, but there was nothing of that sort on her face. Instead, it was as if she were trying to decipher a puzzle, and she tipped her head to the side, her brow furrowed and her mouth pressed into a thin line. She clasped her arms over her chest, watching him.

      “Has captivity changed so much for you so quickly?”

      Jason was tempted to shout at her, to cry out, to rail at her for what she had done to him, but what was he going to say? Anything he might say would only reinforce that she had been successful. He had the hope that whatever she’d done was only temporary, and yet the more that he thought about it, the harder it was to know whether or not it was. If it was not, then he needed to get free of this cell in order to find the dragons, to reach that connection again. He had to believe he could reconnect to them.

      “I don’t have any answers for you,” he said.

      “You have answers. The clothing you wear tells me that. I thought my brother might come to you, but he hasn’t been seen here.”

      “I don’t know your brother.”

      “You keep saying that, but I disagree. Do you know that he was gone from the city for a time? He claims he was out searching for dragons, and considering how he has done that often enough, it is certainly believable, but I know my brother. When he returned wearing furs, I couldn’t help but think something happened to him.”

      Jason fought to keep his face neutral. It was difficult to do.

      “You are different.”

      Heat began to build from her, and rather than slamming into him, it washed over him.

      Jason braced himself, afraid of what might happen, but there was nothing more than just a sense of heat. As it rolled through him, he ignored it, and decided he couldn’t fight it. There was no point in doing so. Whatever she was attempting to do to him would change him, and though it might, she had already changed him. She had separated him from the dragons, and that had made things worse for him.

      She stepped back. “What is this?”

      Jason looked down. “What is what?”

      “This. What is this?”

      She backed away from the bars of the cell, and heat built from her. As it did, it pressed up against the bars of the cell, but it didn’t work its way in. It seemed to Jason that she was afraid of pushing the power into the cell, almost as if she were trying to avoid doing so.

      “I don’t know what you’re getting at.”

      “What is this?” she asked again.

      Jason got to his feet, staring at her. When he did, he took a deep breath, focusing on the heat she was calling.

      An idea came to him, and it was one that he should have thought about before, but for whatever reason, he’d ignored it. She had a dragon pearl, and he had felt the power of the dragons all around him. Because of that, he had thought he was trapped.

      What if that wasn’t the case at all? He could use what he could detect and he could draw upon that power. He might be able to draw upon her dragon pearl.

      She watched him, and if he didn’t know better, he would’ve said there was fear on her face. Why would she be afraid of him?

      Something had changed. She was convinced he had changed, and then she had probed him, using whatever tied the dragon pearls to her dragons, and when she had done that, she had become alarmed.

      Why, though?

      Jason didn’t know, but she seemed to think he was something to fear.

      Could she know he was able to call upon the power of her dragon pearls—and with as much power as he detected, it would have to be more than one?

      If she did, he wasn’t going to disappoint her.

      He focused on that power, drawing it from her.

      For a moment, nothing happened, and then he continued to pull, drawing on the power, letting it fill him. With increasing intensity, he pulled more power.

      Something about him seemed different.

      Perhaps that was what she detected. Perhaps she could feel that change, and that was what she feared. What had she done by separating him from the dragons?

      Maybe she had connected him to the dragons here. He doubted she would have done so intentionally, but it could have been accidental. He continued to draw that energy through him, to pull upon the power of the dragon pearls she was holding, but there was something more.

      There was energy within the city.

      He recognized it. He had felt it when he had first come to Lorach. He could use it. He could draw upon it. He wrapped the power around her, squeezing her toward the bars of his cell.

      “Release me.”

      Her jaw clenched and she fought. Power pushed away from him, and whatever she was doing was incredibly skilled. He could feel the way that she was trying to separate his connection to the dragon pearl, the way that she teased it apart, tearing it free.

      This was the kind of person who would have been able to separate him from the other dragons. He had little doubt about that. He was thankful he’d not faced her before now. With Therin, there had been a brutality, but there was no skill, not like this. Her way of drawing off his power was incredible, but he could keep working. He needed to try to draw as much as he could. If he could, he might be able to get to freedom.

      He tore at the way she tried to separate him from the dragon pearl power. With more force, he let it fill him. Jason squeezed her up against the bars of the cell.

      “Release me,” he demanded.

      She ignored him, and as she did, he sensed some twisted nature of her power. She freed herself from what he had done and staggered back.

      Jason tried to wrap her in power again, thinking about the way Therin had bound him in bands of power, and attempted to squeeze her up against the bars, but she sliced through it, staggering away. She raced off down the hall, leaving Jason trying to grab her again, attempting to pull her back.

      She was gone.

      He wasn’t helpless. Now that he was connected to this power, he wondered if he might be able to use it. He slammed that energy into the walls nearby.

      It did nothing.

      What about the other wall?

      He shifted the nature of the power and blasted it there. Much like before, there was no change. What about the cell itself?

      He sent the energy surging underneath the bars, thinking about he needed in order to free himself, and he could feel a tingling, almost as if he were digging beneath the bars.

      There had to be some other way that he could work, but he wasn’t able to lift the bars again. He staggered back to the far wall. Even though he had access to this power, and even though he could let it fill him, he still wasn’t able to get to freedom.

      Jason let out a trickle of power, looking around.

      He had the power within him, and thankfully, the connection to dragons in general wasn’t lost. It was just the connections he’d brought into the cell with him that had been severed. There had to be some way to pull upon what he had left.

      He focused, drawing on more and more power. As it filled him, he had an awareness of something else.

      He could feel what Jessica had been alarmed by.

      Something within him had changed.

      Jason focused internally, twisting the nature of the power. He had to figure out what had altered within him. There were traces that were familiar.

      It was the dragons.

      The dragons were mixed, mingled, almost as if they were merged together.

      And all that sense flowed through him.

      The dragons were still there. Whatever had happened to him hadn’t separated him entirely. It might have changed things. It might have made it so he had less of a connection than he had before, but even that wasn’t a certainty. It was possible that whatever had happened to him had not weakened the connection, but strengthened it.

      What if he had actually grown stronger with the dragons?

      Now he had to figure out what would be involved in using it.

      Here he thought he’d lost it, that she had used something against him. Instead, that power was there, along with the energy of Lorach that seemed to fill him. If it was mingled, then he couldn’t use one at a time as he had tried. He had to reach for each of the dragons at once.

      He gasped as the sense of power flooded into him from each of the dragons.

      It was almost as if the ice dragon were there with him, almost as if the iron dragon were there with him, and the forest dragon too.

      An illusion.

      That was all it was. He was certain of that, but did it even matter?

      All that mattered was that he had that connection and that he was able to draw upon it. It didn’t matter that it was an illusion. He continued to hold on to that power, focusing on it, letting it fill him.

      And he waited.

      Slowly, the energy from the dragons began to build, rolling through him.

      Jason called it through him and stood facing the bars of the cell.

      He pushed outward.

      The effect was surprising. The bars didn’t shatter, not as he had hoped, but instead, they twisted, opening, ringed with heat and cold that wafted toward him and yet warped by the illusion.

      Jason had no idea of whether that was real or not, but if the forest dragon were allowing him to manifest an illusion in such a way that it would free him, did it matter?

      The forest dragon had said something to him once that seemed apt now. The nature of the illusion was only within his mind, but was also powerful enough that it could change what people saw and believed.

      He believed that was true.

      After he stepped forward through the cell, he stood in the hallway.

      He remained filled with the power of the dragons, letting it flow through him. With that power rolling over him, he was certain he could continue to call to it, to draw it through him. What did it mean that he drew on so much power? Would he be depleting the dragons?

      The iron dragon was nearby, and Jason wanted to allow him enough time and protection to be safe. It wasn’t just the iron dragon he worried about. He worried about the forest dragon and the ice dragon as he continued to search for the invisible dragon.

      “Storm dragon,” a voice said, filling his mind.

      It came from the ice dragon.

      The connection was there, almost as if he were with the ice dragon.

      “Storm dragon?” He spoke aloud, but wondered if he even needed to.

      “Watch,” the ice dragon said.

      An image filled his mind. Within it, he saw a darkened sky. A dragon flew in front of him, though he could barely make out its form. It seemed almost as if the dragon were made of clouds, billowing within them, and thunder rumbled around the dragon. Lightning streaked down and the wind whipped, whistling around, catching the ice dragon.

      With each rumble of thunder, there came an echoing from within the dragon. It was a sense of power, and it was enormous. Jason could feel the way the other dragon was calling to power.

      Storm dragon.

      He understood, and yet he wondered how Therin had created a storm dragon.

      With the other misfits, he had placed them into different environments, thinking that by doing so, they would be tied to the environment. As many mistakes as Therin had made, that was one experiment that had worked out for him. He had been right about the nature of that power and had created a connection to the dragons that hadn’t been there before.

      How would there have been a connection to storms? He didn’t understand how such a thing was even possible, but as he looked through the ice dragon’s eyes, he couldn’t help but understand that was exactly what he was seeing.

      More power filled him and he focused, thinking about the nature of it. To reach the storm dragon, it was going to take an understanding of the dragon. As he looked at him, he couldn’t help but think he didn’t fully understand what his nature was or how he was going to reach him.

      Not only that, he was going to need to find a way to help him.

      There had to be something he could do, but as he looked through the ice dragon’s eyes, he was uncertain. How could he help a dragon like that? He had to find understanding, but he didn’t know if he could understand a creature like that.

      “Has he harmed other dragons?”

      “There have been several attacks,” the ice dragon said.

      “What have you done?”

      In his mind, it seemed almost as if the ice dragon rumbled, a sense of frustration filling him. Because of what had changed, it was almost as if Jason were there, right by the ice dragon, and could practically feel the connection to him.

      “There is nothing that can be done,” the ice dragon said.

      “You have to do something,” he said.

      The ice dragon rumbled again. “I have tried, but any time I intervene, there is greater danger.”

      Jason let out a surge of frustration, and it mingled with that of the ice dragon. The two of them shared in that frustration, shared the experience, and they both shared in the anger of what had happened to the storm dragon. All he could do was try to work with the other dragon, to help him. For now, he thought he couldn’t do anything but escape.

      He’d managed to get out of the cell by warping reality, by warping the bars, but what else would it take to get to freedom?

      Would it involve fighting?

      He would have to find what had happened to William. And he still didn’t know what had become of Sarah. She was here, he was certain of it, and he would have to do something to help break her free as well.

      But more than that, he needed to do whatever it would take to help the dragons. That seemed to be the most pivotal thing.

      First, he had to get out.

      He strode the length of the hallway. As he went, it seemed as if he were in many places at once. With one step, he saw the same thing the ice dragon saw. With another step, it seemed as if he were in the forest, the vision of the forest dragon flickering past him. With another step, it was almost as if he were outside with the iron dragon.

      The sense of it all flowed through him, though he had no understanding of what it meant or how he possessed it.

      He reached the door at the end of the hallway and pried it open. Only after he opened it did he realize that there was something strange about the fact that he was able to pull it open. Stairs stretched up in front of him.

      Lanterns were set along the narrow walls and he closed his eyes, focusing on what he could see ahead of him. It was possible he would encounter Dragon Souls. If he did, they might have enough strength in numbers that he would be overwhelmed and end up back where he had been. Or someplace worse.

      When he headed up the stairs, he could hear his boots echoing off the stone. He tried to silence them, thinking of the way he had seen Therin do the same thing when he had first worked with the man, the way he’d practically floated. He drew upon the power all around him, that of the dragons within him, and the power within the city.

      As he went, he couldn’t help but feel as if all of this were strangely impossible. Why was he able to do any of this? And perhaps it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he was doing it.

      He held on to his power, focusing on it, letting that sense of it fill him before pushing it out from him. He used it to detect whether there were Dragon Souls in front of him, but didn’t discover anyone. Thankfully, he was alone, but for how much longer?

      He needed to get free of the prison, but didn’t know if his friends were even here.

      What he really wanted was to find David.

      He had questions, and given what he had seen from Jessica, he thought he needed to better understand the relationship between the two. He needed to know whether David had been responsible for anything that had happened.

      Jason hurried up the steps.

      When he did, he focused on all of the power around him and thought about what he had detected when he had first come to the city. There hadn’t been a sense of David and his connection to the dragon. Could he find him now?

      Jason needed to use that. If nothing else, having someone like David, someone interested in helping the dragons, was beneficial. As he searched for where he could find David, he discovered his presence. He was somewhere in the same tower Jason was in right now.

      It wasn’t as much that Jason could feel him, but the dragon pearl he carried.

      Dragons had a distinct sense to each of them, and the dragon David had connected to was distinct enough that he could identify it. He focused on it, tying himself to that dragon, and let himself be drawn toward it. He went up the stairs, and rather than taking a doorway where he could have stepped out, he continued up and up. The stairs widened after a while, and with each spiral, they seemed to widen even more. Several doorways let into the stairs, but so far, he hadn’t encountered anyone. He worried a time would come when he would encounter others. If that happened, he didn’t know what he was going to do, but he was determined to try to find David, if only so he could have his questions answered.

      When he focused on the sense of the dragon, he could feel it. It was there, calling to him. The farther he went, the more certain he was that he neared it. Jason hurried forward, toward that dragon pearl.

      And then he felt it move.

      It was near him. He hurried up the stairs, and when he reached the doorway, he tested the door. It was unlocked. Pushing it open, he frowned at what he saw.

      There had to be a dozen Dragon Souls in the hallway. All of them surrounded David, all were holding on to power, and each of them seemed to be throwing power elsewhere. Jason stood transfixed, unable to figure out what was taking place.

      He felt surge of power flung toward David and then repelled, the way the power was being thrown around by the various Dragon Souls, but he didn’t have any idea what was taking place. Or why. Why would they attack here?

      For a moment, he focused, listening to that power. As he did, he thought that he understood. It was tied to David. This was an attack on David.

      Which meant Jessica attacked here.

      This wasn’t his fight. Jason didn’t need to be involved, but he thought he had to help. If David were under attack, he needed to do whatever he could to offer some assistance, mostly because he needed to find out what David knew and see if there was anything that he might be able to uncover about the nature of the power around the city.

      Jason watched to figure out which of the dragon pearls were helping David, but the more he stared, the more certain he was that none of them were trying to help David. All the power coming from the dragon pearls seemed to be attacking him.

      Someone turned toward him. A burst of power streaked toward him and Jason ducked, lowering his head to avoid the surge of power, but there came another blast, and then another.

      The powers continued to slam all around him and Jason ignored them, straining to try to draw upon the power of the city, but that wasn’t going to be enough.

      He had to try a different approach.

      That involved drawing on the power of the dragons within him.

      He would reveal his connection.

      At this point, all that mattered was to get to David. He could help find his friends. He would help save the dragons of Lorach from the storm dragon.

      If he revealed himself, then so be it. If it came down to that, Jason was determined to offer David whatever help he could so that he could ensure that he had the answers he needed.

      Focusing on his power, focusing on what he could summon, he let it fill him. There came the power of the ice and iron dragons. There came that of the forest dragon.

      It all filled him. He turned to the nearest of the Dragon Souls and slammed a surge of heat into the man. It sent him staggering back and he crashed into the wall. Jason pressed him there, holding until he could move past. Then he headed to the next Dragon Soul and, much like the last one, sent a rush of power slamming into him. He walked through the line of Dragon Souls, hammering at them, using blast of power after blast of power, one after another, and got closer and closer to where he sensed David.

      The Dragon Souls seemed to realize he was more of a threat, and they turned their attention to him. Power battered him.

      With his newfound connection to the dragons, he was able to draw upon a different source of energy, and he twisted it around, pushing it outward. It created a barricade that allowed him to protect himself.

      He needed to find a way to stop the fighting.

      He thought about the different powers he could access. The one that struck him as most useful here would be illusion. If he could trap these Dragon Souls within an illusion, he might be able to overwhelm them, and he had to believe he could keep them from fighting.

      He didn’t want to harm them. All he wanted was to stop them.

      The forest dragon’s energy worked through him, the familiarity of it rolling over him. He could use it. He had to use it.

      And then he shifted the nature of reality.

      It involved drawing upon the forest dragon, letting her sense of power flow into him, and he turned the hallway into a vast expanse of snow. Wind whipped, and the snowpack crunched beneath his feet. He let the swirling snow mask everything else around him. Power picked up, the intensity of the wind slamming into the Dragon Souls, sending them sliding away.

      None of this was real, but it was real enough for them. That was what mattered. It filled their minds. They believed they were suddenly in the north. Reality changed for them.

      None of them were able to push against what he was doing. They were more focused on trying to get free. Jason held on to the illusion, wanting to maintain everything he could in order to get himself to David.

      Jason pressed outward, using the wind to guide him, and he found David.

      He was standing out in the open. A puzzled frown crossed his face, and when Jason approached, he watched him, an uncertain expression on his face. “This was you?”

      Jason nodded, standing in the middle of the storm, ignoring it. He knew it wasn’t real. “I met your sister.”

      David pulled his clothes tight around him, though he didn’t meet Jason’s gaze. “I suspected as much.”

      “Did you know I was here?”

      Jason looked past him, and there was no sense of anyone else here, but there was power battering on his illusion. Eventually, the illusion would fade.

      “I knew someone was here; didn’t know that it was you. When last we spoke, you didn’t have enough control over illusion to do this.”

      Jason brushed off the question buried in the comment. “I need your help.”

      “I can’t help you. If you learned anything from my sister, then you know that my position here is not quite what you believe.”

      “You’re an Auran, are you not?”

      “I’m an Auran. But I’m also something more.”

      “The prince.”

      He nodded. “Second in line to the throne.”

      “Let me guess. Your sister is next in line?”

      David nodded. “She is, and she doesn’t care for my approach with the dragons.”

      “I gathered that. There’s something taking place. I’m going to need your help to protect your dragons.”

      David raised his hand, and a burst of heat exploded from him. Jason turned and saw one of the Dragon Souls approaching, but he was thrown back by David’s blast of heat. Jason focused on the illusion, trapping the other man inside it, hoping that it would hold him.

      Already the illusion was beginning to fade, and he didn’t know how much longer he would be able to maintain it. He continued to hold out, squeezing onto that power, focusing on everything he could. The illusion needed to last long enough to get answers from David.

      “Why would you want to help the dragons?”

      “We might disagree about many things, but we don’t disagree on the fact that the dragons are powerful creatures. I’ve seen it from you. You wouldn’t have trained your dragon the way that you did if you didn’t believe that.”

      David looked past him, and again he raised his hand. Jason spun, and he saw three Dragon Souls staggering through the snow toward them.

      He held out his hand and sent a blast of ice and heat at them, and he twisted the nature of the illusion. Some aspect of the illusion mixed with the power of the other dragons and pressed them back, and they went flying toward the far wall.

      “What’s the issue?”

      “I found another dragon like the other three. I don’t know what your Dragon Souls will call him, but the ice dragon refers to him as the storm dragon.”

      “Storm dragon?” David frowned, biting his lip. “We learned there was something of incredible power. It attacked dragons. We’ve been struggling against it, trying to do whatever we could to protect the dragons, but my sister would see it captured and trained whereas others of us would like to do nothing more than eliminate the threat.”

      “Your sister might be right.”

      “You think it should be captured and trained?”

      “I don’t think it should be captured, but the dragon needs our help.”

      “I don’t know that I can do that,” David said, his gaze flickering around him.

      “I know that you care about the dragons, and I know you don’t want anything to harm the ones you work with. In this case, we need to give the dragon as much of a chance as we can. I can’t do it alone. From what I can tell, this storm dragon has attacked more of your dragons, and is powerful enough that he’s danger.”

      Jason needed David to understand, to help him reach the storm dragon. Doing so was going to be difficult, but necessary.

      “You don’t understand what you’re asking,” David said.

      “I understand well enough. Since the Dragon Souls attacked you, it tells me that whatever else is happening, your sister is against you more openly.”

      “This is nothing,” David said sadly. “This is not the first time this has happened, and I doubt it will be the last.”

      Jason shook his head. He couldn’t imagine fighting with his sister like that. He and Kayla shared a better relationship, and neither of them wanted to attack the other, at least as far as he knew. His sister wanted to help dragons now as much as he did.

      What would have happened if she had chosen otherwise?

      He didn’t even know. All he knew was that because of his relationship with his sister, because of the fact that she had willingly worked with him, the dragons were safe.

      “I can’t imagine you want to fight with your sister over this.”

      “We have very different opinions.”

      Jason held on to the illusion, squeezing it around them, and wanted nothing more than to try to trap the Dragon Souls within it, to hold them there, to ensure that he and David were safe. He wasn’t sure if it was going to work, but as he looked over at David, he believed that he could get the other man to help. He needed him to help.

      “What do you propose?” David finally asked.

      “We need to find the storm dragon.”

      “And then?”

      “And then we need to find some way of deflecting his attack.”

      “I don’t know that I can just deflect the attack,” David said.

      “And I don’t know that I can destroy him.”

      “Then perhaps we can’t work together.”

      David turned toward him, and another sense of power began to build.
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      Jason braced for the attack. He had come to David thinking that he would be able to work with him. He had seen the way that he cared about the dragons, and he had seen the way that he had been willing to work with them, not wanting to torment them, but to train them in a way that would allow them to be free.

      That wasn’t the kind of man who would want to harm them.

      He wrapped an illusion around David, twisting it so that he was trapped within his own illusion. It was one where David would be held within the cell. It would match the same sort of cell that he had been held in. As he held on to it, he turned around, focusing on the other Dragon Souls and thinking about the type of cell he’d experienced. He changed their illusion as well.

      It was easier to do now that he had been in it. He thought he could use it to trap them, and he maintained the illusion. The attack began to ease, and when it did, he realized that there was another presence here.

      Jason shifted toward it.

      Jessica.

      “You are more than what you let on,” she said. She swept her hands around herself and the illusion began to fade.

      Jason solidified it, drawing through the forest dragon, trying to hold on to the illusion as much as he could so he could ensure that it was stable.

      She again swept her hands out in front of her. “I wasn’t sure what to make of you at first. I guess I still am not, but you have power. It’s more than what I expected when I first encountered you. Now that I see you and your interactions with my brother, I suppose I was wrong.” She turned toward David, cocking her head to the side as she studied him within the cell, the illusion that Jason had wrapped around him. “And here I thought you were working with him. Instead, you attacked him. A shame, but perhaps not quite as shameful as it could have been were you any less powerful.”

      At least Jason thought he understood why David had acted the way he had. He was doing it for his sister’s benefit, wanting to conceal from her that he was willing to work with Jason. Jason needed to somehow neutralize Jessica.

      She was able to dismiss the illusion, but was there some other way to trap her? Could he warp reality the same way he had when he had stepped out of the cell? If he could, then perhaps he could hold her.

      “An interesting type of power you possess. Are you the one Therin went after?”

      Jason tried to keep his face neutral, but he knew he failed.

      Jessica smiled. “You are the one. You know, he spoke of you. He said you were inexperienced, but you had potential.”

      Jason glared at her, trying to fight off any impulse to react, but wasn’t sure he was successful. How could he not react; how could he do nothing when she was watching him the way that she was, staring at him with that dark look in her eyes? How could he do anything other than try to fight off her power?

      “And yet I think even Therin underestimated you. It wouldn’t be the first time. Therin has made mistakes over the years, and his most recent was taking the eggs, promising us he would provide for them, that we would see great gains, but even in that, he failed. He claimed he learned from one who’d done it. That he could recreate these other creatures. He paid the price for his arrogance.”

      Jason said nothing. If she believed that they failed, then he wasn’t going to argue. It was better she believed that they had failed, and better that she didn’t understand the nature of the power he pulled upon, and better that she didn’t go searching for it. If he had worried about Therin finding a way to harm the dragons, this woman was even more terrifying.

      “Why did you come here?”

      He thought about how to answer and decided on honesty. “There’s a dangerous dragon attacking your dragons,” Jason said.

      Maybe he could work with her. If he couldn’t trap her, and he wasn’t sure he could, maybe he would have to find some way of convincing her to work with him. If he could do that, he might be able to help the dragons regardless of what they did.

      “A dangerous dragon always exists.”

      “This one is different. You’ve lost some of your Dragon Soul dragons.”

      He watched her, and she gave him no sign that she knew what he was talking about, though he suspected she did. He paid attention to her face and the reaction she gave him and saw incomprehension.

      “I’ve seen it.”

      “You’ve seen nothing,” she said.

      “I have seen it. That’s why I came to David. I thought he would want to help find the dragon. He wanted nothing more than to kill it.”

      He glanced over at David, the other man straining against the bars of his cell, but could it be that he was paying attention to what Jason was saying? It was difficult to know how much the other man was aware of within the illusion. It was possible that all he had was an awareness of the cell.

      “You don’t want to kill this creature?”

      “I don’t want to kill it. I want to understand it.”

      She chuckled. How had he ever thought her voice soft? There was hardness even in her laughter. “Understand? It is a creature. It’s meant to be trained. There is no understanding.”

      “You might think that, but I think otherwise. We could work together,” he said.

      She smiled at him, and once again, there was a strange and dangerous expression in her eyes. Jason doubted he would ever be able to work with her, and he doubted he would ever be able to trust her, but at this moment, all he cared about was whether or not he could use her.

      “You would work with me after everything that we’ve done?”

      “What have you done but tried to work with the dragons?”

      She glanced back at David. “Perhaps you two couldn’t have gotten along. My brother has a soft spot for these creatures. He views them like pets, rather than the tools that they are. He thinks they can be treated with kindness and compassion, but kindness and compassion have killed more trainers over the years than anything else.”

      Jason stared at her, unblinking.

      “How would you propose that we approach this dragon?”

      “I don’t know. I know the dragon is coming this way.”

      “And how do you know that?”

      “Because as I said, I’ve seen it.”

      “If you’ve seen it, then you would know how to stop it.”

      Jason shook his head. “I don’t really know how to stop it. The other dragon is powerful. I’ve tried to understand just what power he had, but—”

      She started to laugh. “You’ve tried to understand it? Who exactly are you?”

      The sense of power built from behind him, and Jason realized all too late that she was trying to delay him, drawing the others behind her toward him.

      He focused on the power and he twisted the illusion, wrapping it around her—and those behind him again. In doing so, he trapped them into cells, using the same technique he had before, but this time, he held on to it with more intensity.

      Their power faded.

      He approached Jessica.

      She started to move her hand but Jason pushed, rippling the nature of reality.

      This time, he formed actual bars out of the stone behind her, and he sent her staggering into the bars, trapping her in the cell. As soon as he did, he released the illusion, curious as to whether or not it would hold.

      It did.

      She grabbed the bars. Power radiated from her, and it seemed as if she were trying to remove the illusion, but there was nothing for her to remove. Jason held on to it with a hint of power, but even that wasn’t necessary. This wasn’t an illusion. This was reality. Because of the forest dragon, Jason had truly warped the reality for her, twisting it around her, transforming it into a solid.

      “I will prevent you from harming the dragon,” Jason said.

      “You know so little.”

      “Therin said the same thing. Now Therin is dead.”

      She squeezed the bars of her cell, trying to pry herself free. “Is he?”

      Jason nodded. “I saw him fall.”

      “Perhaps you did, or perhaps you saw what he wanted you to see.”

      He shook his head, turning toward David, and he looked into the distance. “What are you talking about?”

      “Be careful,” David muttered.

      It seemed as if it came from a great distance, as if whatever illusion he had trapped around him was preventing him from speaking clearly, but Jason maintained his hold on that illusion, debating for a moment before releasing it.

      Suddenly, David was there again, blinking as he looked at Jason.

      “What did you do?” he asked, turning to his sister.

      “I put her into this cell,” Jason said.

      “How were you able to do that?”

      Jason shook his head, focusing on the bars of the cell. He still didn’t really understand what he had done or how he had accomplished it. Ever since developing the connection to the forest dragon, his understanding of things continued to evolve, and now he wasn’t entirely sure what he was doing.

      “She said Therin didn’t die. Is it true?”

      “Why would you ask that?”

      “When we faced him the last time, I saw him. The iron dragon cut Therin down.”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him since he attacked the last time, but it’s possible he survived. He gained experience with that dragon of yours. He learned how to control illusions. It’s possible he could use that power.”

      If Therin had managed to learn that illusion, it was still possible that he was alive. Jason would have expected the forest dragon would’ve alerted him if that were the case. If he was still pulling on the forest dragon’s power, he would have expected her to have told him. There was no sense from her of that; there was nothing other than what he had felt.

      Therin was dead. That had been his victory.

      He focused instead on what he could, thinking about that power, thinking about holding on to the illusion, and he thought back to what he had seen.

      There hadn’t been a body after his death, so in that case, it was possible that he truly hadn’t died. It was something to worry about later.

      “I do need your help,” Jason said.

      “And I don’t know that I can help you.”

      “Even if this creature attacks your dragon?”

      “If he attacked my dragon, then I would need to defend my dragon.”

      “I don’t know that there would be any way for a single dragon to do anything. Please,” he said.

      David glanced over at his sister. He turned his attention to the Dragon Souls now trapped in cells behind them. Finally he turned toward Jason. “If I do this, I’m exiled from my family.”

      “You’ve seen Dragon Haven. You already know there is another place for you.”

      David shook his head slowly, sadly. “I might’ve seen Dragon Haven, but it’s not a place for me. It’s a place for those who view the dragons the way I never have. It’s a place for those who view the dragons in a way I never can.”

      “And yet, I’ve seen the way that you trained your dragon. I know you can help.”

      He needed their help. He needed them to find some way to better understand the storm dragon and how they could help him. And he needed David in order to help the Dragon Soul dragons.

      He wouldn’t tell the other man he was considering freeing the Dragon Soul dragons. Let him find that out later. That was if he could free them.

      “I will regret this,” David said softly

      He motioned for Jason to follow, and they started off down the hallway.

      As they went, Jessica hollered after them, “Father will know of what you did.”

      David stiffened for a moment before straightening his back, and with that, they hurried off.

      When they reached a staircase, they headed up. Jason watched David, worried about what the other man might do and afraid of whether he might suddenly betray him. He didn’t believe that David would change what he was doing now. He had already acted against the Dragon Souls and against his sister, but he didn’t know David well enough to know whether or not he would change his mind. He was counting on him to work with him, but what if he couldn’t?

      “I can’t believe you came here alone,” David said as they climbed the stairs.

      “I didn’t. I had two others with me. We need to find them.”

      “Who?”

      “One was Sarah. And the other does not have any connection to dragons. He’s worked with them in Dragon Haven, but he can’t use their power.”

      “Dangerous for him to have come.”

      “He tells me he’s lucky.”

      David frowned. “He tells you what?”

      Jason laughed softly. “He tells me that he’s lucky.”

      They were heading up the stairs, taking them two at a time, and as they went, he glanced over, searching for anything that might help him understand more about what they would encounter, but there was nothing.

      “He said that to you? He used that word?”

      Jason shrugged. “He’s been telling me that he’s lucky for a while. I don’t know if he means anything by it.” He frowned for a moment, and as he did, he realized that David recognized that. “Wait a minute. Why is that important?”

      “There have been some over the years to make the same claim. And luck is relative. For some, what they are is lucky; for others, what they are is not lucky. And it doesn’t seem as if there is any way of predicting which they will be.”

      Jason chuckled. “He told me that his luck comes in streaks. He might be lucky for a while, but then it changes, and he becomes unlucky.”

      “I would like to meet this man.”

      “You can meet him when we finish this.”

      David glanced over at him, pausing at the door at the top of the stairs. He pushed it open and stepped out onto the top of the tower.

      Jason looked around, marveling at the view. The city stretched out far below them, a sense of power radiating around it. As it did, Jason couldn’t help but stare. The city was enormous, and there was a strange energy that hung over everything.

      “There’s an energy within the city.”

      David glanced over, nodding slowly. “Can you feel it?”

      “I can. I can use it, too. What is it?”

      “It is the dragon source. It has been here for ages, and it’s why Lorach was founded here. There is a sense of power here, and it’s one we can reach, but not all of us.”

      “Not all?”

      “Some of the Dragon Souls can, but most who can are related to the throne. And even those find it difficult to do so with much strength.”

      Jason thought about what he had experienced when he had reached for that power, and the way that it flowed through him, and he couldn’t help but think that he had been able to reach it with some strength. It was strange, but the more he thought about it, the more certain he was that he had been able to pull upon that power. He had been able to use it, and he recognized that energy.

      That had to matter, didn’t it?

      “I can pull on that power,” he said.

      “I suspected you could,” David said.

      “Why?”

      “There is something unusual about you. I suspect it comes from your connection to the dragons, but it might be something else.”

      Jason frowned as he looked over at the other man. David was dressed in his dragonskin, and he wore the pins marking him as an Auran once again, but something that Jessica had said came back to Jason.

      “Your sister said I stole your family dragonskin.”

      He nodded. “You did. Perhaps that’s why you are able to use this power.”

      “Why would that make a difference?”

      “Who knows why anything matters? When it comes to the power of the dragons, everything is unpredictable. Would you have ever believed that you had the ability to reach for the power of the dragons?”

      Jason shook his head. “I never even imagined that it was possible.”

      “I suspect somehow your connection to the ice dragon allowed you to reach for that power, though it’s possible it’s some other reason.”

      “What other reason would that be?”

      He hesitated, regarding Jason for a moment, before turning away. “I don’t know.”

      David stared outward, and it seemed as if he had some knowledge, but Jason doubted the other man would share it with him. It was always difficult to know when it came to David.

      A growing sense of power surrounded him, and he looked outward, watching to see that dragons came circling from overhead.

      “You’re calling to the dragon, aren’t you?”

      “I am,” David said.

      “What do you hope to accomplish by calling to your dragon now?”

      “I want to have questions answered,” he said.

      “What sort of questions do you think your dragon will be able to answer?”

      “I have been trying to better understand the nature of this attack.” He looked over at Jason and frowned deeply. “You come to tell me about a storm dragon. We’ve been struggling with how to counter the power of this dragon, and have failed to do so.”

      “I haven’t been able to counter it either. When we faced the dragon the first time, we found it seemed soothed by an illusion, but that was about the only thing that calmed it.”

      “Illusion?” David frowned. “I suppose that might help, but there has to be some other way. When I faced the other dragons, there was some other way of dealing with that power, as well.”

      A dark shape appeared overhead and Jason looked up to see the deep blue dragon David had flown with the last time Jason had seen him. The dragon landed next to them on the top of the tower and watched Jason with a certain suspicion.

      It was strange to see that, and then what happened next was even stranger.

      It was almost as if the dragon pushed outward with a hint of power, using its ability to wash over him. It was the same sort of sensation he had experienced when Jessica had used her power on him, and now that he felt it, he wondered what the purpose of it was.

      “What is he doing to me?”

      “I don’t know,” David said. “It seems as if he detects something.”

      “Everything about me is strange,” Jason said.

      David turned to him, watching, and he frowned. “It is, isn’t it? When I saw you last, you had the metal on your hand, but that is gone. What happened?”

      “Something changed with it.” Jason wasn’t entirely sure, but it seemed to be a part of him now. Somehow. It was there on him, but felt different than before. “Now it’s illusion.”

      Jason flexed his hand, returning the dragon glove, before it faded.

      “You’re disappointed.”

      “It’s not so much disappointment. I just don’t know what it means. The metal connects me to the iron dragon. It served as something like a dragon pearl. I thought I’d lost that, and worried I lost my connection to the iron dragon.”

      And it wasn’t as if he had lost all of his bond to the dragon. It was just that part of his connection to the dragon was changed. That troubled him. He was accustomed to having that connection, was accustomed to sharing the sense of him, the way that the iron dragon’s power burned along his hand. Now without the same sense from him, Jason didn’t know if they would still share that connection. He didn’t know if anything would still be shared between them.

      Which troubled him most of all.

      “When I was in the cell, I tried to better understand how I was connected, but I couldn’t. I knew that there was some power around me, but it separated me from my connection to the dragons. The longer it did, the more I felt things change.”

      David turned to him, studying him, and heat radiated from David for a moment before washing over Jason.

      “Interesting.”

      “Your sister did something similar.”

      “I’m sure that she did,” David said. “That’s where I learned this technique.”

      “What does it do?”

      “It is designed to test for the potential for a Dragon Soul. When I first encountered you, you had some aptitude, but not nearly like what you have now. It’s almost as if that potential continues to increase, growing with intensity. That is unusual.”

      “Why?”

      “Because a person’s potential doesn’t change over time. I’ve seen those with Dragon Soul ability and the potential for that power. They have incredible talent, and I have seen how they can use it, but the one thing I’ve never encountered is for someone to have their ability evolve over time. And yet, here you are.”

      “I don’t know what it means.”

      “I don’t know that I can provide an answer for you, either, other than the fact that whatever has happened has granted you something that very few Dragon Souls ever achieve.”

      “And what is that?”

      “A deep connection to the dragons.”

      “I don’t know that any within Dragon Haven even have that connection,” he said.

      “It’s possible they don’t,” David said.

      He nodded to the dragon. The blue dragon lowered his head and David climbed onto his back. Jason stood apart, waiting, and worried that David would abandon him, but rather than doing that, he motioned for Jason to join him. He climbed onto the dragon’s back, settling in. The deep blue dragon was warm, and heat radiated from his back, though it was different than the experience he had on the other dragons. This was not unpleasant, and it was comforting, but not the same.

      As he sat there, he wondered if he might be able to reach for the power of the blue dragon, but he didn’t think that he could or should try. He held on to that awareness and let it fill him, and noticed something else.

      There came a surge of heat. That surge was familiar.

      Why should that be?

      Jason didn’t know, other than the feeling that it seemed to come from the dragon itself. The more he focused on it, the more certain he was of what he was detecting. It was almost as if the dragon wanted him to detect it.

      He drew it in, letting that sense of power fill him, and turned his attention to David.

      Did he know what Jason was doing? Better yet, did it even matter?

      It was possible that David wouldn’t even care.

      As he let that power flow through him, he thought about why the dragon would give him that power. Perhaps it wasn’t giving him power but showing him power.

      They took to the air, circling quickly, and Jason leaned over, watching the city below them.

      “Why are we taking off?”

      “You wanted to see what power was down there.”

      “My friends are still somewhere in the city.”

      He didn’t like the idea of leaving Sarah and William.

      “My sister will have captured them as well. They will be safe while we work out what we must do about this storm dragon. If it’s going to attack our dragons…”

      David might be right. They didn’t have that much time. He had no idea how long they would have before the storm dragon reached Lorach, but he had a feeling from the ice dragon that it was close.

      “Where would you have us go?” he asked.

      “There is something you must see,” David said.

      The dragon circled up and up. It was strange to be riding on a different dragon. For so long, he had only traveled on either the ice or iron dragon, and though he had flown alongside other dragons, he hadn’t spent much time with them, and having this experience now left him feeling off.

      The dragon streaked to the south and east, and as he flew, there came another sense.

      It was that of other dragons.

      Gradually they began to descend, and when they did, Jason looked out, searching for where the dragon was taking him, and saw movement far below. It was an enormous clearing, a field, and down within that clearing were dragons.

      There were dozens of dragons. Far more than he had ever seen before, more than there even were within Dragon Haven. He marveled at it.

      He looked back, but they were far outside the city limits.

      “Why are they so far away from Lorach?”

      “I’ve told you why.”

      “Because the people of Lorach fear the dragons?”

      “They fear the potential, not the actual dragons. They believe we have control over the dragons, but only so long as we maintain that hold. How long do you think it would take for the people of Lorach to believe that the dragons would harm them if they were attacked wildly?”

      “Not long, I suppose,” Jason said.

      “Not long at all. While we have this power over the dragons, while we can control them, there is a danger if we were to lose it. The danger exists not only to us, but to the people within the city. There would be panic and chaos.”

      “You understand the dragons wouldn’t just attack like that.”

      David glanced over at him. “I understand the dragons believe they wouldn’t attack like that, but what do we really know?”

      “We know the dragons wouldn’t do that,” Jason said.

      David nodded. “So we think. History tells us otherwise.”

      In the distance, Jason could make out dozens upon dozens of dragons on the ground.

      “Is that…”

      “That is exactly what you think it is,” David said. “There are a few dragons there. There are others in another location.”

      “You think that’s a few?”

      “Compared to what we have, that’s a few,” David said.

      Jason couldn’t help but stare.

      In his mind, it appeared to be dozens upon dozens of dragons. There were pens filled with them. In a way, it reminded him a little bit of the dragons within the clearing at Dragon Haven, but with those dragons, Jason had a sense of vibrancy and excitement, and with these, he felt they had abandoned every bit of that. It was almost as if they had no choice in what they were doing.

      But then, they wouldn’t.

      “I didn’t know it was like that,” Jason said.

      “I know it looks bad—”

      “Looks bad?” Jason shook his head. “It’s more than just looking bad. Look at them.” He focused on a hint of the dragons, drawing upon the ice and the iron dragon sense within him, and let that energy wash away from him. In doing so, he thought he could feel something, though perhaps what he detected was only his imagination. “They suffer.”

      “They don’t suffer,” David said. “The Dragon Souls take exquisite care of the dragons. They are well fed, well cared for, and groomed routinely.”

      As he said that, he nodded toward a man pausing in front of one of the pens. He pulled the door open and headed inside. The dragons made no effort to do anything toward him. It was almost as if they couldn’t, though Jason suspected that wasn’t true. He headed toward a small green dragon and began to run his hand along the surface of the dragon.

      Through the connection he shared with the ice and the iron dragons, Jason couldn’t pick anything up, but as he added a hint of the forest dragon, there was a sense within him, something that told him this dragon didn’t care for what was taking place.

      How could it?

      “They don’t like it,” Jason whispered.

      David looked over, frowning. “The dragons have been nothing but content in the dragon pens. I think you’re projecting your feelings for the dragons—”

      “I wish I could show you what I was feeling, and I wish that you were able to understand just what the dragons are going through, the way they’re suffering. I can assure you that they are. If there is anything that might be done for them, we should do it.”

      Jason was tempted to push outward, to use a washing of power upon them, but if he did, he would find the Dragon Souls reacting. Possibly they would react too soon. He needed more time before he did that.

      Not only that, but if he did that, he would run the risk of not being able to return and find William and Sarah. More than anything else, he would have to come back for them.

      Once he stopped the storm dragon and its attack.

      Jason couldn’t help but stare at these dragons. They circled overhead, and he looked down, feeling uneasy about all of this, but feeling uneasy about not doing anything. In doing nothing, was he complicit?

      He couldn’t shake that feeling.

      It was the reason he had been willing to attack when he had detected the sense of the dragons in Lorach in his first visit with the ice dragon. It was the reason he had felt compelled to try to do something, though he had known there was a limit to how much he would be able to do.

      And it was the reason that he felt as if he still had to do something.

      Even now, Jason felt compelled to act, to see if there might be some way to help the dragons, but feeling as if perhaps there wouldn’t be. How could there be after everything they had gone through?

      Jason couldn’t help himself. He started to push on the sense of the ice and the iron dragons. He turned his attention toward one of the smaller pens. There were a dozen dragons in there. All of the dragons were alone. No sign of Dragon Souls near them.

      It was the optimal time to see if there was anything that he could do. Jason pushed power out from him, sending it sweeping through him, and into the dragons.

      “What are you doing?” David whispered.

      “I’m just seeing if I can—”

      The dragons suddenly turned toward him, and there was a sense of rage, of great anger, and he could feel that exploding from the dragons, but he didn’t know why.

      Despite wanting to try to help the dragons, by pushing a sense of power through them, he felt resistance.

      More.

      The energy fought against him, trying to resist his attempt to help the dragons. It seemed as if the dragons were fighting, but it wasn’t only the dragons that were fighting him.

      It was the Dragon Souls.

      He didn’t see any of the Dragon Souls nearby, but he could feel their influence.

      “They are connected. Anything you do here will raise their attention.”

      Even as he said it, Jason realized that David was right. Not only had the Dragon Souls known what he’d done, but they’d turned their attention to him.

      Power flowed from them, into the dragons, and solidified the connection.

      He tried to help them, but he had split his focus too much.

      And now he didn’t dare try. If he did, Dragon Souls would strengthen their connection far more than what Jason wanted. He had made a mistake.

      “We need to move,” David said.

      “Wait. I can help.”

      “I know that you want to help, but I don’t know if you should help. At this point, all you’re doing is drawing more attention to your presence. My presence. All you’re doing is giving Jessica the opportunity to justify what she’s done.”

      “I can’t leave these dragons here.”

      “And you can’t save them. You can’t save all of them. I understand you want to, and given everything that you have shown me, I feel as if there should be something more done for them.” It was the first time David had said that. “But now isn’t the time. These dragons were harmless, but in doing what you have done, you have raised their masters’ attention, and we now have to deal with them coming at us.”

      “I can fight them off,” he said.

      Even as he said it, Jason wasn’t sure if that was true. He might not be able to fight off the Dragon Souls. It was hard enough to keep pushing through these dragons.

      “Help me,” he murmured to the ice and the iron dragons.

      A sense of power filled him. He called upon that power, and he sent it slamming outward. It filled the dragons.

      As it did, Jason could feel the separation from the bond formed by the Dragon Souls.

      They were free.

      With a loud screech, the dragons took to the air.

      As soon as they did, chaos began to reign.

      Men ran from the building in the distance—probably where the Dragon Souls were housed. They raced toward the dragons and power began to burst from them, building.

      Jason was going to have another chance to fight off the effect of the Dragon Souls.

      They headed away, and a strange vision flashed into Jason’s mind.

      The ice dragon.

      As it did, Jason focused on that vision. He focused on what the ice dragon was trying to show him. The ice dragon tried to gift him a vision, to show him what experienced. Jason looked through his eyes, the same way he had once looked through the iron dragon’s eyes, and in doing so, he saw a storm cloud.

      It rumbled in the distance, and he frowned as he focused on it, thinking about that power, about what he could detect. It was there, but it was faint.

      He opened his eyes and looked all around.

      “He’s near,” he whispered. “The storm dragon.”

      “What?”

      Thunder rumbled in the distance as a storm cloud moved toward them.
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      He focused on the storm cloud and tried to peer into the distance to better understand what he picked up on, but all he knew was the power coming from the storm cloud. That power seemed to rumble, rolling through him. As he focused on understanding, there was nothing other than the emptiness.

      The emptiness of the storm dragon.

      Thunder clapped, close, and he shivered.

      “That is the storm dragon,” Jason said, pointing to the distance.

      The blue dragon dove toward the ground, and Jason hesitated. He didn’t want to climb off the dragon’s back until he knew what was taking place, but he had a sense the blue dragon wouldn’t participate in anything without David.

      Could the dragon have chased them here?

      These other dragons were in trouble.

      “You have to get these dragons out of here,” he said.

      “Where would I have them go?” David looked at the dragons in the distance. “All of them are trained. They aren’t able to be free.”

      “But they shouldn’t stay here. We don’t know what might happen, but…”

      Thunder rumbled again, and Jason looked up at the sky. The overwhelming power of that thunder caught his attention, and he stared. In the distance, the skies were streaked with deeper gray that streamed down, almost as if it were raining, but he didn’t know if that were true.

      Dragons swirled in the sky, dozens of them, and swarmed toward them.

      Jason leaned over, clutching the blue dragon’s neck, concern filling him.

      “I don’t think we’re going to be able to outrun it,” Jason said.

      “And I don’t think we have much of a choice,” David said.

      They started to fly. In the distance, the thunder continued to rumble, the sound of the storm dragon chasing them. The swarm of dragons behind them was sweeping forward, moving with a rapid pace, energy and power flooding off them, streaking toward the dragon.

      How much longer would they be able to withstand this?

      He had to try something different.

      Jason turned, shifting, and started to work on calling upon power from the other dragons, using both the ice and the iron dragons, before finally trying to mix in a hint of the forest dragon.

      It might not even work.

      The dragons swirled after them, giving chase.

      He realized the mistake in that.

      The Dragon Soul dragons were heading straight toward the storm dragon. Fire burst from them, roars erupting in the sky, a terrible sound that he had only heard before in illusions.

      Seeing such a battle for real was something altogether different. Even as he looked, Jason couldn’t help but feel as if what was taking place was incredible.

      Not that he wanted an attack, or for the dragons to come after him, but the idea that there might be something like this, some sense of power more than what they’d ever experienced before, left him marveling.

      The power he detected behind him was incredible.

      Jason turned, unable to help or do anything but stare.

      Dozens upon dozens of dragons chased them.

      “It really is awe inspiring,” Jason muttered.

      “Perhaps if it wasn’t coming after us,” David said.

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

      “Should and will are not necessarily the same.”

      “We have to keep them from heading toward the storm dragon. I don’t know what the storm dragon might do, but I have a sense that if he attacks, and if he uses everything in his power to overwhelm the other dragons, they won’t survive it.”

      “Are you so sure?”

      “Aren’t you?” Jason stretched his hand out, creating the illusion of the jungle dragon, and David looked over. “We didn’t know what was responsible. What else could it have been?”

      “We don’t know that was this dragon.”

      He closed his eyes, focusing on the connection to the ice dragon, and vaguely he felt it. It was there, but he couldn’t help but wonder if there was something more that he wasn’t able to detect.

      The ice dragon was following the storm dragon, but the storm dragon was fast—far faster than he could follow. Thunder rumbled and lightning struck. When it did, the dragon surged faster.

      Could that be the key to its speed?

      As the thunder eased, the storm started to abate, but only briefly. The dragon slowed slightly.

      The dragon held the storm together.

      The storm gave it speed.

      That was why it hadn’t gotten here any faster. It was still incredibly fast, but holding the storm together probably took magical strength as well, and that strength probably kept the dragon from getting here too quickly. Knowing that he was a storm dragon, knowing the nature of his power, it was possible the storm dragon was able to draw upon the elements within the storm and could call upon power that the other dragons simply could not.

      He would have to find a way to use that to slow the dragon.

      How to break up a storm, though?

      The other dragons needed his help.

      If they ran, the other dragons wouldn’t be able to get away fast enough. He doubted they could outrun the storm dragon.

      Jason worried about the ice dragon. He worried about what would happen if they were to chase the other dragon, and he worried about what would happen if he wasn’t fast enough to chase away this dragon.

      What he needed was some way to divert him.

      But how?

      “I need to get up there,” he whispered.

      “You need to do what?”

      “I need to get up to the storm.”

      “I thought you said the dragons were in danger.”

      Jason glanced over at the field. From here, he could make out dozens of dragons with a dozen different colors, and their heat and power radiated from them, creating a sense of magic and power that filled him. It was a place he’d wanted to come. Now that he was here, now that he wanted to do whatever he could in order to heal them, he wasn’t sure if this was the right thing at this moment.

      He needed to protect them.

      Healing could come later, though if he tried to heal these dragons, maybe he could free enough of them that they could scatter.

      He needed to chase off the storm dragon and then figure out how to help it. The challenge was finding a way to do it.

      “The dragons are in danger, but only if the storm dragon reaches here. I need to do something to try to steer the storm dragon off.”

      David looked over at the deep blue dragon. There was affection in his eyes. Jason couldn’t ask anything of David that would harm the dragon. The dragon would suffer.

      “You stay here,” he said.

      “You can’t go without a dragon. If you need to get up there to try to steer the storm dragon away, I will do what I can to help. I suspect this dragon will as well.”

      Jason looked at the dragon, wondering if he would even be given a choice. Though David didn’t have him trained and coerced the same way the other dragons were, he still had to wonder if there was something about the nature of the connection that would force the dragon to serve.

      He focused on the iron dragon. There was a distant sense of him.

      He might be able to keep up with the storm dragon.

      These dragons here, the dragons of Lorach, wouldn’t be nearly fast enough. His dragons—the misfits—might be.

      And that was what he needed.

      Within his mind, the sense of the iron dragon roared.

      It came vaguely, but it was there.

      He looked through the iron dragon’s eyes, and he saw the ground flowing underneath him. The iron dragon was coming.

      “I don’t need you to fly me to the storm dragon, but can you get me closer?”

      David frowned. “We can bring you as far as you need to go.”

      “Not that far. The iron dragon is coming.”

      David looked up toward the sky, staring into the distance, sweeping his gaze around. “You can call to him?”

      He could call to the ice dragon as well, and combined with the two dragons, he had to think there would be some way to stop the storm dragon, but he didn’t know what it could be.

      The iron dragon continued to race toward them. When they got high enough in the air, Jason searched the sky. They weren’t going to be fast enough. The storm rumbled in the distance, the power of it exploding near them.

      There was something he could try. Jason could ask the iron dragon attack.

      It would be dangerous, and it would expose the iron dragon to the violence of the storm dragon, but if he didn’t, more dragons might be harmed.

      “Chase this dragon,” he whispered.

      The iron dragon rumbled in his mind. It was there, almost as if he were right next to him. The iron dragon changed directions and veered toward the storm dragon.

      As he did, there came even more power, and the iron dragon exploded with heat and flame and violence. The sky erupted with light.

      Near him, David gasped. “What was that?”

      “That was the iron dragon,” Jason said.

      He closed his eyes, and he could practically see what the iron dragon was doing, could see what the iron dragon had seen, but he focused instead on the ice dragon and what he could uncover by looking through his eyes. He was able to make out the vague shape of the iron dragon, and the storm dragon turned toward him.

      Jason added what he knew from the ice dragon to the iron dragon, letting the two dragons work together, the combination merging, and in doing so, becoming even more powerful. As he worked, he felt that connection between them solidify, and the dragons evaded the storm dragon.

      A part of Jason feared the idea of heading toward the storm dragon, of racing toward that violence, and he worried about what would happen if he wasn’t fast enough.

      They needed to move away, to draw the dragon away from here. By doing this, the iron dragon was coaxing away the storm dragon, but there was the possibility the storm dragon would recognize what was happening. Jason thought about the iron dragon and glanced down at the deep blue dragon.

      “Can you follow him?” he whispered.

      The blue dragon roared.

      David flicked his gaze over to Jason, studying him. “What was that?”

      “We’re going to take the storm dragon away from your people.”

      “And where would you have him go?”

      Jason had no idea. Anywhere that he might be able to guide the storm dragon put others in danger. It was more than just the others that he worried about. Jason didn’t know if it was even possible for his dragons to withstand this type of attack. Traveling like this, and having the storm dragon attack the iron dragon and the ice dragon, put them in danger.

      Something slammed into them.

      Jason turned, twisting to look behind him.

      Dragons were attacking them.

      “It seems like your sister got free,” Jason said.

      The timing was terrible. She was going to come after him and David, and when she was done, she would go after the other dragons. Jason couldn’t let her succeed.

      He would have to go deal with her.

      “We need to handle her first.” Jason turned toward David, and he focused on the dragons and the power behind him.

      He would need to do so quickly, before they entered into a battle he couldn’t withstand. As powerful as the dragons were, they couldn’t tolerate fighting each other.

      He closed his eyes, whispering. “I need your help,” he said to the forest dragon.

      He hoped she listened and had some way of helping.

      The sense of the illusion came to him. Slowly at first, but building with increasing strength. He held on to the connection to the forest dragon, then let it wash away from him.

      It struck the iron dragon first.

      Jason turned the iron dragon into a massive eagle. The iron dragon dove, dropping below the storm dragon, barely missing as the storm dragon pressed his attack. Jason moved on to the ice dragon. He did the same thing, again choosing an eagle. The size fit better than choosing a smaller bird, and the sudden change wasn’t quite as jarring—and didn’t take nearly as much energy from the forest dragon.

      Strangely, that seemed to matter.

      He was able to hold on to it, and as he looked through the ice dragon’s eyes, he was able to see the way the dragon could see, and he was able to make out the storm dragon veering off.

      Thankfully, the creature didn’t head in Jason’s direction. He waited for the possibility that the storm dragon would turn toward them, but it never came. He breathed out. When he opened his eyes, he focused on the other dragons near him.

      “There are too many,” David said.

      “I’m doing what I can,” he said.

      “I don’t know that we’re going to survive this,” he said.

      Jason realized David was talking to the dragon. There was real sadness in his voice.

      He focused on his connection to the forest dragon, and he borrowed the sense of an illusion again. As he did, he let it wash over them.

      Suddenly, they were an eagle, much like the other two dragons had been.

      A strange stirring sensation rolled through Jason, filling him with power and leaving him startled.

      The dragon seemed to respond and veered west, streaking across the sky.

      “What happened?” David asked.

      As far as Jason and David were concerned, they were still sitting atop the dragon, but Jason had seen the effect of the illusion, the way that it washed over them, and was able to feel as if they were freed.

      But for how long?

      He didn’t know how long the effect would last, and hoped it would linger long enough for them to get out of here safely, but he watched the other dragons behind him. There were far too many of them.

      He could heal some of them, but with as many Dragon Souls as there were, he would never be able to heal them all. As he realized that, he understood that Sarah’s desire to heal the dragons would never work. The challenge was in healing them and keeping them from descending into chaos.

      Something struck their backs. It forced him forward with a surge of painful energy and nearly knocked him off the dragon. He forced the connection to the iron and ice dragon through him, sweeping power throughout his body as he healed any potential injury.

      Jason looked behind him briefly to see that they were attacked by an enormous black dragon. Sitting atop the dragon was a woman wearing a flowing dragonskin cloak. Black hair streamed in the wind. Her pale skin seemed to catch the sunlight, making her glow.

      Jessica.

      And here he’d thought they could stay ahead of her, but with her chasing them, her connection to her dragon, and her understanding of illusions, it might not matter. She recognized what he was doing and seemed to know he’d formed the illusion. She was stripping it away.

      He held on to it as long as he could, but there was no way he could maintain that connection for long. Without it, he didn’t know what he could do.

      Breathing out, he held on to the illusion of the eagle, maintaining it as long as he could. Jessica attacked, sweeping through the illusion, swiping it away. If she managed to grab it one more time, she might be successful. Jason held on to it, worried that she was going to be able to remove the illusion entirely.

      She probably already knew it was them. With the way that she was attacking, the way that she was drawing down upon them, he had to believe that she recognized them.

      Could he change their illusion again?

      Better yet, what if he could wrap her in an illusion?

      Right now, the illusion was around them, but if he shifted it, then perhaps it wouldn’t matter. Doing so would draw upon the forest dragon, taking significant strength. Using it on someone like Jessica, who seemed to have an understanding of how to withstand the illusions, might be more than he could tolerate.

      There wasn’t much choice.

      Jason focused on her, and while holding on to the illusion of them as an eagle, he twisted that and swirled it around Jessica.

      He did nothing more than cast a sense of a clear sky, trying to create the image of an emptiness around them. She continued toward them, but began to veer off.

      Could it work?

      With each passing moment, he felt her battering against it. If he didn’t get them away from here soon, it might not even matter. It was possible she would be too strong for them.

      “We have to get to the ground,” he said to David.

      “I don’t know that you can lose my sister. She’s powerful. She’s one of the strongest Dragon Souls we’ve known for years.”

      “Let me guess: She’s a master of the illusion as well.”

      “She is. Therin taught her himself until she surpassed his skill.”

      And if someone like that were to control the forest dragon, Jason couldn’t help but worry about what that would mean for others.

      It was even more reason to want to protect the dragons from her—especially a female dragon like the forest dragon.
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      They streaked away from the dragon pens and toward the city. They were near enough that he could see the border. It wouldn’t take long for Jessica to realize they were down there. If something happened and the dragons were drawn off, and if something changed so that the dragon was revealed, Jessica would know.

      “Do you have someplace the dragon can land?”

      “If we land, and if we leave the dragon, then we are separating from power.”

      “We aren’t separating from power,” Jason said. “You still have your dragon pearls, and I still have…”

      What did he have? He no longer knew if he still possessed the same connection to the dragons. Still, as he thought about the dragons, focusing on the sense of them, they were within him.

      It seemed even stronger than it had been before. It would have to be enough.

      They landed. It was a small clearing and Jason hopped off the dragon, following David. When he glanced back, it seemed as if they had just climbed off a massive eagle. With a shrill cry, the eagle took back to the air, disappearing into the sky.

      “I hope he’s safe,” David said.

      “I can hold on to the illusion around him for a while,” Jason said.

      He didn’t know how long he would need to hold on to that illusion. Jessica was skilled enough that she could strip that illusion free, but he had a hard time believing she would attack the blue dragon if they weren’t with him.

      But then, he didn’t really know. There seemed to be a cruel streak within her. If she thought that it might harm her brother, wouldn’t she attack the blue dragon?

      Maybe he needed to hold on to that illusion a little bit longer.

      While they were in the city, there was one more thing he could do. Now that he knew the storm dragon had come, and that his misfits tried to guide it away, he had a few moments. Not long—probably not long enough.

      “I still need to find my friends.” He’d thought he might have time after finding the storm dragon, but now he wasn’t so sure.

      “I’m not sure there’s time. There’s something else we can try.”

      “I won’t leave them behind.”

      “I’m not asking you to. Just trust me.”

      “Like you’ve trusted me?” Jason asked.

      “I’ve trusted you more than I should have.” He hesitated. “You might have to destroy that dragon.”

      Jason had considered that, but the idea horrified him. “I don’t think I can.”

      The idea of destroying a dragon, a creature like that, saddened him. The dragon was just different. He was tormented. It wasn’t the dragon’s fault he was like that. Something had changed for him; something had made him that way. Regardless of anything else, the dragon didn’t deserve to suffer because of the Dragon Souls.

      All Jason needed was to find a way to get him to safety, to ensure the dragon was able to stay clear, but even if he could do that, he wasn’t sure he could ensure its safety. If the dragon continued to come toward Lorach, would there be any way to protect it?

      The key was somehow reaching the dragon—to understand him. He had done that with the other three dragons, but he didn’t know if he would be able to do the same with this dragon. The answer had to be within him.

      Jason looked at David. “Where would they have kept them?”

      “I don’t know. If my sister is gone, we have a limited window with which to find them before she returns. And when she does return…”

      “What would she do?”

      “Within the city, I doubt she would attack me too openly.”

      “She brought the Dragon Souls against you.”

      “She brought the Dragon Souls against my power.”

      “How is that any different?”

      “It’s different. Trust me.”

      Jason didn’t really know what the difference would be. Whatever politics were taking place within the city were beyond him, and he really didn’t care. All that mattered to him was that he find his friends.

      Then again, maybe he did care. If Jessica was next in line to the throne and the one who was responsible for attacking and harming the dragons, what would happen if he helped to install David as next in line to the throne?

      The Auran had more sympathy for the dragons. Jason couldn’t help but think he could use that to their advantage. They might be able to have someone who would be more sympathetic to Dragon Haven.

      He followed David as they headed into the palace.

      Rather than heading up into one of the towers, David led them into the main part of the palace. It reminded him somewhat of Dragon Haven, with the sculptures along the floor. There were dragon sculptures, much like those in Dragon Haven, many of them made of a smooth black stone. The intricacy to those statues was amazing.

      Jason paused at one of them, staring at it, and he reached toward it. David grabbed his hand.

      “What?”

      “We don’t touch them,” David said.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s considered bad luck.”

      Jason looked up, smiling at him, but realized that David wasn’t joking.

      “What do you mean it’s considered bad luck?”

      “Just like I said. These sculptures are thought to be alive. There are some who feel they contain the essence of the dragons. Because of that, we leave them alone.”

      “That’s a strange belief.”

      “Did you not have strange beliefs in your homeland?”

      “We had celebrations where we shot off cannons to celebrate freedom from the dragons.”

      “Not so different. Both are strange.”

      “Why do you feel like they have the essence of the dragons?” Jason asked.

      “There are some who study these. They are called the Seers. They help us understand the dragons and recognize the nature of them. With everything they’ve experienced, they feel as if they can recognize the power stored within these sculptures. It’s almost as if the dragons themselves left them here for us, storing their essence. That is why we don’t touch them.”

      “You won’t touch these, but you force the live dragons into your training?”

      “Because we don’t want to prevent the dragons from emerging.”

      Jason frowned as he stared at the dragon. It was a strange thought, but even stranger was the idea that they wouldn’t touch them because they wanted dragons to come out of a sculpture.

      David guided him forward, through the palace. They reached a wide double door with two men standing guard on either side. Both men carried short swords strapped to their waists, and they were dressed in dragonskin, but wore a sash of maroon around each arm. They eyed Jason, completely ignoring David.

      “Stand aside,” David said.

      They glanced at each other before turning to David and nodding. When they stepped off to the side, David relaxed. Jason realized he hadn’t been sure whether this was even going to work.

      “What was that about?”

      “Later,” he whispered.

      The Auran guided him forward, through the double doors. On the other side of the doors, Jason stared.

      The entire room was enormous. The walls were covered in a shiny black stone, and a mural was worked into that stone. It seemed impossibly ornate, telling a story that scrawled all the way around the room, written in the stone.

      Jason marveled at what he saw. The mural was enormous, and on it he saw dragons battling, but he also saw dragons with flames stretching down, destroying an entire city.

      This was what David had warned him about. This was the reason that David was concerned about free dragons, and this was the reason that he feared not having training for the dragons.

      Jason stopped in front of the mural, staring at it.

      “These are your records?”

      “Some of them. Others are written in books, or on parchment, and all of them provide a similar detail of dragons like this. They describe the power of the dragons, and they reveal there was a time when the dragons were wild and violent, and our people had to fight them. It was required so that we could survive.” David stopped in front of it. “It wasn’t until we learned how to control them, to train them, that Lorach was able to find peace.”

      “There might’ve been other ways to find peace,” Jason said.

      “Perhaps, but we will never know. Come on,” David urged.

      Jason followed him, hurrying along, but every so often, he would pause, unable to take it all in. The images stretched on either side of him. Lanterns underneath the mural cast light on the wall, and it seemed to absorb that light, glowing softly. It reminded him of a dragon pearl, though if this was a dragon pearl, it would be enormous.

      An idea came to him.

      He focused on the stone, on the power that he had felt throughout the city, and he drew upon it. As he did, he could feel it flowing into him. It seemed to come from everywhere around him. It was in this room, but it was elsewhere as well.

      Whatever power was here was the source of the energy within the city.

      “You need to let go of that,” David warned.

      “Let go of what?”

      “What you’re holding. It’s dangerous.”

      Jason released some of his hold over that power. He looked at the other man, letting the sense of power flow through him. He didn’t want to cause a problem, but at the same time, he couldn’t help but feel as if there had to be something to understand about this power. He reached for its energy, searching for whether he could learn anything.

      There were no answers here. The room was empty other than the sculptures and the power. With all the energy around him, Jason wanted to draw upon that power and be able to use it, but he didn’t know if he would be allowed to.

      “What’s the point of coming here?” Jason asked, looking around the room.

      “The point is in getting to my parents,” David said.

      The king and queen of Lorach.

      Jason turned toward David. “I don’t understand why you need your parents.”

      “I need them because—”

      The door to the room thundered open. Jason turned slowly as several Dragon Souls entered. With them were two others, older, and reminding him of both David and Jessica. They had the same dark hair, the same pale complexion, and they carried themselves with an air of authority.

      Jason stared, unsure what else he could do, what else he could say, knowing only that these were the people responsible for what had happened over the years. Because of them, the Dragon Souls had continued to attack.

      “What is this?” the king asked.

      “Father. I needed to talk with you about—”

      Jessica appeared in the doorway, and she sneered at David.

      “Don’t listen to him,” she said.

      “Jessica?” The king glanced from her to David. “Why are you dressed like that?”

      It was the first time that Jason had realized she was dressed in a way that was unusual, but as he looked at her, he recognized how her dragonskin was different than the rest. It reminded him of what he wore, taken from David.

      How would the king react to that?

      “Jessica has chased a dangerous power,” David said.

      “Only dangerous if you’re not strong enough to control it,” Jessica said. “And I am strong enough.”

      Somewhere distantly, the sound of a dragon roaring thundered through the room.

      It came from high overhead, almost as if the dragons were nearby.

      Jason watched David, worried that his dragon friend had been injured, but he didn’t see any sign from him that was the case.

      “Would the two of you care to share with us what is taking place?” the king asked.

      “Jessica has chased after a dangerous power.”

      “I chased no power different than what Therin chased.”

      “What has my brother done now?” the king asked.

      Jason’s heart lurched. Therin was the king’s brother?

      If Henry had known, why hadn’t he said anything? And if he had known about that, if he had known that the king and Therin were brothers, that David was Therin’s nephew, why wouldn’t he have shared? Why would he have kept that from Jason?

      “He understood the nature of the dragons,” Jessica said.

      The king came into the room more fully. He looked around, glancing at Jason as if seeing him for the first time. The king was a tall man, massive in size, with broad shoulders that reminded Jason of his father. A thick beard covered his face, and his dark eyes were drawn, narrowed as he stared at him. There was a question in his eyes, but he didn’t ask it.

      Jason was thankful he didn’t because he didn’t know how he would respond. How was he supposed to explain why he was wearing the familiar dragonskin?

      “My brother has long believed he understands the dragons better than most, but…”

      He waved his hand and the other Dragon Souls made their way into the room, looking around. None of them spoke. They took up positions around the room as if to protect it, or to protect the king. Jason didn’t know. Perhaps it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that they were here.

      He had access to the dragons, and he could call upon his connection to them, but he wasn’t sure if he could use it in any way that would protect him from the possibility of an attack. He didn’t like the idea that he would be forced to fight not only Jessica and the Dragon Souls, but the king and the queen.

      “He succeeded,” Jessica said.

      The king frowned. “He did what?”

      “He succeeded.” She flicked her gaze toward Jason, and everything within him tensed.

      “How did he succeed?” the king asked.

      “Father,” David started, but Jessica stepped toward him, cutting him off.

      She shot David a hard look. Mixed within that look was aggression, violence and then anger, and some measure of a threat. “You know that Therin had been working on connecting the dragons to our land,” Jessica said. “He succeeded.”

      “I know Therin has been attempting to breed the dragons in a way that creates danger,” the king said. “He harvested far too many eggs. Risking them. We have few the way it is, and we need to keep them for the trainers. My foolish brother believed he could take the eggs and use them.”

      “But it worked,” Jessica said.

      “How do you know?”

      Jessica turned to Jason, nodding at him. “He is proof of that.”

      “Don’t listen to her, Father. She wants you to allow her to continue Therin’s research, which means we would waste even more eggs. With as few females as we have, it’s not something we can do.”

      “You don’t have to listen to me. You have to listen to them.”

      With a wave of her hand, Jessica revealed a shimmering illusion that Jason hadn’t even been aware of. How could she have managed to hold on to an illusion without him knowing? The nature of it was subtle, but he recognized how she was able to do so. It was little more than a masking, almost as if she held on to an image near her, a way of hiding within the wall.

      It was something he should’ve paid attention to. Now aware of it, he began to focus around the room, searching for other signs of illusion, but he didn’t find any. If there were others, they were just as subtle as the last.

      Hidden behind the illusion was William—and Sarah.

      Neither of them spoke. They were both bound, trapped by invisible bands of power he could feel and suspected came from a hidden dragon pearl.

      Jason glanced at them, looking to see if they were injured, but wasn’t able to tell if they had been. Sarah looked unharmed, though there was bruising around her eyes. William stood defiantly, his arms crossed in front of him, but rather than appearing powerful, he looked almost as if he were petulant.

      Jessica grinned at him. “You don’t have to ask me. You can ask his friends.” She nodded at them.

      Jason focused on the heat of the iron dragon, borrowing from him briefly. In that moment, he started to work on the power that was wrapped around Sarah and William, but he changed his mind. Rather than trying to use the iron dragon, there had to be another way.

      He shifted the nature of his touch and used the forest dragon, borrowing her illusion, and used it to shift reality. It was the same way he had trapped Jessica within the cell. He knew it would hold, but for how long?

      He didn’t layer it over them quite yet. Doing so would expose the fact that he had the power Jessica implied, and he wasn’t ready to do that.

      What he wanted instead was to give himself an opportunity to find out what she was planning. She worried him, and until he knew what she was doing, he didn’t know if he could risk exposing himself. He might need to be free to help the dragons.

      “This is a waste of time,” David said. He waved his hand at Sarah and William, and as he did, the power began to unravel. It happened quickly, suddenly, and with a surge of energy that unspooled what Jessica held around them.

      Jason let his connection to the illusion fade, not wanting to hold on to it too tightly.

      Sarah staggered toward him and grabbed his arm. She held on to it for a moment before releasing it, turning toward Jessica. Hatred shone in her eyes.

      “She speaks of nonsense, Father,” David said. “You know how she has wanted to abuse the power we possess.”

      “Abuse? I understand the nature of that power far better than you. You would try to train those dragons in a way contrary to tradition.”

      Jessica stalked toward William, and she ran her finger underneath his chin, forcing him to look up at her. When he did, she smiled at him.

      Something in William changed.

      Jason shivered at the change, worried about what had happened to his friend and what she had done to him. William looked at her with a wide grin.

      “Why don’t you tell them what you told me?”

      “There are three dragons,” William said.

      Jason stared at him, trying to will him to silence, but the other man ignored him. He had eyes for Jessica and nothing else.

      “They’re different than the dragons they have in Dragon Haven. Those dragons are like your dragons. Powerful, but the ones he has are even more so. One of them connects to the ice and snow. One of them is like the molten metal of a forge. And the last is like the trees. She creates the most amazing illusions.”

      Jessica smiled.

      “See?” She turned toward her father. “Like I said, Therin succeeded.”
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      Jason didn’t know what to say. The only thing he could do at this point was to look around the room, to debate whether or not there was anything he could do, anywhere he would be able to go.

      There didn’t appear to be. He was trapped here.

      There were too many Dragon Souls. With Jessica here, and her control over her power, Jason didn’t know if they would have enough strength to even be able to escape. The challenge was in overcoming her natural abilities.

      If he couldn’t, then he wouldn’t be able to get Sarah—or William—out of here.

      He held on to an illusion, ready to layer it over the room. With this illusion, he started to focus on the snow and the storms of the northern mountains, but he changed his mind about it, shifting it toward something else. The illusion would be easier to hold if it were similar to what was already here.

      If he didn’t try to add too much, he could hold on to the illusion with more power. In the case of this room and this place and all the dragons all around him, he needed an illusion that was not only powerful, but that didn’t draw too much energy.

      He might need to call upon more strength than he was accustomed to in order to maintain it.

      “Go,” David whispered.

      It was quiet, little more than a plea, but it was enough that Jason heard.

      He wasn’t going to go anywhere. Not without Sarah and William.

      “He succeeded?” the king asked, studying William.

      “From what I can tell,” Jessica said. “And this is the one who has connected to them. When I first met him, I didn’t recognize the power he drew upon, but now I do. It’s potent, Father, and the nature of the power he uses is unlike anything we have experienced. If we could find those dragons—”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” David said, taking a step forward. He positioned himself so that he was in between Jessica and Jason, making it so that Jason had an opportunity to reach for William.

      Did he really believe he didn’t have to worry about his sister?

      He’d already been attacked by her. With her so willing to openly attack, Jason had a hard time believing she wouldn’t do so again. The presence of their parents wouldn’t be enough to stop that.

      “Don’t I?”

      Jessica took a step toward her brother, and she swept her hand around in a circle. Everything about the room began to change. Colors shifted, and snow began to fall.

      She was using illusion, but she was not just using any illusion. She was using his illusion. She was using the qualities he would draw upon, the power he was familiar with, and she was creating that around him.

      Jason hesitated to react. Maybe that was a mistake, but he didn’t think so. There was something different about it than the way he created an illusion. At least with his illusion, there was a connection. It flowed not only from him, but through the forest dragon and her connection to the earth and everything around her.

      With Jessica, hers was brutality. It was forced, drawing upon significant quantities of dragon pearls, the way Therin had acted. Violently, treating the dragons as a tool. Not as equals. She was depleting the dragons.

      “Stop,” David said.

      “And why should I stop? If you don’t think your friend is who I claim, then release him to me. Let us test him.”

      “You don’t get to test him.”

      “I sit above you.”

      “Father sits above you,” David said.

      Jason glanced between Jessica and her father and wondered if the king or queen would intervene, but there was a strange look in the king’s eyes, almost as if he were pleased with what was taking place.

      As he looked at the king, the subtle drawing of energy all around him began to make sense. He hadn’t noticed it at first, but could see that it was not just coming from Jessica as he had believed. It was coming from the king, but not from any dragon pearl. It came from the room itself.

      It was that power that David had warned him against using, and the king was drawing on it.

      Not only that, but what he did joined with Jessica.

      The king had already made his decision.

      There was another influence within the room. Standing behind the king, silent the entire time, the queen still said nothing. There was power from her, though he didn’t detect it in the same way.

      She was drawing it through herself. It seemed to be drawn by dragon pearls, but no dragon pearl he could easily detect. It was possible she held one similar to the way he did. The nature of her power was flowing from her and out into David.

      Strange.

      It was almost as if the king and queen wanted them to battle, as if they used their children against each other.

      Jason felt the overwhelming power between the two, the way they argued, the way they battled, but it was subtle. Whatever was happening between the two of them was meant to be hidden.

      Power built from David, slamming into Jessica. She turned it, using a different source of power, and drew upon it, sending what she was using blasting toward David.

      They went back and forth, barely moving, basically standing in place. Were Jason not able to feel what they were doing, he wouldn’t have any idea that there was anything taking place. He might have believed there was nothing more than an angry stare passing between them.

      He could feel the power, though. He could feel the energy, and he recognized how potent the two of them were.

      The energy they called upon was different, though. David had a more subtle touch, an element of finesse to it, where Jessica acted with brutality.

      Jason was tempted to add to the attack, see if there was anything he might be able to do to help David, but he wasn’t sure if he should. Anything that he might do would reveal the extent of his power.

      With Jessica’s focus on David, Jason turned briefly to William. He aimed a surge of power toward him, drawing upon the heat of the iron dragon, and sent it rolling through William. He added that of the ice dragon, combining the two. As he did, the healing wave washed through the other man. William sucked in a sharp breath.

      Jessica turned toward him, a dark and dangerous grin glittering on her face. “As I thought.”

      “What?” Jason asked.

      “You see?” She turned to her father. “Do you see what he was able to do?”

      Jason had made a mistake. He’d allowed himself to get drawn in. She had forced him to reveal his abilities. He should have known better, but how could he have left William and Sarah behind?

      “Grab them,” Jessica said, motioning to the Dragon Souls.

      David stepped in front of Jason. He cocked his head to the side and kept his focus on his sister. “Go,” he whispered.

      “I can’t go, not if you are—”

      “Don’t worry about me. Just get going,” he said.

      Jason took a deep breath and created an illusion.

      This illusion was nothing more than his absence. They were there, but then they vanished. He left the rest of the room unchanged, not wanting to twist too much at one time. He grabbed William and Sarah and turned, running.

      They went streaking past the Dragon Souls, hurrying beyond them, unmindful of the fact that they were there. The Dragon Souls ignored them, not seeing them, but something slammed into him. It came with a burst of power.

      He looked behind him to see Jessica glaring at him. Power radiated from her as she pulled away his illusion. He stood near the door, exposed.

      The Dragon Souls turned toward them, power surging from them.

      Jason reacted in the only way that he could.

      He drew off the power in the room.

      It was the only thing he thought might be effective. As he pulled upon the power, he knew that if he were to succeed, he should be able to call upon enough power that it would prevent the others from being able to harm him.

      Not only that, but he needed to weaken the king. He also needed to weaken Jessica. Though he didn’t know if this would be effective against her, he suspected she called upon the same power in the room as the king.

      David’s eyes widened as he watched Jason, shaking his head slightly.

      Jason used that power, and he swirled it outward, letting it slam into Jessica. He held her, pinning her arms to her sides with the same bands of power she had used against his friends.

      That power continued to build, radiating off him. He kept pulling, drawing more and more strength from the room, letting it fill him.

      As he did, there was another sense.

      With a flicker of movement, a vision swirled into his mind. It was the ice dragon, and within the ice dragon’s vision, he saw the storm dragon.

      The storm dragon was coming. The power of the storm itself continued to build, energy that was far more than what Jason could fathom. The surging storm was coming faster than he could track—and it would be here soon.

      Jason threw up a barrier of power, drawing everything from the room, and forced it in front of them, holding it between him and Jessica. He grabbed Sarah and pushed William behind him, heading out the door.

      When they were through the door, he slammed it closed, using the power of the ice dragon to seal it shut.

      “Jason?” Sarah asked. “What happened?”

      “We can talk about that later, but right now we need to get going. The storm dragon is coming, and if we don’t get moving, he’s going to attack the dragons here.”

      “Let him,” William said.

      “You don’t understand. The storm dragon is powerful. I’ve seen the way his power has been used, and I’ve seen what that would destroy. Dragons. All of them.”

      It was more than just that. If he left the storm dragon, he had little doubt Jessica would figure out some way of using him.

      “She forced me,” William said. He glanced from Jason to Sarah. “You have to know that. It wasn’t my choice.”

      Jason nodded. “You did only what you had to do.”

      They stood outside the clearing, and he looked around. He could feel the rumbling of the storm as it came, but he didn’t see anything. It was out there, the power exploding around him, and yet as he focused on it, as he felt the energy in the air, he didn’t see any sign of the dragon.

      He didn’t know if he would even be able to see anything of the storm dragon. It was possible the creature would be masked from him.

      He needed to find a way to reach the storm dragon, to calm him.

      Power exploded behind him, and he could feel it within the palace. If he remained here, they ran the risk of Jessica breaking free, and either her or one of the others attacking, but he didn’t have access to any dragons.

      Only… He did.

      Jason focused on the ice dragon. The ice dragon had remained with him, following the storm dragon. He knew the ice dragon was near. He kept his focus on him, thinking about what the ice dragon would do, the way he was out there, the power he possessed. As he did, he reached for that connection between them, letting the ice dragon know he needed him.

      “I can’t believe that David is a prince,” William said.

      “I don’t know how he’s going to pull through this,” Jason said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “He openly fought against his sister.”

      The sense of the ice dragon continued to build, getting closer and closer. Jason held on to that sense, letting it fill him, drawing it closer to him. With a burst of power, an arc of ice lightning streaked toward the ground.

      Then the ice dragon was there.

      The dragon was enormous, much larger than the last time Jason had seen him up close, almost as if he were growing with each day.

      “It’s time for us to go,” Jason said, motioning for the others to join him. Sarah scrambled onto the ice dragon’s back, but William hesitated.

      “William, come on,” Jason said.

      “I…”

      He started back toward the palace.

      Jason drew upon the power of the ice dragon, adding the heat from the iron dragon, and he let it wash over William again.

      When it struck, the other man paused, turning slowly. There was a look on his face, one of confusion, and he hurried back toward them.

      “I don’t understand what was happening,” William said.

      “I don’t either, but we need your focus.”

      “What happens if she does that to me while we are flying?” William asked.

      “I don’t know,” Jason said.

      The ice dragon rumbled but before he had a chance to launch into the air, the door to the palace opened and Dragon Souls streamed out, Jessica at the head of them. When she saw the ice dragon, a triumphant gleam shone in her eyes.

      The ice dragon reared up and icicles erupted from his spine, shooting toward the Dragon Souls, hitting some of them. The ones he shot toward Jessica evaporated, turned to mist with nothing more than a blast of her heat.

      The ice dragon pulled upon power, and it took Jason a moment to realize what was happening. Rather than flapping his wings, lurching into the air, he drew upon the ice lightning, the way he had powered himself in the past. Using that, they surged into the sky.

      Jason marveled at the control the ice dragon displayed as they streaked into the air.

      “We have to reach the storm dragon,” Jason said, tapping the side of the ice dragon.

      “It might be too late,” the ice dragon said.

      Jason looked in the distance, and as he did, he saw the storm clouds.

      They were rumbling toward them, power exploding from them, and he realized what the ice dragon said was right. They might already be too late.

      The storm dragon was here.

      Rather than moving toward the city, he was heading beyond it, and straight toward the dragon fields.
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      Jason stared into the distance, focusing on the storm and the power rolling in with it. He could feel the storm, almost as if he could sense the electricity in the air. It came from the rumble of thunder, the bolt of lightning that followed, and it came from the sense of rain that flowed with it. There was a power to the storm dragon that was different than what he experienced with the other dragons, but he saw nothing of the dragon itself. All he saw was the storm cloud rolling toward them.

      Somehow, Jason was going to have to stop the storm dragon. How, though?

      They raced toward the dragon fields, the ice dragon sweeping across the sky, speeding as if he were sliding on ice. In all the time that they’d traveled together, this was the first time the ice dragon had flown in such a way that it felt as if he were gliding across the sky. He seemed to have increased in skill and speed in the time since Jason had last flown with him.

      Then again, the ice dragon had grown in size as well. Had spending time high overhead, flying within the clouds, soaring in a place that was a different kind of cold, changed him?

      “We have to get to these dragons and get them moving,” Jason said. “I saw the dragon yard.” He looked at Sarah, whose eyes widened. “I saw where they kept them. They are arranged in pens, and the Dragon Souls—”

      “Enough,” she whispered. “I don’t know if I can take it.”

      “I figured you wanted to know.”

      “I want to know, but only if there’s something that can be done for them. Seeing as how I don’t know if anything can be done…”

      “I think that we can save them. At least, I think that I can save them, but it’s going to take time. We’re going to have to prevent the storm dragon from destroying them, as well.”

      “See?” she said.

      “What should I see?”

      “The dragons of Lorach need our help.”

      “So does the storm dragon.”

      As they neared the dragons, he realized he might be too late.

      Dragon Souls were moving within the field of dragons. There were easily a hundred different Dragon Souls working along the rows of dragons.

      William gasped and Sarah leaned forward, mouth agape. He could practically feel her desire to help the dragons, to do whatever they could to free them.

      “I always knew there were dragons here, but I never knew I would find so many,” she said.

      “I’ve tried to heal some of them, but I can’t do so fast enough.” He stared down at the field of dragons. “I can’t release them fast enough. I try, but the Dragon Souls react, getting them back under control.”

      “I thought you had a way of protecting them so they couldn’t be controlled.”

      “So did I.”

      They continued toward the dragons. Jason debated whether he would try to free the dragons, but if he were to do that, he worried it would use too much power. It might run the risk of weakening the ice dragon and the iron dragon. He needed the dragons to preserve their strength for what they might face with the storm dragon.

      Heat built from Sarah.

      “How did you hold on to a dragon pearl?”

      “I didn’t. I’m using the dragons there.”

      “I didn’t know you could do that.”

      She sat up. “I didn’t know I could do it either, but I can feel that power. It’s overwhelming. It fills me.”

      Jason wasn’t aware of that power the same way she was. He could feel the sense of the dragons, but he didn’t feel power radiating from them the way Sarah appeared to.

      And if she was feeling power, and if she were able to use it, then maybe there was something she could do.

      “Do you think you can use that power?”

      “I don’t know how.”

      “Try to free them.”

      “Jason, I don’t have the same healing touch that you do. Yours is tied to the dragons, and—”

      “And I don’t have the same connection to the dragons you’re detecting. We’re different, and that difference makes us stronger.”

      Sarah leaned over, staring at the dragons, a look of longing in her eyes. He couldn’t tell what she was thinking, what she wanted to do, but he could see she was concerned about what she saw below.

      The more he stared, the more certain he was that there was power down there. He focused on it, searching for whether he could reach that power the same way Sarah could. Unlike with her, it didn’t flow into him. He felt the power behind him, that which was within the palace, and he could feel the power within the ice dragon and the connection to the iron dragon, and distantly to the forest dragon.

      Then there was the storm dragon. There was the energy of that storm, the wild nature to it, the violence that thundered within it. Jason could feel that energy as well, but he didn’t know how to use it, or even if he could.

      He stared at the ground, holding on to the illusion that kept them masked. How much longer would he be able to hold it before Jessica appeared?

      She would be there soon.

      She would have to be. When she came, it might be too late. She would try to turn the dragons of the Dragon Souls against the storm dragon. It was possible she might even succeed. And if she succeeded, what was he willing to do? Could he destroy the storm dragon?

      He shouldn’t bring William and Sarah into whatever he intended. It would be too much for them. Already he doubted he was going to be strong enough to stop the storm dragon—or even anything Jessica planned.

      “I need to get the two of you to safety,” he said, looking at Sarah and William.

      “You can’t do this by yourself.”

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen or what might be necessary to stop this attack.”

      “You might need our help. Besides, I’m lucky,” William said, smiling for a moment before it faded. “And I don’t want to end up back with Jessica. If she has some way of controlling me, forcing me to serve her, I don’t want to be with her.”

      “We’re staying,” Sarah said.

      The only thing he could think of was heading into the storm.

      The ice dragon veered around and moved toward the storm.

      “Uh, Jason?” William said, turning toward him. “What are we doing?”

      “We are heading into the storm,” he said.

      “Can I ask why?” Sarah asked.

      “William said he was lucky.”

      “Lucky, but I don’t know that luck will overcome stupidity.”

      “I need to reach the storm dragon before Jessica sends her fleet of Dragon Souls at him.”

      “Maybe I want to reconsider my choice,” William said.

      Jason glanced over, shaking his head. “Too late.”

      They streaked toward the storm.

      The ice dragon moved quickly, sliding across the sky. They approached the storm with a blast of speed and a burst of power. He could feel the energy around him as they neared.

      The storm dragon was within the storm cloud, but as they neared, Jason couldn’t see the dragon. All he could see was the clouds thickening around him, the energy within the air, the rain that poured down suddenly, and the lightning that crackled. Every so often, thunder rumbled, and he wondered if there was any way to even see the storm dragon within the storm clouds.

      That dragon had to be here.

      The ice dragon slowed, staying within the storm cloud.

      Jason looked around, searching for the energy coming from the dragon, but he didn’t find anything.

      He used heat and ice, mixing them together, but that wasn’t going to be successful. All it would do was create a mist, but that mist wasn’t going to reveal the dragon.

      Jason focused instead on the illusion.

      If he could shift things, then perhaps he could uncover the way that the dragon hid within the storm cloud.

      As he did, the illusion settled upon him.

      Nothing else changed.

      Much like before, the illusion was washed away.

      The storm dragon had the ability to overpower the illusion. As much as he tried to fight it, as much as he tried to overwhelm that, he couldn’t prevent the storm dragon from defeating the illusion.

      The answer was within him. Jason believed that.

      What if he drew upon the power of the ice dragon and the iron dragon and added it to the forest dragon? He tried that, mixing them, and the sense of it flowed through him, rolling through him in a way that would connect it all.

      The energy was there. The power was there. The connection between him and the forest dragon was there. And so too was the bond between him and the other dragons.

      This power was more than he could overwhelm.

      “Stay within the storm,” he said to the ice dragon. “We’ll have to see if we can break up the storm.”

      Would that work, though?

      There might be something else he could do.

      Rather than focusing on overpowering the dragon and risking the creature’s ongoing anger, Jason tried something else.

      Understanding.

      That had been the key with the other dragons.

      If he could uncover that power, he could use it.

      Using it meant he would be drawing upon the energy of the storm dragon. Jason didn’t know if he had the ability to control that much violence. He didn’t know if he had the ability to withstand that much anger. Every time that he focused on the storm dragon, he had the sense of the rage within him, hot and boiling, mixing with the thunder and lightning, the anger that filled the dragon. It was so different than the other dragons, so different than what he had experienced even with the iron dragon.

      As he did with the other dragons, he simply focused on it.

      When he had reached the other dragons, the key had been in understanding their nature and how they were connected to the world. In the case of the storm dragon, Jason thought the key might be in comprehending the nature of the rage and the violence of the anger.

      The actual key for this dragon was some aspect that rumbled within it, and it kept him angry. All Jason needed to do was to find out what that was, to understand it. If he did, he might be able to dig into that and find a way to know the nature of the dragon, and to allow himself to be filled with that power.

      The understanding of the dragon wasn’t there.

      Thunder rumbled. Lightning crackled near him. It left everything around him on edge. Rain whistled around him, but the ice dragon changed the rain, turning it to snow that swirled around him, mixing with the wind and the violence within it.

      What would motivate this dragon?

      Not only the attack. The Dragon Souls had attacked, which had prompted the violence from the dragon, but there was something else as well. There was some other reason that the dragon was the way that he was, filled with violence and the tempest of the storm.

      When he had placed the illusion on the dragon the last time, there had been a sense of calm. What if he didn’t place an illusion on the dragon, but placed the illusion around the dragon?

      He needed to calm the storm.

      Jason focused, picturing crystal blue skies, not a cloud in sight, and he thought about the beauty of it. He formed that scene around them, removing the storm clouds, removing the thunder and the lightning and the rain, removing even the wind. All he left was the clear blue sky. He separated it from everything, including the land. There was nothing but sky for as far as he could see.

      Then the dragon appeared.

      He was light blue, with a hint of gray working through him, and enormous. When Jason had seen the dragon before, he had been amazed by the size of the creature, the scale of him. Now that he saw him here, he couldn’t help but feel the dragon was even larger than he remembered.

      The ice dragon flew alongside the storm dragon. Jason held on to the image of the sky, the blue all around them, nothing else but that.

      There was peace.

      The storm dragon settled. From here, Jason could feel the sense of calm washing over the dragon. As they flew, there remained an edge within the dragon, a sense of power, something that seemed to fill the creature. He knew that he had to find more calm, a way to help the dragon fully relax.

      The sense of the dragon was there, but he wasn’t able to call upon it.

      There was a sense coming from the dragon.

      The dragon wanted him to understand.

      Jason didn’t know why or whether that was even accurate. The more he focused on the dragon, the more certain he was the dragon didn’t want to be separated from the hatch mates.

      He turned toward the storm dragon, trying to maintain the calm and illusion. There was resistance to it, but that pushback came from the storm clouds that surrounded him, the power of the dragon beating upon the illusion he was holding, yet Jason was determined to maintain it.

      “You aren’t alone,” he said.

      The dragon turned toward him.

      His eyes had a gray to them, almost a flinty appearance, and streaks of color flashed within them. It was like lightning behind his eyes.

      “You aren’t alone. There are other dragons like you. Other dragons that are different. I can help.”

      The storm dragon watched him for a moment before turning away, continuing to fly toward the crystal blue sky.

      And perhaps that was all he wanted. Maybe the storm dragon wanted nothing more than a sense of calm, a way for the storm to end.

      Could Jason help with that?

      He could use the illusion. The more he drew upon the forest dragon, the more certain he was that he could continue to maintain that illusion, and he had to believe he could do something that would help calm the dragon and find a way to settle him. The challenge was in finding how. It had to be more than just the illusion. It had to be something longer lasting, something Jason wouldn’t have to hold on to.

      It had to be something within the dragon.

      If it wasn’t tied to the dragon feeling alone, then it had to be something else.

      “Let me help. I’ve helped the other dragons, and I can help you, too. Let me work with you. Let me understand.”

      Jason tried to connect to the storm dragon, to use his understanding of the dragon, the way he connected to the other dragons, and yet there was no such link to this dragon. There was power from him, but nothing more than that.

      What he needed was that connection. If he could forge it, he might be able to better understand the dragon in a way that would help him know what the creature needed and longed for.

      He was certain the dragon longed for something. He didn’t want the violence of the storm. The dragon didn’t desire the rage that flowed through him.

      The dragon wanted peace. He wanted calm skies.

      What else would the dragon want? What else would help keep him calm and peaceful? If it was nothing more than the blue skies, then Jason could maintain this illusion for a little while longer, but it might not be enough. The storm might overpower him.

      Something pushed upon him, and Jason turned.

      The illusion held, and within the illusion, he wasn’t even there. There was the ice dragon and the storm dragon, nothing else. There were blue skies, but no ground. Nothing else.

      He could feel power pushing against him.

      That sense of power pushing against him was dangerous. He held on to the illusion. If nothing else, the dragon needed him to do so, but he could feel power draining off the forest dragon as he did.

      He would have to finish this soon. If he couldn’t, the illusion would fade.

      Something slammed into him and the blue skies shimmered.

      Jason forced more power out from him, trying to solidify that. The skies once again held. It wasn’t coming from the storm dragon. It had to be Jessica.

      He maintained the illusion, squeezing it around him. “Let me help you,” he said again.

      Jason tried to keep the urgency from his voice, to hide the sense of anxiety that he was feeling, but he didn’t know if he was doing that good of a job. The dragon seemed to sense his uncertainty, and there came an agitation.

      The blue skies flickered again, shimmering for a moment, and when they did, they were replaced by a hint of gray.

      Jason forced more energy through him, drawing from the forest dragon, trying to continue to pull upon more power, wanting nothing more than to hold on to the illusion, to reach for the storm dragon before it failed.

      “I can help. I can help you find this. I can help you hold on to this.”

      Something struck again as Jessica peeled away his illusion.

      How would she even know how to reach him within the storm cloud?

      Unless they were no longer within the storm cloud.

      If the storm dragon had calmed, it was possible that the nature of his violence and anger wasn’t there anymore, either. If that were the case, Jessica might be able to reach the dragon more easily.

      She might realize there was an illusion. It might be enough that she could get to the dragon.

      “Let me help you,” Jason said again, trying to keep his voice soothing.

      He strained for the power of the storm dragon. If he were to have to face Jessica, he suspected he would have to use the storm dragon in order to defeat her.

      The sense of the illusion began to bubble, pushing against him.

      The illusion bulged again.

      “Let me help you,” he said once more.

      As he said it, there came another surge of power, a bubbling of energy, and the illusion collapsed.

      When it did, the dragon rumbled, and the sense of the power from the storm dragon began to build, rising with a violent intensity. Jason tried to reach for more of the illusion, to find some way to hold on to it, but he could not.

      And then something slammed into the storm dragon.
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      The storm dragon reacted as Jason would’ve expected. Power exploded from him and the clouds thickened around him, leaving electricity and thunder rumbling all around. The dragon turned toward the source of the attack, and a burst of power streaked away from him, exploding nearby.

      “What happened?” Sarah asked.

      “My illusion failed,” Jason said.

      “Was it working?”

      “I think so. I was getting through to him, but…”

      The power from the storm dragon was building again, rising with a terrible intensity. Thunder rolled past him, powerful and deep. Jason held on to that sense of power, wishing there was some way to withstand the overwhelming thunder.

      An attack slammed into him.

      The ice dragon roared, spinning, and icicles shot from him.

      Jason turned on the dragon’s back, looking behind him until he could see Jessica approaching.

      She was leading a dragon attack.

      There were dozens of Dragon Souls and dozens of dragons. Over a hundred. A swarm of dragons, all controlled by the Dragon Souls.

      Jason thought they still might be able to escape. The ice dragon, with his ability to withstand the altitude, could fly high into the sky. Though the ice dragon would be able to survive up there, Jason and the others might not be able to.

      What about the storm dragon? He had to help. But how?

      The only thing he could think of was to work on the dragons.

      If he could reach enough of them, it might disrupt the battle line. He turned his attention to them. He focused, drawing through the ice dragon, the sense of power through the iron dragon, and mixed them together, and he began washing the healing wave through each of them.

      The dragons shivered, as if trying to free themselves from the influence of the Dragon Souls. Each time they did, there was a sputtering of power, and then the dragons veered off.

      Jason worked quickly, going through as many of the dragons as he could, intending to separate them as rapidly as possible. He tore power away from them, drawing it off, using that in order to free them from the effect of the Dragon Souls.

      He could feel change.

      He needed to work more quickly, and he began to push, letting wave after wave of power wash over the dragons, streaking over them one by one, and they turned away.

      There were so many dragons. Every time he healed one, more would take their place. It reminded him of what he had seen when he had been battling with Therin, the way the dragons had filled the sky, the overwhelming energy, the sense of power circling. The more that he pulled, the more that he tried to heal, the more he realized he was weakening the ice and the iron dragon.

      The other dragons turned their attention to him. Somewhere, the storm dragon was attacking, but he couldn’t feel where, other than the fact that it was near him. The storm dragon was throwing invisible power at the others, the thick storm clouds surrounding him, masking him, but how long would that last?

      Near him, Sarah was using power, flinging it at the dragons. She used it to fight, trying to withstand their attack.

      “We aren’t going fast enough,” he said.

      The Dragon Soul dragons surrounded them. As he sat upon the ice dragon, trying to face them and fight them off, he wasn’t sure he was going to be successful.

      Pressure began to build from the dragons.

      It wasn’t created by the Dragon Souls sitting atop them. It came from the dragons themselves. That pressure rolled toward him, toward the ice dragon.

      This was new.

      The power was forcing the ice dragon back. The other dragons circled them, flying with increasing speed. Jason tapped on the ice dragon to get altitude, and they flew higher and higher, but the other dragons were following.

      He could feel pressure building, the sense of the Dragon Souls as they circled, using the heat and power and influence that they joined together.

      As it washed over the ice dragon, Jason thought he recognized it.

      It wasn’t so much power as it was a way for Jessica to try to create a sense of illusion. It was not the same way Jason used illusion, but the sense was similar enough that he thought he understood. The challenge would be in trying to counter it.

      He drew upon the forest dragon, letting that sense be within him. She was tired, exhausted from fighting as long as she had, but she was willing to keep at this. She recognized the need.

      He let it wash out over the ice dragon.

      He didn’t use it as an illusion; he used it as a way to protect the ice dragon.

      With the forest dragon’s power still available, he called upon it, letting it flow through him, through the ice dragon, mingling together.

      But that wasn’t the only power that melded. Without meaning to, he added elements of the iron dragon. That heat flowed, building and rising within the iron dragon and moving over to the ice dragon, adding to the sense of the forest dragon. The three of them worked together, all of them, much like the way that power was mixed within Jason.

      A strange fog radiated, flowing outward from the dragon.

      And the ice dragon was unharmed. He let that power waft outward. With a sudden realization, he heard someone screaming. It was Sarah, but why would she be screaming? He looked over at her. It wasn’t just Sarah screaming, but William as well. Something attacked them.

      He called upon more power, letting that fill him. There was more power available to him. Even from here, he could feel it.

      Jason focused on the sense of heat and magic he felt within the palace. He drew on it, letting it fill him. And it exploded from him.

      Jason turned that sense toward the two with him, using the combined power to heal them, and the screaming eased.

      He turned his attention back to the others.

      The ice dragon leveled off. The other dragons were below them, but far enough from them that they should be safe.

      Somehow he had to get them to safety.

      It was more than just getting them to safety. It was a matter of finding some way to ensure the safety of all the dragons. He had to stop the storm dragon, keep him from attacking. The only thing that had worked on the storm dragon had been illusion.

      He turned his attention to the ice dragon, sending a shared thought, and they dove. The ice dragon moved faster than Jason had ever experienced him doing before, slipping across the sky, streaking along on power that folded around him. They raced toward the distant forest.

      “What are we doing?” Sarah cried out against the wind.

      “The only thing I think will work.”

      The dragon shot toward the ground, and Jason jumped free.

      “Wait for me!” he said to William and Sarah.

      When he reached the forest, he closed his eyes, focusing on the power within him. The connection to the forest dragon was there, rolling through him. Now he needed to pull upon it in a way that was different than anything he had done before. He needed to draw upon the power of the forest dragon, but he also needed her to respond.

      “Please,” he called out.

      He didn’t have much time. The ice dragon could return to Lorach quickly, now that he had some way of traveling on bolts of ice lightning, but they needed to do so before something happened to the storm dragon and the Dragon Souls managed to corral him.

      “We need your help. I know you’re there, and I know you can hear me. If you are, then please help the storm dragon. He’s like you.”

      Jason was certain she listened.

      “I need you to come out of the forest. There needs to be a direct connection with the other dragon so that he can find the peace and calm he needs in order to withstand the attack.”

      That was the key, at least as far as Jason could tell. He needed to help the other dragon find that sense of calm.

      “Please,” he said.

      It reminded him of how he was begging the storm dragon, and yet with the forest dragon, Jason had a sense of her, an awareness of her within her mind. He held on to it, drawing that sense through him.

      He was reminded of when he was lying within the cell, straining to recognize whether his understanding and connection to the dragons had been separated. At the time, he hadn’t known if it had been.

      “The other dragon needs your help. They all need your help.”

      There would be more than just the storm dragon. If they could stop this attack, if they could prevent the Dragon Souls from harming this one dragon, how many other dragons would they be able to help? The other dragons needed him, and the more he could feel it, the more the storm raged in the distance, the constant rumbling of thunder and the crackling of lightning, the more he knew the storm dragon was fighting and resisting. But for how much longer?

      The only way he would be able to help would be by getting all of the misfits together. It was going to take the power of these different dragons. Even combined, they might not be strong enough, but he’d seen how that power could be used, so he was convinced they could withstand Jessica and the Dragon Soul attack.

      “Please,” he said once more.

      There came a shifting, almost as if something were slithering along the breeze, and Jason looked up at the trees, watching the fluttering as a pair of bright green eyes appeared in front of him.

      “I know you don’t want to help directly. I know you’re afraid of leaving the forest. I know you’re afraid of getting controlled again, being used the way they used you the last time.”

      The dragon lowered her head, looking into his eyes. There came a stirring within him. She rolled through his mind, as if she were working through his memories.

      Jason didn’t fight.

      There was no point in fighting. He wanted her to know what he knew, to experience what he had experienced.

      He stood before her, hands at his sides, no resistance to her going through his mind.

      It was an experience he’d never had before, almost as if he were standing in the middle of the forest with a connection to everything surrounding him. That was the key to her illusion. She was connected to the trees and the forest and the breeze. In order to create the more powerful and persuasive illusion, she used all of that connectivity, and she held it in a way that enabled her to maintain it.

      “The storm dragon needs your help. You can save him, but we need to move quickly.”

      Jason focused on what he’d seen, the storm clouds rumbling, the power that exploded from them, and he pushed that awareness toward her, letting the forest dragon experience the same thing he had. He wanted her to feel that power, to feel the way it was used upon the ice dragon and the iron dragon and the storm dragon. He wanted her to know the way the Dragon Souls had attacked, and the nature of their power.

      As he pushed that connection through his mind, there was something else that rolled through them. It was the interconnectedness.

      Something had changed.

      He had changed, but so too had his connection to her.

      That power had been there. It had always been there. He felt it now, and it rolled through him, raging between the forest dragon and the ice dragon and to the iron dragon in the distance.

      The dragon lowered her head.

      Jason approached, touching her side, and climbed onto her back.

      With that, the connection solidified.

      When they took to the air, it was unlike any other dragon flight he had experienced. This was like floating, like taking the breeze, not the powerful explosion of the iron dragon or the violent force of the ice dragon, and it wasn’t even the heat and power of the other dragons. This was light and comfortable, and yet still powerful.

      The ice dragon launched himself, carrying Sarah and William, and they streaked back toward Lorach.

      At one point, the iron dragon joined them. Jason looked over to see that his entire body glowed with a vibrant heat, all the way from his head down to his tail. It seemed as if the metal were shifting and sliding around, the heat and intensity more vibrant than anything that Jason had ever seen from him before. The heat radiating off the iron dragon was enormous, a furnace blasting the sky. Had he been atop him, he had no doubt he would not be able to withstand it.

      Jason could feel that heat and energy, and it filled him.

      He focused on his own connection to the other dragons. He recognized something. Being close to the forest dragon bound them more tightly together.

      They neared the storm.

      Sarah called something to him but Jason ignored her, focusing only on the sense of the oncoming storm dragon, the dark clouds thundering around him. The storm and tempest turned toward them, the power blasting at them, and he frowned.

      Why should the storm be blasting them in that way?

      Because they were too late. The storm dragon had already been claimed.

      Jason drew from the forest dragon and tried to wash her connection and an illusion over the other dragon, but it wasn’t enough. The storm struck them.

      When they were within the storm, the violence of it rolled over them. It was dark, powerful, and the heat and intensity in the lightning and the thunder all surrounded him. He looked around but couldn’t see any sign of the ice dragon or the iron dragon. It was as if the storm had swallowed them, but he could feel the power of the forest dragon beneath him.

      “You don’t need to fear,” he said to her, touching her velvety sides.

      As he did, power rolled out from her. She resisted.

      The resistance was the key.

      The storm tossed them from side to side, and Jason fought to stay seated on the forest dragon. He worried he would lose that hold, but he had a sense of power beneath him. She would fight.

      It was new for her. It was time.

      The storm dragon tossed them, sending power around. Jason focused on that power, and on everything he detected around him—the sense of not just the storm dragon but of the other dragons. He could feel that energy rolling through him.

      The storm dragon neared him, and lightning streaked.

      Jason braced for the impact, but he might not have been able to brace for what came.

      A burst of lightning struck him. It burned through him.

      As it struck, an image of the jungle dragon and the way that it had been destroyed came to him. A destroyed misfit that he should have been able to protect—and had failed.

      Was that what was going to happen to him?

      He grabbed for his chest, but he was unharmed.

      It was almost as if the dragonskin clothing had protected him, but he couldn’t see how that would even matter. The jungle dragon had been killed despite being a dragon.

      Everything felt on edge, charged, and he tried to push all of that down, but it felt as if energy coursed through him. The ice dragon washed power through him, held by their connection. The iron dragon sent heat, bottling up the energy of the electrical current that had powered into him. Even the forest dragon sent a surge of something, almost as if attempting to alter what had just taken place. All of it was incredibly powerful.

      He survived.

      He looked over at the storm dragon and doubted he could survive another assault. He pushed outward, using his connection to the forest dragon to help soothe the storm, to bring about the calm skies.

      The influence on the storm dragon was too great.

      He had to find Jessica.

      How could he track her in the storm?

      It surrounded him, the tempest tossing them from side to side, the violence of the attack throwing him. He worried they would be knocked out of the sky, but the longer that he held on to the forest dragon, the more confident she became with her flying.

      With a sudden realization, Jason realized she hadn’t flown much. She’d spent so much of her time in the forest that she hadn’t learned how to fly in the same way as the other dragons. Now he wondered if perhaps it had been a mistake to bring her out of the forest.

      Find Jessica. She was out there. Could he use what he knew of her to track her?

      He knew about the heat and power from the palace that filled her. He had drawn upon that heat and used it himself. He should be able to find it.

      He focused on the other dragons, and they were there, still safe. The iron dragon raged, heat exploding off him, mingling with that of the storm. The ice dragon fought, but with less violence and intensity. The ice dragon was determined to keep the two people on his back safe, and was not able to fight with the same fury the iron dragon could.

      Jason focused on the connection he shared with the distant sense of the other dragon, which Jessica drew upon. As he focused on it, he could feel her.

      He motioned for the forest dragon to follow that sense.

      They strained, fighting against the storm, against the power raging against them, but it seemed as if the storm continued to chase them, threatening to swallow them. The lightning and thunder pounded all around, slamming into Jason, into the dragon, forcing them from side to side, the dragon banking as she tried to twist away from the overwhelming power. Each time she did, there was another attack and another onslaught.

      Maybe there was something else he could try. He shifted, drawing not from the dragons, but from that power he detected far below in the city. He reached for it and created a shield around them.

      It did little more than offer them protection from the power of the storm. The forest dragon was able to stabilize and began to fly with more confidence. She headed out of the storm.

      As soon as they were free, Jason’s breath caught.

      The dragons arranged around them were numerous, more than he could count. The dragons concentrated their power on the storm cloud. That was what was influencing the storm dragon.

      He saw Jessica.

      She was the one leading this, and if he could get to her and stop the attack, then it might finally end.

      Jason started toward her.

      Riding atop the forest dragon, he shifted her, using an illusion, making her larger and larger, drawing upon the power that flowed through her, through him. With that power, the illusion formed, creating an enormous dragon that blotted out the sun.

      Dragons in front of him scattered, shrieking. Dragon Souls were tossed, and Jason made no attempt to try to save either Dragon Souls or the dragon. That would come later.

      He held on to the illusion, and the sense of power radiated away from him. He had to use that.

      Jessica turned her attention to him, the heat and power exploding off her, the intensity of her attack driving toward him. He held on to his connection to the illusion, to what she was doing. Even as he did so, she redirected the focus of her attack on him.

      She shifted it so it targeted the forest dragon. It began to peel away the illusion, stripping it free. There was anger and violence on her face, her expression one of rage. It terrified him.

      She was connected in a different way than he was. Her power came from that of hundreds of dragons, funneled through the city, through a connection that was something more and greater than what he was able to achieve when he reached for the three dragons.

      She turned that force upon him, the rage flowing toward him.

      He targeted her using the power of the illusion. Maybe he could toss her free from the dragon.

      Jessica deflected everything he did. She continued to draw power from all of the dragons. She watched him, a knowing smirk on her face.

      Power exploded into the forest dragon. The illusion collapsed. The dragon began to drop.

      Jason called upon the power of the forest dragon, the ice dragon, the iron dragon, and let it mingle, empowering the forest dragon.

      They were able to stabilize, but for how much longer? He focused his power, trying to wrap Jessica in an illusion, but she obliterated it with a surge of power.

      “Thank you for bringing them to me,” she said from a distance. Her voice carried, somehow bringing the satisfied smirk with it.

      He tried to draw more power, but could feel the ice and the iron dragon beginning to struggle within the storm.

      He focused on the ice dragon. “Go.”

      The ice dragon raged, drawing upon the cold, but the storm wailing around him was too much. He sent the same message to the iron dragon.

      And then he turned toward Jessica.

      He was prepared for failure, but he wasn’t prepared for what came next.

      A deep blue dragon suddenly appeared, streaking toward them.

      It broke free of the line of the other dragons and came hurtling toward Jessica.

      David.

      The dragon slammed into Jessica’s dragon and David launched himself free, crashing into Jessica.

      The moment he did, the power swirling around Jason changed.

      The energy everywhere shifted.

      He turned away, focusing on the other dragons, and began to send power through them. He drew upon the ice dragon, the iron dragon, and even from the forest dragon, mingling those powers as he healed them. Dozens and dozens of dragons were altered, restored as he called upon that power.

      The attack shifted.

      He didn’t have enough strength to help all of the dragons, but it was enough to change the nature of the attack. It was enough to divert the focus. The power circling the storm dragon changed, disappearing.

      Jessica and David battled sitting astride the black dragon, and power blasted from one to the other, slamming into each other. They were evenly matched.

      Jason turned his attention away and headed toward the storm dragon.

      As soon as they plunged into the storm, he called through the forest dragon, creating a sense of calm. Blue skies surrounded them. There was only the forest dragon and the storm dragon. And then the ice dragon and the iron dragon appeared, flying alongside.

      All of them turned toward the storm dragon.

      “These are your family,” Jason said, his voice appearing out of the ether. He masked himself, not wanting to unsettle the storm dragon any more than he already was. The forest dragon called upon a different sort of power. It washed through the storm dragon.

      As it did, he shook for a moment, and then everything went cold.

      “What did you do?” he whispered to the forest dragon.

      “He needed help,” she said.

      “Did you heal him?”

      “That wasn’t the help he needed. He needed the kind of help only another dragon could provide.”

      The illusion held, and with the blue skies surrounding them, he wondered whether the storm dragon would continue to attack. He could feel that calm and the comfort of the sky, and he thought he understood the rage and tempest that the storm dragon had been going through.

      Jason wasn’t connected to the storm dragon and didn’t want to draw upon his power. That didn’t mean that there might not come a time when he could, but for now…

      “Can you guide him to safety?” he asked the forest dragon.

      She rumbled softly. “What about you?”

      “I have something else I need to do.”

      He turned to the ice dragon and jumped over to him, landing on the other dragon’s back. When he settled in place, the ice dragon veered off.

      “I might need your help, too,” he said to the iron dragon.

      The other dragon rumbled. Heat radiated off him, glowing with a vibrant intensity, filling Jason and surging once more in his hand. They turned, and he looked back, watching as the other two dragons continued off, heading west, into the clear skies, the forest dragon holding on to the illusion, the storm dragon home in a way he hadn’t been before.

      In that moment, Jason had an insight that he understood the needs of the other dragon, but then it faded.

      Then they flew through the illusion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      The storm clouds formed behind them, but they were rolling away, heading toward the west, the violence within them no longer quite as angry or unsettled. Jason stared for a long moment, watching as the other dragons disappeared, and hoped he’d done the right thing. The longer he watched, the more unsure he was.

      “Is that it?” Sarah asked.

      “We still have to deal with Jessica,” he said.

      William was slumped over, and it was the first time that Jason realized his friend had been knocked out at some point.

      “What happened?”

      “During the attack. I don’t really know.”

      He called upon the power of the ice dragon and the iron dragon, mixing them together, and as they washed over William, there came a healing sense. He took a deep breath, but he didn’t come around.

      Jason sat up, looking for signs of Jessica. There were still other dragons near. Every so often, the surge of power would explode. When it did, Jason turned toward the dragon, and he sent a healing wave over them. He freed another dozen or so dragons in that way, but he didn’t know what happened to the rest of the dragons he’d healed.

      Worse, he didn’t know how many remained. There were still many. The Dragon Souls had hundreds of dragons, and hundreds of Dragon Souls who were training them. They had power. They had knowledge. And they had a way of using it.

      He looked outward and found the black dragon. He was on the ground, perched almost protectively. The blue dragon was across from him, and the two were staring at each other.

      Jason attempted to push a healing probe through the black dragon, but it met resistance. He called upon more power, and with each surge of energy, he found more and more resistance.

      Whatever Jessica did was strong enough to oppose him.

      “Is there anything you can do?” he asked the ice dragon.

      The dragon roared and power built, cold swirling around, and then with a sudden burst of energy, a lance of ice lightning shot toward the black dragon.

      When it struck, the dragon was stirred to flight and darted off toward the city. Jason was tempted to give chase but decided against it.

      Instead, he motioned for the ice dragon to take them down.

      When they landed near the blue dragon, he realized what had happened.

      The deep blue dragon stood in front of a motionless figure. Jason hurried over and found David lying there. His eyes were closed and blood caked the ground.

      “David?” he whispered.

      The other man didn’t say anything. Jason drew upon the power of the ice and the iron dragons, mingling them, sending them through David, but he didn’t feel anything. There was nothing to heal.

      He was gone.

      He crouched down, holding on to power, trying to push more and more through the other man, letting that energy roll through him. Yet each time he attempted it, there was nothing that he could do.

      Sarah joined him, resting her hand on his shoulder before crouching down next to him and taking his hand.

      “He didn’t deserve this,” Jason said.

      “He helped us,” she said.

      “He did. He didn’t agree with what we were doing. He wanted to destroy the storm dragon, but he was willing to listen.”

      And it was because of him that David had perished.

      He had fought with them until the end, and now he was gone.

      Jason rested his hand on the other man’s chest, and he pushed power outward.

      He tried to heal him again, but even he knew there was no healing death.

      He remained there for long moments, tears streaming from his eyes, and wondered whether there was anything that they could have done differently.

      It was because of David that they had succeeded. It was because of his willingness to fight that they had managed to get to safety, and it was because of him that Jessica was stopped, however briefly.

      “We should get going,” Sarah said.

      “And do what?” Jason asked.

      “I don’t know. Return to Dragon Haven.”

      “It doesn’t feel as if we have accomplished anything.”

      “No? You protected the storm dragon. You freed dozens of these Dragon Soul dragons. And you’ve weakened the people of Lorach. That is quite a bit.”

      “But now the Dragon Souls know what we’re capable of. They aren’t going to let that rest.”

      More than anything, Jason was certain of that. The people of Lorach, and the Dragon Souls, would now come after them. There would be an attack. Dragon Haven would need to be ready.

      In order to do so, they would need the help of the freed dragons, if they were willing to participate.

      Of all the dragons Jason had freed, none had arrived in Dragon Haven, though the misfits had shared its location with them. It was almost as if no one wanted to join them, as if they feared being called back into service for the Dragon Souls.

      Perhaps that was what it was, but he thought he had to try.

      Somehow, he had to offer them whatever help he could, even if that meant chasing them down. Dozens and dozens of dragons had been freed during this episode. And because of that, there were dozens and dozens of dragons that could be used to fortify Dragon Haven against the Dragon Souls.

      He scooped David off the ground. As he did, something fell out of David’s hand, and Jason took it. It was a black dragon pearl, larger than many of the dragon pearls that he’d used.

      “Why black?” Sarah looked over at the deep blue dragon. “Why doesn’t he have your dragon pearl?” she asked the dragon

      Jason turned his attention toward the city, and he thought he understood what David had been doing.

      “He had a dragon pearl for his sister’s dragon.”

      “Does that matter?”

      “I don’t know. It might.”

      Jason pocketed the pearl and carried David over to the ice dragon. As he did, he looked at the blue dragon. “Come with us. He would want you to have freedom. He’d want you to be safe.”

      The dragon rumbled and lowered his head.

      William headed toward the dragon and Jason thought about warning him, but what warning did William need? He understood the dragons. He’d been working with them, training them. As he approached, the dragon looked in William’s eyes.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” William said. “But you can help us. We can help you. We can work together.”

      The dragon rumbled, and there came a surge of heat, of energy, and as it radiated from the blue dragon, he took to the air.

      Jason thought the dragon might disappear, but he circled, waiting.

      Carrying David’s body, he climbed on the ice dragon and they took flight. The iron dragon followed, and as they headed toward Dragon Haven, the deep blue dragon circled a few times before joining them.

      No one spoke as they flew. By the time they crossed over the forest, Jason looked down, wondering if the forest dragon had returned with the storm dragon or if she had continued flying elsewhere, bringing that dragon somewhere safe—though he wondered where safety would be.

      And then they continued onward. The forest and the landscape changed. When they neared the illusion around the city, they started through it. After landing, William headed over toward the blue dragon.

      “You go on. I’m going to work with him,” he said.

      Jason carried David, and Sarah joined him. As they headed toward the city, neither of them said anything. It wasn’t until they reached the palace that they spoke.

      “What next?” Sarah asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “They won’t be able to find us with the illusion in place,” she said.

      “I don’t think so, but it won’t take long for them to figure something out. And with Jessica’s desire for revenge, I don’t know how long we will have.”

      “We will gather the Dragon Guard.”

      Jason sighed. It meant fighting. It meant violence. And it meant dragons would battle dragons. After everything he’d experienced, that was one thing he did not want.

      Unfortunately, it was one thing he wasn’t sure he would be able to prevent.

      He carried David into the palace, but he didn’t know why he was doing it. Turning away, he headed back outside, bringing him to the trees. He settled the man down, against one of the trees, and crouched in front of him.

      Jason breathed out. “I’m sorry this happened to you. We didn’t have a chance to become friends, not like we probably could have been. But I will do right by you.”

      He remained there for a moment, staring at him, and then got to his feet. Heading back into the palace, he reached the rooms that he had been given. Once inside, he stopped.

      The illusion he had placed had failed. It looked like the room again, not at all like their home in the north. The walls were all of smooth stone, and a simple bed lined one wall. A trunk at the end of the bed contained most of his belongings. A basin along one corner held filthy water.

      Before he left, all of this had been different. All of this had been an illusion, and all of this had seemed as if it were something else.

      Now it was faded, gone.

      Jason clutched his chest. Ever since the strike from the storm dragon, he felt an occasional tingling. He wasn’t sure whether or not he would suffer any long-term effects from it. He didn’t know. And until he knew, he would have to continue to work with the ice dragon, searching for healing that might be available to him. Occasionally, he felt a sizzle of energy, as if the jolt of the electrical current that had washed through him from the lightning bolt remained within him, bottled up in some way.

      He would have to figure out what that meant later.

      “Jason.”

      He turned and saw a familiar face standing near a door. “Mother?”

      She smiled at him. “Why are you wearing dragonskin?”

      “Where’s Kayla?”

      “Your sister has gone to work with the other dragon trainers,” she said.

      “You know?”

      “Know? I sent her there.”

      She turned to the hearth.

      Jason didn’t know what to do or say. He couldn’t believe that his mother was awake like this, and there was a clarity to her that hadn’t been there before.

      “Mother?”

      “Why don’t you take a seat. It’s time for us to talk.”

      “Talk about what?”

      “Talk about the dragons.”

      Jason smiled. “Mother, I know all about the dragons.”

      She looked over her shoulder at him. “No. You don’t. But it’s time for that to change. You need to know the real reason your father died.”

      Jason took a seat and looked around before his gaze settled back on his mother. “What do you mean?”

      “Your father died because he was trying to protect the dragons,” she said, urgency in her voice. “He died because he was opposing the power in Lorach. And he died because he knew the dragons weren’t what our people thought.”

      Jason stared, uncertain of what to say. He would have thought that his mother was still confused, but there was a vibrancy and a clarity in her eyes that hadn’t been there in a long time.

      What she said couldn’t be true. Jason had learned that his father had been killed by accident. Therin had been responsible.

      Was that false? Could it be that his father had gone after the eggs?

      And if that were the case, then none of what he had known about his father was true.

      “Drink this. It’s time for us to talk.”

      She handed him a steaming mug, sitting down across from him, and she met his eyes with her own. For the first time, Jason realized that there was a hint of silver to her otherwise brown eyes. He’d never seen it before, but now that he did…

      “You were a Dragon Soul.”
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        * * *

      

      The Dragon Misfits continue in book 5: Mist Dragon
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        * * *

      

      Looking for more in this world? Check out the Dragonwalker series, staring with: Dragon Bones.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Storm 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.

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.dkholmberg.com
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