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F

lying with the massive iron dragon left him with a feeling of calm, and Jason Dreshen enjoyed the way the wind swirled around him. Rather than with wings beating at the sky the way most dragons flew, the iron dragon propelled himself forward on bursts of heat and energy, something that made him special and unique.

The calm was disturbed by the strange burst of dragon power that had drawn him here. Jason wasn’t even sure how to describe it, other than power. It had flooded him, nearly overwhelming him, and then had faded.

It was enough to know Lorach moved.

Jason and the iron dragon circled over the forest, patrolling the outer edge of Dragon Haven. There was movement. These days, there was often movement around Dragon Haven, though most of the time, that movement came from the Dragon Guard in their attempt to ensure the safety of their community. Cherise and Olar, the rulers of Dragon Haven, asked that of the Dragon Guard, recalling them from their fight as leaders of the rebellion, worried about what Lorach would attempt next.

He’d considered going to the Dragon Guard to share with them what he’d detected, but he had a feeling they wouldn’t listen. They were convinced they didn’t need to listen. Not to him. He wasn’t Dragon Guard, despite having protected 
Dragon Haven repeatedly.

That didn’t keep Jason from doing what he could to offer his unique protections. Given his connection to the misfit dragons and the fact that the dragons he had bonded to were so different from the others within Dragon Haven, he could do more.

A flicker of movement caught his attention, and through the connection he shared with the iron dragon, they veered toward it. Both he and the dragon had noticed it at the same time.

Jason connected to the iron dragon’s eyesight. Learning that he could do so, attaching to the dragon in a way that allowed him to see what the dragon saw, had given him an advantage that others did not share. He saw the world as flashes of orange and red, layers of heat that stretched over the forest. There were some aspects that were lighter in color, such as the forest floor, and even the trees. Other aspects flared brighter within the dragon’s eyesight: squirrels and other small creatures that navigated through the forest. Larger animals, like the deer that scurried at the first sight of the dragon. Other dragons blazed even brighter.

Eyesight like that made the iron dragon an incredible hunter. He didn’t have enough of a connection to other dragons to know whether they shared something similar, only that the iron dragon did.

The ice dragon, another dragon misfit that Jason had bonded to, shared his eyesight in much the same way, though everything Jason could see through the ice dragon was a little different. Cooler. The ice dragon searched for movement almost more than he did heat, though he did
 see gradations of heat. It made everything appear different.

As they neared the location on the forest floor where he had seen the movement, Jason couldn’t identify what it was. He tapped on the dragon’s side. “What do you think that was?”

The dragon rumbled. “Nothing tasty.”

Jason chuckled. The dragons were ferocious hunters and the iron dragon in particular had a way of moving through the trees that made him especially deadly. He could slither through the trees so unexpectedly that he never went hungry.

“Not tasty, but it wasn’t anything to be concerned about?”

“I’ve seen no other dragons.”

Jason stared into the distance, his gaze drawn toward Lorach. Since his escape, there had been signs of movement out of Lorach, but they had not attacked. There was no evidence that Lorach even came toward them. It was a matter of time, though. Jason, along with others within Dragon Haven, knew that Lorach would eventually bring forces to bear upon Dragon Haven. They blamed the rebellion—and Jason in particular now—for what had happened to them. More than that, Jessica, the person who essentially led in Lorach, would stop at nothing to overpower Jason and claim the misfits.

“They have to be out there,” he said.

“The others have kept watch. We do not need to do this.”

Jason smiled slightly. By others
, he knew the iron dragon meant the dragons of the Dragon Guard. They patrolled, sweeping through the forest, keeping concealed as much as possible with the illusion Jason had cast upon them, making them appear to outsiders as nothing more than large birds. Perhaps birds that were out of place, but birds nonetheless. They would look like eagles or massive sparrows or other birds that fit within the forest. Jason tried to make sure they were as appropriate for this space as possible, though that wasn’t always easy.

“The others are patrolling, but I feel as if this is something I need to do.”

“You need to trust that they are capable,” the iron dragon said.

Jason smiled to himself. He was right, but that didn’t make it any easier.

“You have other business you need to be doing anyway.”

He chuckled again. The iron dragon urged him in ways that the ice dragon didn’t. There was a heat within him, along with some irritation, though Jason knew it was only because he wanted to help. “By other business, you mean understanding my parents.”

“You know what business.”

“I know what business, but I have a feeling you don’t know what business,” Jason said.

The dragon rumbled and turned suddenly, veering away from the outskirts of the forest edge, taking them back toward Dragon Haven. He led them away from Lorach and away from danger. It was probably for the best. Jason had no interest in battling with Dragon Souls from Lorach, though if he did, he knew he could free dragons. He had done so before, at least until Jessica had learned to counter the effect of what he had done. With her newfound skill, Jason worried that he would not be able to save more of the Lorach dragons from slavery.

“You don’t need to turn back quite so quickly,” Jason said.

“I need to hunt. You need to do the same.”

“If I need to hunt, then—”

“Not that kind of hunting.”

In the distance, the outskirts of Dragon Haven came into view. There was an illusion over the entirety of the city, masking it from any outsiders, though to Jason’s eyes, the illusion shimmered, fluttering slightly so that he could see beyond it. It took very little for him to make out the outline of the city through the illusion itself. He held onto that illusion, tugging on the power of it, and tested it. For a moment, some aspect of the illusion flickered.

Jason sat upright, frowning. “Did you see that?”

“I see nothing,” the iron dragon said.

Jason frowned. The illusion was such that it masked everything within Dragon Haven, concealing even the heat of 
the dragon’s eyes. He borrowed from the iron dragon again, using his connection to look down and see if there was anything that he might uncover within the city, but as he did, he found nothing. Through the dragon’s eyes, it looked as if it were nothing more than a stretch of forest. Perhaps a stretch where there was an absence of other movement, though Jason had hesitated at the idea of forcing more heat through the illusion to avoid the likelihood that a dragon might decide to hunt here and uncover Dragon Haven.

As far as he could tell, the illusion held. Some aspect of it didn’t feel quite right, though. Despite his ability to see down below him, to make out the illusion, he worried why he had seen a flickering.

This was all that stood between them and discovery. If Lorach decided to send a squadron of dragons their way, sweeping over the forest, it would be a simple matter for them to find Dragon Haven without the illusion.

Or maybe not. That might simply be Jason’s arrogance. Dragon Haven had survived without his presence for decades. Centuries, even. The city itself was old and remained from a time long ago when dragons were revered in this part of the world. The artifacts set throughout the city, many of them sculpted in the shape of dragons, suggested that. The people of Dragon Haven all shared a similar philosophy: All wanted to help the dragons, and none wanted to see them trained the way the Dragon Souls would do. Both groups had the same powers, though, which limited what Dragon Haven could do against Lorach.

They circled for a moment over Dragon Haven, and Jason continued studying the illusion, watching to ensure that there was no change to it and testing whether there was anything more that might have indicated a flickering of power. He saw nothing. It should have relieved him, and he supposed that it did, but he also wanted to ensure that the illusion was solid.

He called upon the power of the forest dragon, feeling her distantly. His connection to her was different than the one he shared with the iron and the ice dragons. Whereas those dragons readily lent him strength, the forest dragon didn’t often do the same. She had power that she gifted to him, though with a reluctance. Much of the illusion Jason utilized came from himself, almost more so than it did from the forest dragon. He used that now, trying to borrow some of her power, knowing that if he were to do so, the effect would be far more significant and would force the illusion to take greater hold over Dragon Haven.

“Are you done?” The iron dragon snorted, twisting so that he could look over at Jason.

Jason chuckled to himself. “I think so.”

“I would have you leave me.”

They descended, crashing through the illusion. Knowing that it was there gave Jason the ability to anticipate where it would pass over him, but it still was a bit jarring going through what looked to be the forest and suddenly seeing the city spread out below him. The entirety of Dragon Haven consisted of domed-roof buildings, all made of stone, and it was massive, occupying the space in a clearing within the forest. Somehow, the forest had grown around the city and did not appear to have tried to grow over it. It was a marvel Dragon Haven had never been discovered before.

They came to land in a small clearing on the outskirts of the city. It was a space designated for dragon landings, large enough for a dozen dragons to cluster, all of them capable of taking riders, but it was also large enough for the half-dozen or so small dragons that frolicked. Because dragon eggs were rare, the younger dragons were prized. They had all been rescued from Lorach before they had been trained, which allowed the people within Dragon Haven to establish a connection to the dragons to help ensure they never suffered 
the way that dragons within Lorach did.

Jason climbed down from the iron dragon’s back and patted him on the side, feeling the heat flowed, though not dramatically. He had always managed to withstand the heat coming off the iron dragon and now was no different. He could feel that energy shifting along the dragon’s side, practically slipping along the surface of his body. He had considered the dragon a construct of molten metal, though he didn’t know if that was an accurate description. He did seem to be made of metal, which was why his method of flying was so different.

The dragon slithered off, drifting into the forest. He moved quickly and, unsurprisingly, he could move just as quickly along the ground as he could through the air.

Jason looked around the clearing and was surprised that there were no other dragon trainers out. Three of the small hatchlings frolicked near one end of the yard, but there were no other dragons present. He hadn’t paid attention to whether the dragons were startled by his arrival with the iron dragon, though he suspected they were not.

Dragon Haven was built centuries ago, and by people who revered the dragons, the artifacts scattered all throughout the city fascinated Jason. Some were sculptures, markers of power that the dragons once possessed, and others were in the style of the buildings themselves. Many buildings were made of stone, though with curves that didn’t exist anywhere else. None seemed made of wood—or any that were had long ago decayed.

Dragon Haven was a massive city, far larger than the population who occupied it now. Those who did were all part of the rebellion battling with the people of Lorach, striving for the freedom of the dragons.

He headed into the city. There were others out, though many were people Jason didn’t know. Dragon Haven was large 
enough that there were often people he didn’t know, but he was often absent from the city as well, which made getting to know the people a little bit more difficult. He made his way along the cobbled street and found himself meandering along the outskirts of the forest. It was as if he avoided going into the city.

In reality, that was part of what he was doing. He was aware enough to acknowledge that he had no interest in visiting with his mother, especially as she was the person he avoided most. He felt betrayed by her, though he knew he shouldn’t. After wandering, Jason found himself at the edge of the forest, the city behind him. He stared toward the trees. This place was so much warmer than his home. When he had grown up living in the northern mountains, suffering with the cold and the ice, he had come to terms with what it meant to survive there. He had grown skilled, competent, even, at survival. In order to thrive in his village, that was a necessity.

The only difference now was that Jason recognized that what he had been doing was not living. Even now, he wasn’t entirely sure that what he was doing was living. It felt as if he were singularly focused, tied to helping dragons, which perhaps was not necessarily a bad thing.

“I think you’ve been avoiding me.”

Jason turned to see his mother standing behind him. She was dressed in clothes befitting Dragon Haven: a loose-fitting pale blue dress cinched at the waist with a leather strap. A pouch hung over one shoulder, and he could imagine that she had it filled with medicines and herbs that she had collected outside the city. As a healer, his mother would have been valued in any place, not the least within Dragon Haven. Jason’s connection to the dragons, and the power they lent him to heal others, could only go so far. It couldn’t be used to restore everyone, even though the power often felt limitless.

“I haven’t been avoiding you. There are things that I’m 
responsible for.”

She nodded, her hands clasped in front of her as she watched him. It was strange for him to see her like this after she had been so long incapacitated. She looked… well. He had spent so much time trying to ensure that she survived, that she was cared for, and now that she was upright and active and alert, he knew that he should be pleased that he had helped her, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d been misled his entire life.

“You’ve always been the responsible one.”

“That was Father,” he said, turning away.

She joined him at the edge of the forest. “It’s easier for me to collect some of the medicines here.”

Jason glanced over. Her graying hair was pulled back into a braid. The wrinkles along the corners of her eyes were deeper than he remembered, and there was a hint of a frown etched across her face, something so familiar to him, along with the determined set to her jaw.

“After he was gone, you took over his responsibilities. Neither Kayla nor I would have survived were it not for you.”

Jason nodded. “I did what I needed to do,” he said.

“And he would’ve been proud of the man that you’ve become,” she said.

Jason looked at her. “He taught me what I needed to know.”

“Did he?” She started to reach for him but withdrew when Jason stiffened. “I wonder if perhaps we made a mistake bringing you there.”

“You didn’t bring me there. You had me there.”

She nodded. “I suppose that’s true.”

“You suppose?” He had wondered when he was younger how his mother had learned the different healing arts that she had mastered. There weren’t many within his village who had her same knowledge of medicines and herbs. It was possible 
she had learned some of it in Varmin, the larger city down the back slope of the mountain, though he had never known for certain. She didn’t speak of it. Now he understood why. “Why that place?”

“You would like to do this now?”

“Is there another time?”

She started to smile, but it faded quickly. She watched him before turning to look back out toward the forest. “I have been trying to talk with you for weeks. Ever since you learned, you’ve avoided me.”

“I haven’t been avoiding you.” Distantly, Jason was aware of the iron dragon as he moved through the forest and felt the heat of their connection. Within the iron dragon was a sense of anger and rage that always seemed to boil beneath the surface. That anger stemmed from what had been done to him when he was younger, the way that he had been captured and held within cells deep beneath the ground, and it was that anger that bonded him to Jason. Because of that connection, he could use the heat of the iron dragon. “There has been much I’ve needed to do. The last few weeks have been filled with preparations for dealing with Lorach. Jessica knows about the dragons now, and she will
 bring the Dragon Souls to us.”

“They have known about Dragon Haven for years,” his mother said softly.

“Known about, but they haven’t known how to find it.”

“You have protected it.” She glanced up at the sky. From this vantage, the illusion was translucent. Few within Dragon Haven knew it even existed. There was no need. It was better for the people of Dragon Haven to believe that the city itself was protected, and they didn’t need to know that he had placed the illusion to offer an additional layer of protection. It would only make them scared. “From what I understand, you have control over powers we didn’t fully understand within 
Lorach.”

“By that, you mean illusion.”

She glanced over at him before nodding. “I learned enough of it,” she started. “We had to, for us to remain hidden.”

“I gathered that much,” Jason said.

“I figured you had. We hated that we had to hide it from you and your sister, but we thought that it was necessary.”

“Why, though?”

“To ensure your safety. Had we not, you would have been targeted.”

Jason pointed to one of his eyes. “What about this? You didn’t cover this.”

She shook her head. “Placing an illusion over ourselves was fairly straightforward, but placing it over someone else…” She shook her head again. “Especially when you were away from us. It became more difficult. You had some talent, but other than the enhanced eyesight it permitted you, we never really worried about it. There were few in the north who understood it, anyway.”

“It made me different,” Jason said.

“There were many things that made you different,” she said softly.

Jason grunted. As much as he wanted to deny it, there was no point in doing so. He was a misfit, no different than the dragons that he worked with. He, like the dragons, did not fit in.

Even within Dragon Haven, Jason didn’t necessarily fit in. He tried, and with his connection to the dragons, he was allowed to remain, and more than that, he was trusted to work with others here, if only so that he could help them understand the dragons better, but he still wasn’t like them. Jason didn’t know if he could be. Perhaps he never would be.

“Did he ever know I could use this power?”

His mother shook her head. “I would be lying if I told you 
he knew. That I knew. Neither of us believed that it was possible. Not without having the opportunity to connect to a dragon.”

Jason closed his eyes. He could feel the distant ice dragon flying high overhead. His energy was there, circling. He had to do nothing more than focus on the ice dragon and call to him, and he would come. He would prefer to be with either of them than talking about this with his mother, but he had avoided it too long.

“I don’t know that I ever would have learned about my connection were it not for one of the misfits. And because of Father, I had that opportunity.”

She looked over at him. “I don’t know how much he knew that he was helping a dragon versus harming a Dragon Soul.”

Jason remembered his conversation with Therin and how he had believed that Jason had come across the egg by chance. Knowing what he did now of his father, and believing that he had been involved in placing the egg, left Jason wondering if perhaps it had been more coordinated than he had realized. If only he had the opportunity to talk to Therin, to question him and see what he might really have known.

If he were really looking to the past, wishing he had an opportunity to speak to someone who was dead, he would wish for a chance to speak to his father. That opportunity was gone, and now he had to piece together aspects of what he might have been able to learn from his father. It was more difficult than Jason could imagine.

“What happened?” When he had first learned that his parents were Dragon Souls, he had been shocked to the point that he hadn’t questioned, not like he wanted to. His mother had offered him answers, but they were more placating answers, not real in-depth responses. Given how she had been sick and had recently recovered, Jason wasn’t sure if she would be able to offer him the answers that he wanted. Now, 
looking at her and how vibrant and alive she looked, and having heard from others within the city that she had taken to wandering the forest and collecting various leaves and roots and herbs for her medicines, he had to believe that she was well enough to answer questions. “Why did you leave Lorach?”

She shook her head slowly. “Many people leave Lorach.”

“How many Dragon Souls leave?”

She took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “Not many,” she said softly. “We weren’t as powerful as some.” She shrugged, glancing over at him before turning away again. “Strong enough, though. We had a connection to dragons and had been training with them. We were learning what those connections meant, but neither of us had ever progressed far enough to be sent out on missions to face the rebellion.”

Jason looked behind him toward Dragon Haven. “You didn’t have to fight anyone here?”

She shook her head. “I think if we would have, coming here would’ve been harder for me, but also for them.”

He shrugged. “I’m not so sure that’s true. The people of Dragon Haven are far more forgiving than you would give them credit for. There’s another who came to Dragon Haven and has been welcomed.”

“Maybe,” she said. “I think if we would have been responsible for harming others of the rebellion, or the Dragon Guard, we may not have been welcomed here quite the same way.”

Jason grunted. “Henry was.”

Her brow furrowed. “I haven’t seen him,” she said softly.

“No? He hasn’t really been difficult to find. He has a distinct appearance. Between his beard, and…” Jason frowned. He supposed that Henry wouldn’t be dressed in the same furs as he had been dressed in when Jason had first encountered him. Henry would wear clothing more suited for Dragon Haven. “Anyway. Between his beard and his connection to the 
dragons, I suppose he should be easy enough to find.”

His mother let out a long sigh. “I haven’t seen him. I don’t know that he would even recognize me, though I knew him.”

“Why?”

She turned to Jason, shaking her head. “Some things are not for me to share.”

Jason frowned. He knew Henry had had a difficult time within Lorach. The scars on him were a testament to that, but other than his time serving as a Dragon Soul, Jason didn’t know all that much about him. It was because of Henry that Jason had come to Dragon Haven, but there would have to be more about him. More secrets.

“You should go to him. Tell him.”

His mother shook her head. “And what would I tell him?”

“I don’t know. That you are like him. That he’s not alone.” Jason thought about his experience with Henry, and what the old Dragon Soul had gone through. He had suffered. Within Dragon Haven, Henry was unique as the only person—or had been, prior to Jason’s mother’s arrival—to have escaped from Lorach. “You could even help with the dragons. They could use somebody who has a connection to them.”

She tensed. “I don’t think they would permit that.”

Jason frowned. “Why don’t you think so?”

“I might have a connection to the dragons, or have had one, but for me to find that again is… Well, I suppose that it’s impossible. I have lost it. That time is behind me.”

“It doesn’t have to be,” Jason said.

She took a deep breath, drawing herself up and turning to him. She still hadn’t unclasped her hands. There was a tension within her that surprised him, mostly because he suspected that tension was because of him.

For so long, Jason had wanted to do whatever he could to protect his mother and sister, to allow them to survive—and thrive. They had struggled and had barely held on, especially 
after his father’s death.

Learning now that his parents had been Dragon Souls, and they had come to the north willingly, escaping from Lorach, changed things for him.

Perhaps not significantly, though. He never would have learned about the misfits had he grown up in Lorach. He might have ended up as a Dragon Soul.

The idea gave him pause.

“I’ve wondered what Father would have said to me had he learned what I could do with the dragons,” Jason admitted.

“I suspect he would be proud of you,” she said.

“Proud?”

She nodded. “One of the things that we felt was that the dragons deserved more. While they are well cared for in Lorach, there is something off about the training methods they use. There were quite a few people within Lorach who felt the dragons deserved more. When you first encounter one, when you realize just how intelligent they are, when you see the power within those dragons, you come to understand that they are more. They deserve more.” She looked over and fell silent for a moment. “Of course, you already know that.”

Jason nodded. “I know that.”

She chuckled, shaking her head. “I should be more careful. I don’t need to lecture to you about the dragons.”

“It’s interesting hearing you talk about them in that way,” he said.

“Why is that?”

“Only that everybody within the village feared the dragons. It was difficult for me to get over that.”

“For good reason,” his mother said. “Considering how the dragons were controlled by the Dragon Souls, it was safer for you to fear them. It was safer for you to believe the dragons should be feared.”

Jason shook his head. “That’s just the problem, though. As 
people fear dragons, it makes it more difficult to rescue them. It makes it more difficult for us to create a time where the dragons can live freely.” He thought of the ballistae the village possessed, and how the villagers were trained to use them on dragons, attempting to hurt the dragons if they came too close to the village itself. In Jason’s lifetime, they had never been fired at dragons, and he knew that it had been generations since they had been, but there were those within the village who felt dragons deserved to be targeted.

“Is that your goal?” she asked.

“Is what my goal?”

“To free the dragons?”

Jason took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “I want to ensure the dragons aren’t forced to serve. If that means freeing them”—and as far as he knew, that was what it was going to take, and thankfully with his connection to the dragon misfits, he could do so—“then that is what I will do. I have already freed dozens of dragons from Lorach. I intend to do the same again.”

She watched him, and the frown on her face faded, if only for a moment. “I believe you,” she said.

Jason snorted. Even though she believed him, he wasn’t at all sure it even mattered. Not anymore. All that mattered was that he would do what was necessary to help the dragons. All that mattered was that he would ensure they were allowed to fly freely. If it meant sending them all to Dragon Haven, then so be it. These lands were sparsely populated as it was. They wouldn’t pose a danger. Still, having flown with the dragons as much as he had, he knew the world was enormous. He had seen only a small slice of it. With as many dragons as existed within Lorach, what might it be like were they to all scatter, flying freely?

He thought of what David had once shared with him, how the people of Lorach were reassured by the idea that dragons 
were trained and could not use their destructive power against the people of Lorach. Would others grow to fear dragons the same way if dragons weren’t controlled?

He pushed those thoughts aside. Fearing what might be was not going to keep him from what he knew needed to happen.

“What happened to the dragons you were to bond with?” Jason asked.

His mother watched him for a moment, then finally shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It does. You were progressing within the Dragon Souls. You were going to learn their secrets. You were training to work with the dragons. Something changed.”

“We
 changed,” she said softly.

As Jason watched her, he realized that she wasn’t going to share with him. Perhaps it didn’t matter, but Jason couldn’t shake the feeling that it did matter somehow. In order to know about himself, to understand his parents, he might need to know.

She offered a sad smile. “I hope you don’t hate me for what happened.”

The irritation within him faded. “I don’t hate you. I don’t think I could hate you.”

“I haven’t thanked you for everything that you did for me when I was… Well, when I wasn’t well.”

“You’re my mother. Of course I was going to help you.”

She pulled him toward her and wrapped him in an embrace, and Jason breathed in before softening for a minute. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he needed to better understand more about his parents, more about what had happened and why they had left, and perhaps the only way that he could would be by going to Lorach. It was the one thing he didn’t think he could do. Not while Jessica was there and ruling.

It was even more reason for him to remove her—and her influence—from Lorach.





2









T

he ice dragon circled high overhead. Most dragons could fly high in the sky, piercing clouds and streaking through the upper reaches of the sky, but the ice dragon had a unique ability of doing so more easily than other dragons. He could soar beyond places that other dragons would dare go. Most would find the air too cold and thin, but the ice dragon seemed to thrive on that, which didn’t surprise Jason, given his origins.

He clutched the dragon’s back, squeezing the spikes on his spine, holding on to him. Bending low, he pressed himself up against the dragon, almost for warmth. The dragonskin he wore kept him as warm as possible, though his connection to the iron dragon augmented it, keeping him protected in ways that the dragonskin would not.

Jason breathed in, trying to fill his lungs. The air was thin, and it was difficult to catch his breath, so he was thankful that the dragon did the work. Were he to have to fight, Jason doubted that he would be able to do so.

He stared down toward the ground, borrowing from the ice dragon’s eyesight, and could make out contours flowing beneath him. There was some aspect of the ground that made it easier to see through the ice dragon’s eyes. He wasn’t looking for gradations of color as he would with the iron dragon. All he searched for now was movement. The ice 
dragon was skilled at looking for that.

“Have you seen anything?” he asked, barely getting the words out.

The ice dragon roared softly, a rumble coming from him. “There is nothing,” he said.

“Nothing?”

“There is nothing.”

Jason focused on what he might observe, but he still did not see anything. He wasn’t nearly as skilled at looking through the ice dragon’s eyesight as he was through the iron dragon’s. Not because his connection was any less, though there were times when he questioned which of the dragons he was most bonded to, but because of the way the ice dragon’s eyesight worked.

Thankfully, seeing nothing was a benefit. He didn’t necessarily want to encounter anything, not out here. It was his way of searching and ensuring that Dragon Haven was safe. He had hunted like this with both dragons. Not just the iron dragon, using his eyesight to look for movement, but also with the ice dragon, hoping that by staying connected to him, he could search for Dragon Soul movement.

In the time since speaking with his mother, Jason had found himself avoiding Dragon Haven. Perhaps he should not, but he had questions, and every time he got close to the city, he worried that he would encounter his sister. She deserved answers as well, no differently than Jason did. He would find it challenging to keep from her what he had uncovered, along with his suspicions about their parents.

Something had happened to the dragons.

More than ever, Jason felt that to be the case, but even as he learned more about his parents, and learned more about where they had been and what they had done, he still didn’t know enough.

He should have asked her more about Lorach. He should’ve asked her about how to navigate through the city, through the 
people, and should have asked her about what she might know about Jessica and her parents and all of the Dragon Souls, only he had not.

What more would she know that Henry did not?

He sighed and continued to focus over the side of the dragon, looking out into the distance, straining to see if there was anything that he might be able to see. He looked for movement, but he also looked for anything that might be out of the ordinary. He didn’t necessarily need to lean off the dragon to see, either. He did it because he wondered if there might be something that his own vision might reveal, but he could make out nothing.

He patted the ice dragon’s side. “We could head north.”

He could feel a hint of amusement within the ice dragon; it came with a soft, rumbling roar. The dragon streaked away, and it took very little time for them to reach the northern mountains. They slowed, circling overhead, and Jason took that opportunity to look out over the mountainous landscape. There was a time while he had been living here that he had believed that the mountains were everything. It was easy enough to think that they went on forever, an endless rolling mountainous landscape, despite knowing others who had descended all the way down the mountain and come back. He could see the mountains now before him, the way they stretched outward, a jagged jaw of rock and snow-peaked mountains. They grew ever taller the farther Jason and the ice dragon went, until the snow covered the entirety of the mountains. Wind whistled this high in the sky, and the ice dragon descended, moving low enough for Jason to feel the wind whipping along his cheeks, to feel the bite of the snow and ice, and to recognize the power that existed here and just how different it was from Dragon Haven. He smiled at it. It wasn’t home, but it was no longer as fearsome as it had been when he had been growing up. He knew there was a way to 
protect himself, and he knew that there was something more beyond here, so he no longer worried the way that he once had.

Jason wrapped himself in the warmth of the iron dragon, using that to protect him. He held onto it, keeping himself warm, which he found ironic, considering that when he had lived here, there were times when he had questioned whether he would ever truly be warm. They had no firewood, nothing other than the dung they burned.

Still, he had survived. The cold had made him stronger.

He didn’t need to suffer now. Why should he when he could use his connection to dragons to ensure his own safety? More than that, the ice dragon provided a protection to the cold that he didn’t have otherwise. Jason could use that protection, and he didn’t need to fear the cold the way that he once had.

They circled, moving lower and lower, closer to the ground, as he continued staring. He caught sight of his village.

“I didn’t say we had
 to go there,” Jason said.

The ice dragon grunted. “You wanted to return. That tells me that you wanted to come here.”

“I don’t know if this is where I wanted to come or whether I needed to come.” He sat up, borrowing from the ice dragon’s eyesight as he looked down at the mountainside. He could see the wind, something he found interesting. By looking out through the ice dragon’s eyes, he could make out swirls and patterns along with the current in the air. Jason no longer felt the cold, as if it had taken a few moments to adjust to it. “I questioned why they came here,” he said.

“Would you have had them go elsewhere?”

“I don’t know.” He’d given it some thought since learning about his parents. Riding on the dragons, flying with them as they hunted for signs of movement out of Lorach, gave him plenty of time to think. So far, he hadn’t come up with much. “They came here because they were running from something,” 
he said. “They had to have been, or why would they have been willing to come so far and risk so much? Otherwise, why come to such an inhospitable place?”

“Is it really so inhospitable?”

Jason smiled to himself. “Perhaps not now, but when I was growing up, it certainly was.”

“You became the person you are because of this environment,” the dragon said.

Jason knew that was true. He knew that had he not grown up here, he wouldn’t have been strong enough to have withstood what he had. It was because of what he had gone through that he had learned what it would take to tolerate the rigors and violence of the Dragon Souls. He had come to the same conclusion. Much like the ice dragon, along with the iron dragon, his environment had shaped him, fueling him in a way that created the man he had become.

“It doesn’t make it any easier,” he said.

“Life is not easy,” the ice dragon said.

Jason chuckled. “You don’t have to be so pragmatic.”

The dragon roared softly. They circled around the top of Jason’s old village before streaking away to the north. “A place like this brings someone a certain pragmatism.”

Jason grunted again, chuckling. Perhaps that was true. The dragon was doing what Jason should’ve done. He had moved on.

They swept along the mountainside, and gradually they found themselves heading back toward Dragon Haven. Jason looked into the distance, watching the landscape shifting. It went from the mountainous terrain surrounding his old home to a rolling hillside, and finally to the dense forests that would eventually lead to Dragon Haven.

All the while, Jason looked out through the ice dragon’s eyes, borrowing from him to see what was out there. There was a flicker of movement.

He tapped on the ice dragon, who followed the movement. It brought them to a small open hillside with a rolling grassy plain near it. Jason peered down from the side of the ice dragon and tapped on his back, asking him to land. When they did, he climbed down and approached the dark blue dragon that he’d seen.

The dragon was curled up on the ground, wrapped around a soft mound of freshly moved earth. Jason had been tempted to tamp the earth down when he had come here to bury David but had felt as if that were not necessary. More than that, he felt as if the dragon didn’t want him to.

The dragon looked up, holding his gaze on Jason. “Do you come here often?” Jason asked.

The dragon rested his head again, and Jason realized that he was looking toward the fresh grave. “I come here to mourn,” the dragon said.

“I’m sorry,” Jason said. He took a seat on the other side of the grave, looking at the mound of earth. “I wish I had a chance to know him better. He seems like he was not the man that I knew him to be.”

“He was the man you knew him to be. He sacrificed himself on behalf of the dragons.”

Jason took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. He thought of when he had first encountered David and the fear that he’d had of finding a Dragon Soul, and what that might mean for him. He thought of how David had been the one to help him gain a certain understanding of the dragon pearls, learning about them at a time before he truly understood the nature of his connection to the dragons. Over time, David was the reason that Jason had gained an increased understanding of dragons. David was the reason that Jason had begun to grow more powerful.

Perhaps he should have taken more time.

“I’ve been looking for movement out of Lorach,” Jason said.

“They are preparing,” the dragon said.

“Preparing for what?”

“Preparing,” the dragon said.

Jason frowned to himself. He had no idea what the dragons and Lorach would be doing, only that he didn’t doubt that they were readying for something. With enough time, he expected that Lorach would find their way toward them. Jessica was skilled and powerful, and more than that, he knew she was angry at him.

“We are preparing, as well,” Jason said.

The dragon looked up, holding his gaze for a moment before turning his attention back to the grave. Perhaps the dragon knew that Jason made an empty promise.

It was
 empty. They were preparing, and the Dragon Guard had been searching for signs of movement out of Lorach, but nothing they did was going to be enough when it came to preventing Lorach from attacking them. Everything that they did was focused on sweeping along the border, trying to ensure that Lorach wasn’t there. That did nothing to stop their arrival, though.

That simply wasn’t the way the Dragon Guard operated. They never had. They had worked in these lands, dealing with the threat of the Dragon Souls for years, and had battled with them in their own way, but they had done nothing other than delay the Dragon Souls. If Therin had been able to find them in Dragon Haven, Jason had a hard time thinking that Jessica, with all her cunning and creativity, would not be able to do the same.

“If there’s anything you can offer that would help us know what we might need to do, you’d have my thanks.”

The dragon didn’t look up.

It was more than just what the dragon might be able to offer. He had never been trained by Dragon Souls, so far as Jason knew. When he had first encountered David and this 
dragon, Jason had learned that he had not been under the same influence. The dragon had not been tormented. It was the first time he had come to realize that David was different, though he had known it. He should have known more about what David had done and what he had been willing to do, and he should have known more about the fact that David had refused to attack him, and more than that, had refused to betray the people of Dragon Haven.

Some of that came from the oath that he’d taken, but some of it came from the man himself. It came from his willingness to find a trust within the dragons and his desire to help them.

“Are you afraid we will destroy the dragons?” Jason asked softly.

The blue dragon glanced over at him. “You would not,” he said.

“Good. I don’t have any intention of harming any dragon. I want to rescue as many as possible.”

“Not all are like you,” the dragon said.

“The Dragon Guard won’t harm the dragons, either.”

The blue dragon watched him, and yet, even as he did, Jason realized that the dragon questioned. He doubted. There had to be something that he could say to convince the dragon, only he wasn’t sure that words would be convincing enough. It would need action. It would require time.

“I intend to free as many dragons as I can.”

The blue dragon breathed out a heavy breath. “There will be too many for you.”

“Then I go at them in smaller groups,” Jason said.

“There will be too many for you,” he said.

“You don’t know that. You don’t know whether or not I can get to the dragons and free them.” Jason forced himself to be confident in that, even though he didn’t necessarily feel it. He might have had he not failed recently. Jessica had learned a way of overpowering him and had found a way to reclaim the 
dragons that he had rescued. If she could, then he suspected she could teach the other Dragon Souls to do the same. It would take more effort on his part. It might be more than he could accomplish. “You could help. I have offered my protection to you.”

“I will carry on what he wanted.”

Jason looked at the gravesite. “What did he want from you?”

“To live,” the dragon said softly.

Heat radiated from him, though nothing like the iron dragon.

Jason had seen dragons mourning before. He had heard their song, the sadness that they cried out with when suffering. He could see the pain within the blue dragon, and he recognized the agony with which this dragon still suffered. He suspected it would be a long time before the dragon moved past it.

Perhaps he never would.

As Jason looked at the dragon, he realized that he could not ask it to help. The dragon needed a chance to mourn, and he deserved an opportunity to come to his own decision.

Still, he was a free dragon. He was powerful—powerful enough that David had recognized that and had worked with him. There was value in that, especially when it came to dealing with the threat of Jessica.

“If there’s anything that you can do to help, I would appreciate it. If you can find me, then…”

Jason knew that he didn’t need to finish. The dragon watched him, breathing out again before resting his head once more.

Jason stared at him for a few moments before getting to his feet and making his way over to the ice dragon and climbing onto his back. Once he was seated, they launched into the air, cold surrounding him once again. Jason embraced the cold, clutching the ice dragon, feeling that cold surge through him. 
He breathed out a sigh and looked down at the blue dragon as they circled higher into the air.

“How long will he suffer like that?”

“Only he knows,” the dragon said.

“Would you do the same were that me?”

The dragon roared, shaking everything within him, and icicles streaked off him. “I would kill the one responsible,” the ice dragon said.

They banked and had started toward Dragon Haven when a strange pressure built. Jason frowned, sitting upright on the dragon, and motioned for him to turn. It brought them back toward the mountains, heading over the forest, and from there to the rolling plains that stretched to the base of the mountain.

Jason stared through his connection to the ice dragon, using that to find anything that would permit him to know what he felt, but he couldn’t tell what was out there, only that there was some sense of power.

“Do you feel that?”

“I feel something,” the ice dragon said.

They needed to get lower. Up high like this, Jason didn’t think that he could see well enough, and he needed to descend to understand the power. Maybe it was nothing more than the energy of another dragon, though he couldn’t shake the feeling that it was something else. If that were the case, then he wondered if perhaps it might be a dragon.

He hadn’t abandoned his desire to find more dragon misfits. That was still necessary. The last dragon misfit he had encountered had been the storm dragon, but before that had been the jungle dragon—who had died before Jason had an opportunity to help him. He believed there had to be more misfits out in the world. Therin had not simply placed a handful of eggs. He would’ve placed many.

“Could it be one of your hatch mates?”

The ice dragon rumbled, and Jason could feel a surge of 
power as he attempted to probe outward, as if testing whether or not he might detect one of his hatch mates. More than Jason, the ice dragon hunted for them. Had he found any, Jason would’ve expected the ice dragon to have shared that with him, but there had been no word of the hatch mates, which meant that there were either no more or they were scattered beyond where the ice dragon had looked.

They banked again, heading lower to the ground, moving closer and closer to the pressure that Jason detected. As they lowered, he borrowed from the ice dragon’s eyesight again. This was a time when using the iron dragon might’ve been beneficial. With the iron dragon, he would have radiation heat and could have seen whether there was anything more down there than what he could tell otherwise. With the ice dragon, it was simply movements, layers of color.

What about his own eyesight?

Jason had dragon sight. He could use that.

He peered off the side of the ice dragon, closing his normal eye. As he stared, it took a moment for his eye to adjust, but then his breath caught. There were a dozen bright surges of color down in front of him. It was so bright that he knew exactly what they were: Dragons.

There were far too many dragons for them to be the Dragon Guard, especially out where they were. The Dragon Guard wouldn’t have ventured this far away, not risking themselves like this. No, that meant that these were Dragon Souls.

“We need to be careful,” Jason said.

“You wanted to help them,” the ice dragon reminded him.

Jason nodded. There were a dozen. A dozen Dragon Souls, along with their dragons, might be more than he could attempt to free, but if Jessica weren’t there, maybe he had a chance.

“Stay above them. Don’t let them know you are here.”

The dragon roared. “They won’t.”

They ascended again, and Jason shifted, peering off the side 
of the ice dragon. He held onto one of the ice dragon’s spikes, gripping it tightly. There had been a time when he had feared that he might break the spike off, but he had found that the ice dragon was in complete control of whether those spikes came free. He could shoot them, but he also could grant them were it necessary.

Jason looked down, studying the ground. He could see the dragons as surges of light far below, looking something like a cluster of stars on the ground. He focused on the power within the ice and iron dragon, calling it to him. It took a washing of power, and he thought that he could add a hint of the energy of the forest dragon to it, using that to mingle the two and hopefully save these dragons. They would toss the Dragon Souls, but Jason had long ago decided that it did not matter to him.

“Be ready,” he said.

He borrowed power, pushing it out from him. As it pressed downward, he could feel a resistance. It came from the dragons, and though he pushed downward, he hoped that the dragons wouldn’t recognize the source of what he was doing. Not until he was done. Jason continued to press, feeling that resistance.

He leaned over the edge of the dragon, looking down as he continued to call upon power, trying to see what he could from this vantage.

There was nothing.

“We need to get closer,” he said.

The dragon roared.

Getting closer put them in danger, but he wanted to free these dragons. They were sweeping along this grassy plain, but they were heading closer to Dragon Haven. If they got much closer, they would find the city.

Jason needed to free these dragons. If he didn’t, there was a real possibility that the Dragon Souls would find them and 
would know what they were doing and how to uncover them. He needed to defend against them merely so that they could ensure that Dragon Haven remained safe.

Jason took a deep breath, holding onto it as they descended, getting closer and closer to the dragons. He peered over the edge of the ice dragon, watching them. He could see their brightness growing larger, looming closer.

As they dropped, he continued to push power out, borrowing from the ice and the iron dragon, mixing with it the energy of the forest dragon.

Something was off.

Maybe it was the resistance that he attempted to grasp, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that some aspect of his connection felt off.

He tried again, forcing more power out, toward the dragons.

It met resistance, which didn’t surprise him. He expected that resistance and expected that Jessica would’ve trained the people of Lorach to handle anything that he might do, but this was unusual.

Then there was another sort of strange pressure.

Jason tapped on the ice dragon, and they stopped their descent, circling. He looked down and could see the glowing orange of the Dragon Souls, but something about it felt off.

“Do you detect anything?”

The ice dragon roared softly, and Jason knew he didn’t.

What was it that he detected, then?

Was it just the Dragon Souls?

Could it be Jessica herself?

He wouldn’t have expected her to come out here by herself. Not with a dozen dragons, not to face the possible threat of Dragon Haven. Jessica was too clever for that. She would’ve sent the full force of the dragons out were she to come. Whatever this was would be different. Perhaps just as 
powerful, but different nonetheless.

Jason pulled on the energy within him, and he held off on borrowing from the forest dragon. That power was useful, but not so useful that he thought he could use it now. Instead, what he needed was to call upon the others, those dragon misfits that could heal. The Dragon Souls dragons needed that healing.

Jason had to force as much as he could, and he pushed downward, letting that energy sweep away from him, toward the orange lights that he saw in the distance. In doing so, he could feel the resistance, and focusing now as he did, getting closer, he pressed as much power as he could downward, forcing that power away from him.

Finally, the resistance began to ease.

Then something pushed back on him.

Jason forced even more, pressing with everything that he could, summoning the cold through the ice dragon, sweeping it downward. Maybe the problem was that he was trying to target too many dragons at one time.

He shifted his focus, looking down and trying to focus only on one dragon at a time. When he had helped heal the dragons within Lorach, he had handled more than one at once, but perhaps with whatever Jessica had done, teaching the Dragon Souls how to defend themselves, he wasn’t going to be able to use that power in the same way.

By shifting that focus, targeting only a single dragon, Jason pushed outward. He felt the resistance, but this time, it started to slip past. He forced even more and could summon more power. He had to borrow it, and he had to call it from the ice dragon, letting it shoot from the sky overhead, borrowing the energy in its purest form.

It streaked toward him and through him—as Jason was mostly just a conduit—and down toward the ground. He added as much power as he could from the iron dragon. Perhaps it 
would be easier with the iron dragon here, but as he forced that power downward, he felt the resistance fading.

Something pushed back against him again.

There came a shriek.

Not a roar, but a shriek. It sounded painful and horrible, and it tore at Jason’s ears.

He jerked his head back, and the ice dragon moved with him.

The pressure upon him continued to build, ripping upward.

They weren’t going to be able to do this.

Jason tapped on the ice dragon. “We need to go back,” he said.

The ice dragon roared softly. There was a hesitation within him, mostly because the dragon didn’t want to leave any other dragons behind if there would be anything they could do to help them, but Jason doubted they could. Not like this. There were too many together.

The ice dragon climbed, circling quickly. As they did, there came more pressure.

He could feel it pushing against him.

They reached the higher atmosphere again, circling once more, and Jason stayed there, looking down from the dragon’s side, staring at the ground, and couldn’t tell whether the other dragons were still there. As he peered from the ice dragon’s back, he searched for signs of those dragons but found nothing.

They had disappeared.

That shouldn’t be possible. They could’ve flown away, but Jason thought he would’ve seen something. More than that, he would’ve expected the dragons to have given chase, but they had not. It was as if they had abandoned Jason and the ice dragon, ignoring them.

Something was off, and Jason feared he needed to understand what it was before Lorach began their attack on 
Dragon Haven.
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s they circled toward Lorach, Jason peered over the edge of the ice dragon, looking down at the ground, mixing his dragon sight with what the ice dragon saw, though he couldn’t make out anything more than what he had noticed before. The land beneath him had no movement. Ever since pulling away and leaving the large grouping of dragons, Jason had found nothing. Not that he had not tried. He wanted to ensure there was no further movement, that the Dragon Souls had not come toward them, but he had seen nothing more. He still believed there was something taking place; it was just a matter of figuring out what it was.

“I don’t know how much longer we should stay away,” Jason said.

“Will the others have expected you back?”

Jason shook his head. He hadn’t revealed to anyone else where he was going, only that he was hunting. They had come to know that he would go off on his own, and so far, no one had objected to him doing so—mostly because when he did, there was nothing that could be done to stop him. He wasn’t one of the Dragon Guard, so he didn’t have to answer to them. Given that the dragons he flew with were not dragons from Dragon Haven, there was no reason to worry about angering them, either.

“I feel like we need to find something,” Jason said. “The Dragon Souls wouldn’t have abandoned their search.”

“What if they haven’t abandoned it?”

Jason frowned, looking down. “What do you mean?”

“What if somebody deflected them?”

He didn’t think so. He had felt the resistance that was down on the ground, and had felt the way that the Dragon Souls were pushing against him. That couldn’t have been somebody else. That had to be the Dragon Souls, working against him.

He just had to find where the rest were.

In the distance, Jason could barely make out the outer edge of Lorach. They were high enough that he didn’t worry about the people of Lorach knowing that they were there, but he was still careful. He didn’t want to have anyone from Lorach—especially Jessica—realize that they were patrolling and watching for movement. He could see a faint glow through his dragon sight, though it wasn’t bright enough to know whether what he observed was anything to be alarmed by. He saw no sign of the dragons, though were he to fly farther, they would. The dragon pens were just beyond the border of Lorach, outside the city where the people of Lorach wouldn’t fear them.

“They were moving,” he said to himself.

“We saw several, but Lorach has many more dragons,” the ice dragon reminded him.

“What if they have them all scattered and hunting?” Jason asked. “Jessica could be sending waves of dragons out to find us.”

He turned, looking toward Dragon Haven, though they were far enough away he couldn’t make out anything of it. He scanned the horizon, searching for anything that might give him an idea of what would be out there, whether there were dragons to fear, but he saw nothing. Had there been anything out there, Jason would’ve expected to have come across it by 
now.

“Somehow, we have to stop her,” he said.

“Stop her, or stop the dragons?” the ice dragon asked.

Jason ran his hand along the slick surface of the ice dragon. It wasn’t cold, though he was pressed up against a dragon made of ice. The dragonskin he wore offered some protection and trapped some of the heat within him, but even that probably wasn’t necessary. Jason had never needed protection around the ice dragon. “I want to free the dragons, not stop them.”

“Not all dragons will be freed,” the ice dragon said, his voice coming softly and filled with a hint of sadness.

“Do you really believe that?”

“I believe you want to save as many as possible, but I also believe it will be difficult for us to do so.”

“They aren’t going to succeed,” Jason said.

The dragon rumbled again. “I fear for the other dragons.”

“You fear for them as much as you fear for the misfits?”

The ice dragon turned his head, looking at Jason as they circled. “There are few who worry about us.”

“I do,” Jason said.

“As I said. Few.”

He took a deep breath. “What if we had a way of helping others like you?”

“That is what you intend to do,” the ice dragon said.

“What if it’s more,” Jason said, thinking it through. When he had been in Lorach, he remembered Jessica telling him about Therin and his goal of creating more misfits. Jessica knew something about their creation, even if she had not revealed it. That had to matter somehow. “What if we knew how to create dragons like yourself?”

There was a part of Jason that wondered if that was even something he should do. The misfits were misfits. They were unlike other dragons, but that didn’t make them less than the 
other dragons. In some ways, Jason found the misfits to be more powerful than the traditional dragons of the Dragon Souls. By connecting to them, by understanding them in the way that he did, he had found something unique and beautiful and powerful. If he could do the same with more misfits and create others, then perhaps they wouldn’t have to be so different. He could imagine what the ice dragon would think if there were a dozen like him. Perhaps the same with the iron dragon. Even the forest dragon. Would the world be a better or worse place if he did that?

Was it even something he should be doing?

There seemed to be an ethical aspect to it that Jason considered. Therin had forced these dragons to become something different. How many eggs had not survived in the attempt to create misfits? Of course, the standard way of creating dragons was by keeping them near other dragons, which ensured that they all were uniform. Maybe the dragons were meant to be misfits. Maybe the dragons within Lorach were the misfits.

“I don’t know,” the ice dragon said.

“Have you thought about it?”

The ice dragon turned away from him and roared softly, a heavy rumbling. “I have considered it before, but I don’t know.”

Jason couldn’t help but think about what it might be like for there to be other dragons like that in the world. He couldn’t help but think about how useful that would be, and how much easier it would be for them to counter Lorach. That was what this was all about, after all. They needed to find a way to stop Lorach, to ensure the safety of the dragons, and to free them. If they could have that connection, and if they had some way of binding to the dragons, then perhaps he could do that.

He was getting ahead of himself.

He didn’t fully understand what all was involved in the 
creation of the misfits. All he knew was that Therin had taken eggs—something that Jason found surprising, especially given how rare the eggs were—and had put them in places where they would struggle without any additional help. It was a wonder that so many of the misfits had survived. How many eggs had not?

Or maybe they had survived but the egg had not yet hatched.

There was simply so much about the gestation of dragons that Jason didn’t know. Perhaps he could not know.

“I guess I don’t know either,” Jason said.

They continued circling, never getting close enough to Lorach to pose much of a threat, neither of them wanting to reveal their presence. As high in the sky as they were, he didn’t think they would, but he couldn’t tell, either.

“Perhaps it’s time for us to return,” Jason said.

“And do what?” The ice dragon roared softly and swooped even higher, as if shooting toward the sky, trying to move beyond Lorach.

“It’s time to come up with a plan for Lorach. A real plan.”

They had spent enough time thinking and talking and not as much time preparing. Jessica would be doing something. Having seen the dragons, he knew that she would.

He continued to stare, focusing on what he could make out of Lorach, and for a moment, he thought he saw a cluster of dragons, but this high up, it was difficult to tell. Even borrowing from the ice dragon, he couldn’t see very easily. If he came with the iron dragon, he might be able to see more, but he also had difficulty with that idea. The iron dragon couldn’t fly nearly as high, which meant they were more likely to be observed. It was easier to scout and spy from as high as the ice dragon could fly.

He tore his gaze away, and they turned, making their way back toward Dragon Haven. As they flew, Jason peered over 
the edge of the dragon, borrowing from the ice dragon’s eyesight and adding his own dragon sight. He stared at the ground, searching for any signs of movement. Other than a stray herd of deer, he didn’t see much. The ice dragon wasn’t in the mood to descend low enough for Jason to get a better vantage, either.

As they neared Dragon Haven, the ice dragon streaked through the illusion, giving Jason barely an opportunity to detect whether there was anything off about it. He tested it, nonetheless. It seemed solid, but as he ensured that it was still intact, they came crashing to the ground.

He looked up at the sky, focusing on the illusion, but couldn’t see it. It was there. He could feel it, but he couldn’t tell if it was as solid as it needed to be. He thought that it was, but if not, he didn’t know how much more he could pour into it to ensure its stability. He had already pushed as much power as he thought that he could into it.

Climbing off the ice dragon’s back, he looked over at him. “What will you be doing?”

“Hunting,” the ice dragon said.

“Hunting for Lorach, or hunting for your hatch mates?”

The ice dragon stared at him, and there came a surge of power from him. Within the ice dragon, Jason felt the connection that the ice dragon shared with others. It was strange to be so aware of it, but it was a bond that had formed between the ice dragon and the iron dragon and the forest dragon, going all the way to even the storm dragon, though Jason didn’t share in that connection. The ice dragon wanted to have a better understanding of the other misfits and wanted to connect to them.

“Hunting.”

“Good luck,” Jason said.

The dragon rumbled softly before pulling his wings in and launching upward. It was a strange sight to see from the 
ground. The ice dragon had taken to flying with a different technique than he had before. Now he used the cold, the ice, and shot upward as if sliding on a sheet of ice lightning. It was powerful and amazing and something that Jason wished he could learn how to do.

Pulling his gaze away when the dragon disappeared through the illusion, he looked around. There were four small dragons here today. Two were little green dragons, one was a red dragon that he knew William had been working with, and another was a pale yellow dragon. They had looked over at him when he had landed with the ice dragon, but now that the dragon was gone, they turned their attention away. Jason watched the dragons for a while. It was interesting to see them frolicking and to notice how carefree they were. At this point, the small dragons feared nothing. There was no reason for them to, though. They’d not experienced the threat of the Dragon Souls, not the way that so many of the older dragons had. These dragons lived a life where they were practically revered. Certainly protected. There was no danger to them the way that there was for the older dragons.

Jason took a deep breath and turned to see William watching him. His friend’s bright red hair stood on end, and he was dressed in a black jacket and pants that had dragon scales worked into them, though Jason didn’t think they were dragonskin.

“I haven’t seen you around much lately,” William said.

Jason flicked his gaze up, where he could still feel the sense of the ice dragon as he circled. “I’ve been busy trying to chase down any sign of the Dragon Souls.”

William shivered. “That’s probably good,” he said. “When we were there…”

He didn’t need to finish. He had been through quite a bit and had been trapped by Jessica, no differently than Jason had. Unlike Jason, William had been unable to escape on his 
own.

He didn’t seem the worse for it. William always liked to say that he was lucky, and considering everything that he had been through without any real connection to the dragons, Jason had started to believe him. When he had shared that with David, David had questioned, only because he seemed to think there was something to it.

“Have you found anything?” William asked, glancing over at the dragons as they played behind Jason.

“I thought I did, but I lost it.”

“The Dragon Souls?”

“They aren’t close,” Jason said.

At least, he hoped that they weren’t close. Now that he wasn’t sure where they had gone, he worried that perhaps he had missed something. If they had come this way, Jason thought that he would’ve seen them, but he had not. He and the ice dragon had circled for long enough to have uncovered something, and the fact that he had not left him thinking that perhaps he didn’t need to worry about them getting here. Not yet, at least. Eventually, he did worry that there would be some danger from those dragons.

He would have to figure out why he couldn’t rescue them. He had felt the resistance within them, and if it came from something Jessica had taught them, Jason was going to have to find a way to overpower it. He would need to do so to free the dragons. The alternative was… It was unthinkable.

The alternative meant that they couldn’t defeat Lorach. It meant that they were going to have to hide. If Lorach kept coming toward them and was determined to find Dragon Haven, Jason didn’t know if he could stay hidden well enough for long enough to protect the dragons.

“I’m sure others will be glad you’re back,” William said, grinning at him.

“Others?”

“You know. Sarah. She’s been asking about you, though I get the sense her parents don’t like it when she travels with you.”

Jason shook his head. Cherise and Olar might rule in Dragon Haven, but they also were protective of Sarah. Mostly because any time that she had gone off with Jason, she had put herself into danger. Sarah had a responsibility to Dragon Haven, and it was one she would not be able to fulfill if she ended up injured because of him.

“I think after her captivity in Lorach, they have been much more protective.”

“She doesn’t like it,” William told him.

Jason snorted. “Knowing her, she probably doesn’t. Where is she?”

“With them. They have been meeting with the Dragon Guard.” William shivered again. “They scare me a little bit. If I didn’t know they were on our side, I would probably be even more frightened of them.”

Jason patted him on the shoulder. “You don’t need to fear the Dragon Guard. They work with us.”

“They remind me of the Dragon Souls. Maybe they don’t torment the dragons the same way,” William said, twisting so that he could look deeper into the city, as if he were going to see one of the Dragon Guard, before turning back. “They still make me nervous.”

“What about you? What have you been doing since we returned from Lorach?”

Jason spent so little time within Dragon Haven these days, preferring to travel with the dragons, searching for evidence of Lorach moving toward them, that he hadn’t visited with his friend the way that he should have. He regretted it now.

“Working with the dragons.” William nodded to the younger dragons behind him. “Before you go and tease me, I know that I don’t have the same connection you do. That doesn’t mean 
that I can’t work with them. Besides, I feel like I’m getting through to them.”

He smiled at one of the dragons, and Jason turned to see him looking at the red dragon. He was a little bit larger than some of the others, though not nearly large enough yet to ride. At least, Jason didn’t think so. The dragon had strength, though. He could feel it emanating from the dragon, a particular surge of heat and energy that suggested the dragon would be mighty one day. When he was fully grown, Jason could imagine this dragon helping the people of Dragon Haven in ways that were hard to predict now. Eventually, the dragon would have to connect to others who could use that power and would be able to draw upon it. When that happened, William would no longer be able to work with it the way that he did now. He suspected that would bother his friend.

“I’m sure you have been,” Jason said. He sighed. “I’m going to meet with Cherise and Olar. I need to see what they are planning to do about Lorach, and be a part of it.”

“Why wouldn’t you be a part of it?”

“Well, mostly because I am not one of the Dragon Guard, but partly because I think they see me as a little bit of an unpredictable element.”

William chuckled. “You are
 that. Of course, I have a little bit of experience with something similar. I could go with you, if you want.”

“I don’t think that you need to. Besides, it looks like you came out here for a reason. Your dragon needs you.”

“He’s not my dragon,” William said, shaking his head as he looked across the yard. “He’s just one that I have been working with. I work with all of them, really.”

“That one is the easiest for you, though.”

William nodded. “How did you know?”

“You have a fondness for it. I can see it in your eyes.”

William smiled. “Maybe I do. That one amuses me. Did you 
know that the dragons have different personalities? I never would’ve guessed that before, but they do. Some of them have a sense of humor, and others are a lot more serious. This one is a little bit of both, depending upon his mood. He can be frustrating, but I think he does it intentionally.” William made a face as he looked over at the dragon. “I’m going to get through to him.”

Jason followed the direction of William’s gaze, and he chuckled softly. “I think you’ve gotten through to him already.”

“Do you?”

“I do, and I think you’re probably right. He probably is doing it intentionally. Have you asked him?”

“I talk to the dragons all the time, but they don’t talk back. Not like they do to you.”

“I think eventually you’ll be able to hear them.”

“That would make all of this a lot easier,” William sighed.

Jason didn’t know what made one person more sensitive to the dragons speaking to them than another. All he knew was that some people were, and others were not. He could listen to the dragons and speak to almost every dragon, though he knew that wasn’t the case for everybody.

He glanced over at the dragon and wondered if he might be able to encourage him to speak to William, but decided that William needed to work that out on his own. It would be better for him—and it would mean more, anyway.

Jason clasped William on the shoulder and headed past him, moving along the streets of Dragon Haven. He made his way toward the main building within the center of the city. It was taller than most of the other buildings, though it had a domed roof like every other. He stopped in front of the main entrance. It had a wide arc at the top of its double door, with dragons made of a metal print pressed into the door, a design that showed the celebration of the dragons within Dragon Haven. Jason often wondered what this city must’ve been like 
at its founding. The people who had lived here back then had idolized the dragons, though the people who lived here now still did. He wondered what it might’ve been like when dragons were numerous, flying through here and more openly. He believed there was a time when that occurred, even though it wasn’t the case now.

He headed into the building, making his way through the halls, passing sculptures and paintings and other decorations, all depicting the dragons. Lanterns glowed in the walls, all of them shaped like dragons. He reached the throne room and paused. There was no movement and no sound, but he knew that others were there. He could hear them inside, but surprisingly, he could also feel them.

Jason waited a moment before stepping inside. Once inside, he found Sarah sitting on what appeared to be a throne alongside her parents. She shared much of the same look as her mother, the same golden hair, the same eyes, the same strong chin. Her father had dark hair and a solid, muscular build. Both of them were connected to dragons, though not, from what he had seen, nearly as powerfully as their daughter.

Cherise and Olar were speaking to one of the Dragon Guard when Jason came in. Max was a large, dark haired man with a powerful chin. He dressed in dragonskin, the leathers seemingly cut for him, and his dragon bone sword sheathed at his side gleamed in the lantern light. There was something imposing about him. He understood why those within the city would feel afraid of the Dragon Guard.

Sarah’s parents looked over at him, frowning.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Jason said.

“What is it?” Olar asked.

Jason glanced over at Max, then looked at Sarah for a moment, holding her gaze. She studied him, a question in her eyes. Jason debated what he needed to say. He had come here thinking that he would help talk about the plan for what to do 
about Lorach, though now that he was here, he questioned the wisdom of that.

From what it seemed, they were planning without him, anyway.

“I saw a dozen dragons from Lorach.”

Olar leaned forward, gripping the sides of his chair. “Nearby?” He glanced over at Max. The Dragon Guard frowned.

Jason shook his head. “Not near here.”

Olar breathed out, a relieved sigh escaping his lips as he relaxed.

Jason turned his attention to Sarah. He knew that she would take what he said thoughtfully, even if her parents didn’t. “There was something off about the dragons. I tried to free them—”

“You tried to do what
?” Max demanded.

Jason turned to him. “I tried to free the dragons. I have freed many before, unless you don’t remember.”

Max glared at him. “Yes. I seem to recall that you have created a difficulty for us. You put a target on us.”

“As if the rebellion wasn’t a target already,” Jason said.

“A target, but you have created a renewed urgency. We had avoided pressing the attack.”

“For what reason?” Jason asked, glancing from Cherise to Olar before turning his attention to Sarah. “The dragons need to be freed. I seem to think that was the intention behind all of that, wasn’t it? That’s the purpose of Dragon Haven.”

“You would lecture them about the purpose of this place?” Max asked.

“Enough,” Cherise said. “What is it about these dragons that brought you here?”

Jason sighed. “I’ve been watching for movement out of Lorach. Jessica will try something. I’ve seen that.”

“I know that you have,” Cherise said, her voice low and 
dangerous.

They were still angry with him. It wasn’t his fault that Sarah had gotten caught, though he wondered if they would even believe him.

“She must have figured out how to teach the Dragon Souls to protect the dragons from me. I wasn’t able to overwhelm their resistance. They are
 moving, though. I wanted to come to you to come up with a plan for dealing with them.”

“We are coming up with a plan,” Cherise said, looking at Max. “The Dragon Guard have continued their patrol. They will ensure Lorach does not pose a threat to us.”

Jason should be comforted by that, and there was a part of him that was, but he couldn’t shake the feeling of what he had noticed. He couldn’t shake the strangeness of the power that had pushed upon him when he had been there before. There had been something, and within that was power. A resistance. A way for Lorach to overwhelm even what he had done.

Therin hadn’t known how to do that. That Jessica had developed that much so quickly suggested that she was more of a threat than the others here would give her credit for. Jason was going to have to convince them.

“At least let me be a part of it,” Jason said.

Cherise looked over at Olar.

“It wouldn’t be the worst thing,” Olar said. “With his connection to the others—"

“No,” Max said. “He has not worked well with us. We are not going to risk our dragons, and my people, because he has brought these strange dragons to us.”

“These strange dragons have allowed us to free others,” Jason said. “If it wasn’t for the misfits and me, Dragon Haven would have been destroyed.”

“It is because of you that Dragon Haven was targeted,” Max said. “You are the reason that we have returned from our patrols. Were it not for you, we would still be much farther 
north of here, drawing the attention of Lorach away. It’s because of you that they even know that Dragon Haven is anywhere near here.” He turned to Jason, and one hand fell to the hilt of his dragon bone sword. “Do not lecture me about what you have done for this place. I have been fighting on behalf of Dragon Haven for longer than you have been alive.”

Jason arched a brow. Max didn’t look that old, but maybe he was wrong.

“I’m not trying to be your enemy,” he said. “All I’m trying is to help.”

Max grunted. “You have helped enough.”

“You would rather risk the dragons than work with me?” He looked over at Cherise and then Olar before finally looking at Sarah. “You would rather sacrifice the chance of freeing more dragons just because you don’t want to work with me?”

Max stared at him. “As I’ve said, it’s because of you that we are in this predicament. We will fight our way out of it. The Dragon Guard have plenty of experience dealing with Lorach. We will draw their attention away.”

“And if that doesn’t work?” Jason asked.

“If it doesn’t work, then so be it. Then we will return and fight.”

“By then it will be too late,” Jason said. “Jessica will be arranging her dragons. She will figure this out. She will come for Dragon Haven.”

“It’s settled,” Cherise said, turning to Jason. “We trust that the Dragon Guard will ensure our safety. Do not fret.”

Jason grunted. “I’m not fretting. But I will keep searching. I will watch for movement out of Lorach.”

Max sneered at him. “Why don’t you go back to searching for your precious misfits?”

“It’s those precious misfits that allow the dragons of Dragon Haven to be freed.” He nodded to Sarah. “If you don’t believe me, then ask her. She knows just what I’ve done. She knows 
just what the dragons are capable of doing. And she knows that those dragons are going to be the key to stopping Lorach. Not you. Not the Dragon Guard.”

Jason turned and made his way out. He knew that he shouldn’t, but frustration filled him. At the same time, he couldn’t deny that what Max said was true. He had been responsible for some of this. It was because of him that Dragon Haven had been targeted. It was because of him that Therin had found it. Just because Jason had uncovered the misfits didn’t excuse him from everything else that had taken place.

It was going to have to fall upon him to try to ensure that nothing worse happened.

If that meant finding other misfits, patrolling for Lorach, ensuring that the Dragon Guard did not do anything too foolish to draw the attention of Lorach, then Jason was going to do it.

He just had to figure out how.

It would start with watching. It would start with understanding just what Lorach intended. It would involve him patrolling even more.

He was willing to do it. He just wished that he didn’t have to do it alone.
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old wind whipped around Jason’s face as the dragon soared through the air, a hint of mist streaking off the ice dragon, dampening Jason’s cheeks. He held tightly to the dragon’s back, clinging to the small spikes the ice dragon had formed. By using those spikes, Jason had a handle, a way to maintain his grip, and it was enough that he could cling to the dragon and not fear falling.

They dipped, angling toward the ground at a rapid rate, the speed leaving the wind streaking into Jason’s eyes, making them water. “Now you’re just showing off,” he said to the dragon.

The dragon rumbled, a sound that was more amusement than anything else. “How is it showing off?”

“You’re trying to see if you can dislodge me.” Jason clutched tightly to the spike, squeezing the ice as it flowed from the dragon’s back. “You aren’t going to succeed.”

“You had better hope not.”

Jason laughed.

The dragon twisted, angling toward the ground again, diving toward the snowcapped mountain peak.

“Is there any reason you chose this location to travel?” Jason asked.

“I thought it would be intriguing,” the dragon said.

“What’s intriguing about it?” Jason asked, quickly adding an illusion around them so that was there anyone watching, they wouldn’t necessarily see a dragon and a rider. All they would see would be a massive hawk. In this part of the world, that would be strange enough, but at least it wouldn’t draw the same sort of notice that a dragon would.

The ice dragon snorted again, seemingly amused by Jason’s desire to create an illusion around them.

“You know it’s necessary,” Jason said.

“Only because your people are fools,” the dragon said.

“Only because my people have been attacked by dragons.”

“In what lifetime?”

The question lingered, coming through the air on a gust of wind, but almost as much inside Jason’s mind. In what lifetime had
 his people been attacked by dragons?

It had been generations, as far as Jason knew. In that time, his village had never seen a dragon attack. They had prepared for one, believing they needed to have the ballistae to defend against the possibility of an attack, but never had the actual need to use them.

“You’re right,” Jason said, his mood suddenly souring.

“Just because I’m right doesn’t mean it matters,” the dragon said to him.

Jason grunted again. He thought that it mattered a great deal.

The dragons had been forced to hide, but what would happen if they found others like those within Dragon Haven, others who appreciated the dragons for what they were, recognizing them as a part of the world rather than something that needed to be removed from it?

Jason let out a frustrated sigh, and he stared at the swirling snow all around them, watching as the dragon launched himself up and then back down. The change of direction was impressive. The enormous dragon had gained significant skill 
ever since Jason had begun flying with him.

There had been a time when he’d traveled with the ice dragon and feared whether or not the dragon would be able to carry him. Of course, Jason remembered the very first flight they’d taken, when the dragon had barely been able to use his wings and when the snow that had streamed off him had been something different.

“What are you hoping to find?” Jason asked.

“Others,” the ice dragon said.

It was the first time the dragon had admitted that to him in this particular place. They had hunted here but never had they looked for the hatch mates. Perhaps that was only when Jason was with the dragon. As far as he knew, the dragon hunted for his hatch mates at all times.

“If we can understand what Therin did to create you, then we can help others.” And there would
 be other dragon misfits. Jason didn’t believe they had found all of them. There would have to be more.

The ice dragon breathed out a hint of cold and arched back up into the air, streaking high overhead. “Perhaps,” the ice dragon said.

They took to the air, gaining altitude quickly.

Jason sensed the ice dragon’s emotions, recognizing the sadness within him. He understood it. The ice dragon wished there were others like him. How could he not? The ice dragon was unique. All of the other misfits were unique. They suffered because of it.

There was a bond between them, all of them misfits, though there was still something that kept them apart. The only shared connection they really had was Jason and a willingness to work with him, fight on behalf of him, and to search for other hatch mates.

He said nothing as they circled, flying ever higher, reaching the altitude where the air became thin, the cold biting. It 
would’ve been intolerable were it not for Jason’s connection to the iron dragon and the heat he could summon through him.

He leaned forward, embracing the ice dragon. The contact between them was potent. Though Jason embraced it, he wasn’t sure if the ice dragon did as well. Perhaps being a dragon wasn’t enough. The ice dragon wanted other ice dragons. How could he not?

Up high like this, there was a sense of darkness. It hung over everything like a cloud, a blanket of night. Moonlight trickled out, spilling out over the sky. Up above the clouds as they soared, Jason felt the energy all around him, some sense of power, but it was different than the kind of power he possessed through the dragons. What he sensed from up here was a power that came to him from everything in the world around him.

“It can be peaceful,” he whispered.

“Yes,” the dragon said.

“I will help you hunt,” he said.

“You have helped.”

“I can help you continue to hunt,” Jason said.

The ice dragon snorted, cold spilling from his nostrils. “There might not be much that can be done. The others may not have survived.”

Jason thought of the lost jungle dragon. There might be others that had not survived, hunted and attacked because they were different. It saddened him, and he sensed a similar sadness within the dragon.

They circled, flying in the thin air above everything else. Every so often, Jason reached through his connection to the dragon, borrowing his sight, and looked down upon the world to see what existed below him. There wasn’t much he could make out from where he flew, though occasionally he caught glimpses of snowcapped mountains and swirling snow. He sensed contentment within the dragon when he saw the snow 
and the wind and the inhospitable conditions.

Surprisingly, it was a contentment that Jason shared, at least in a way. Having grown up in a village where snow and ice were a frequent companion, something was refreshing about it. His sister didn’t share that emotion. Not anymore. Kayla had adjusted to her time in Dragon Haven, coming to grips with the change, entirely happy to abandon the village.

“You’ve been quiet,” the ice dragon said as they flew. “You have not wanted to speak of him.”

Jason chuckled. “Sometimes, I forget just how much you can recognize my emotions.”

“As you can recognize mine,” the dragon said.

“Yours aren’t nearly as easy as I wish they were.”

“Neither are yours,” the dragon said.

Jason smiled again and leaned over, looking down upon the world below him. “I don’t know why he never would have told me what he was.”

“Perhaps he could not.”

“Why did he choose our village?”

“Perhaps he did not.”

Only, Jason didn’t think his father had been sent to the village by the Dragon Souls. He had no idea what role his parents had, only that his power was gifted to him by his parents, and they must have known what they could do. His father, at least, must have known.

“You’ve avoided seeking answers,” the ice dragon said.

“I haven’t avoided it.”

“You’ve hunted.”

“Because it’s been necessary,” Jason said.

He felt as if it were necessary. After the attack in Lorach, he felt as if he needed to better understand what they faced. He had helped dragons. Countless dragons. By freeing them from Dragon Souls, Jason had changed the dynamics of the rebellion. For the first time, the rebellion teetered toward 
overthrowing the power of Lorach.

Only, first they had to stop Jessica from controlling other dragons. It was why he
 hunted.

“We need more misfits,” he said. “And we need to find them before the others do.”

“The Dragon Souls won’t be able to find the others,” the ice dragon said. “They aren’t patient enough.”

Jason laughed a little bit. They started to descend, heading through the clouds, and when they poked free, the snowcapped mountains loomed in front of him, closer than he had expected. The ice dragon banked, twisting off to the side, forcing Jason to dig his heels in and grip the icy spikes more tightly. Water beaded around his hands.

“They aren’t patient, but they are
 determined. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re persistent, as well.”

Persistence was the key, at least when it came to the misfits. Partly that was trying to understand just where to find the misfits.

“Besides, knowing Therin as she did, I suspect she’ll know how to find them. Especially now that she’s seen how powerful you are.” And different. She wanted both. “Which is the other reason I’ve been hunting.”

“That is not the other reason,” the ice dragon said.

He sensed a bit of amusement, mixed with irritation—at him.

“You don’t want me to find them? If she traps them and uses those dragons against us, then—”

“You need to better understand yourself before you go chasing this sort of power,” the ice dragon said.

Jason grunted. “I understand myself well enough.”

He fell silent as they circled around one of the snowy mountains. Down here, the brunt of the wind and the swirling snow crashed into him, the snow feeling more like needles that burrowed into his skin. He had to maintain his connection to 
the iron dragon to ensure it didn’t harm him. The ice dragon seemed to feel that pain—and seemed amused by it.

“You don’t have to take such joy in tormenting me,” he said.

The dragon chuckled, the sound disappearing into the wind as they banked, turning and heading off to the west. They flew, staying low and close to the ground.

As before, Jason reached through his connection to the dragon and used the ice dragon’s sight. He wasn’t able to make out much of anything, though every so often, he caught blurring movement. After the third time catching that movement, he motioned to the ice dragon.

“Do you see that?” he asked.

“Of course,” the dragon said.

“What is it?”

“Food.”

Jason laughed. “To you, everything is food.”

“Even you,” the ice dragon said, turning toward him and snapping his jaw.

Jason laughed again.

They twisted, turning and heading farther to the west. They stayed low, swirling through the increasingly warm air, as moisture dripped from Jason. The moisture turned to ice that glistened off the ice dragon’s back, gleaming along his surface. As they flew, the ice dragon twisted again, streaking toward the sky, toward colder air, and then back down.

Each time they went toward the sky and the colder air, Jason could feel why they did it. Heading to the upper atmosphere replenished power within the dragon, just as he recognized how the warmer air stressed him, challenging his ability to withstand the more temperate climates.

“Why do you do this to yourself?”

“I must be able to accommodate it,” he said.

“You don’t have to.”

“If I am to stay with you, I do.”

There was the key. The ice dragon wanted

 to stay with Jason.

They dove back toward the ground again, and movement in the far north caught his attention. It caught the ice dragon’s attention as well. The ice dragon twisted, veering off toward what he had seen. They streaked through the air.

The ice dragon was a fast flyer. Perhaps one of the fastest of the dragons. In colder weather, the ice dragon was probably unrivaled. Even in the warmer air, he was still incredibly fast. The only dragon Jason had seen that surpassed the ice dragon was the storm dragon. Thankfully, the storm dragon had disappeared, led off by the forest dragon, and no longer a threat. At least, Jason hoped that it was no longer a threat.

As they neared, Jason recognized the blue dragon. What was he doing coming back?

“Can you speak to the dragon?” Jason asked the ice dragon.

The dragon snorted. It came as a heavy rumbling that echoed through the air. The wind tried to tear some of that sound away but wasn’t able to take all of it. “No, but I think it’s unnecessary.”

The ice dragon slowed, readying for the arrival of the other dragon. The blue dragon had no rider ever since David had fallen. Jason wasn’t sure if there could be one. Perhaps he wouldn’t accept any again. If he did, it would have to be somebody who was skilled—possibly even powerful. Would such a person be allowed to make a connection with him?

“What is it?” Jason called across to the dragon.

“Come,” the dragon said.

“Did you find Jessica?”

The blue dragon breathed a streamer of flame. “Come.”

He veered off, heading back in the direction he’d come. Jason tapped on the ice dragon, and they followed. Every so often, Jason tested to make sure that the blue dragon wasn’t 
tainted, that he hadn’t been influenced by a Dragon Soul, but each time he did so, he found a resistance to Jason’s magic. Some of that resistance had to come from what David had done, though some of it seemed to be natural, innate to the dragon itself. It was a strange thing to be aware of, stranger still that he could feel just how powerful that resistance was.

Perhaps the training David had used with the dragon had given him that resistance. Jason wasn’t sure, but then he hadn’t known enough about David. The Auran had remained a mystery to him up until his death and remained so even now.

The dragon started to slow, and so did Jason and the ice dragon. They dropped down near a river with water rushing through and waves burbling along, and the blue dragon settled down near it.

Jason climbed down from the ice dragon’s back.

“Look,” the blue dragon said.

Jason shook his head, staring at the river. “What am I supposed to look at?”

“Look,” the blue dragon said again.

The blue dragon headed into the river, and Jason followed.

The water rushed past him. It forced him to brace himself, holding on to power from the other dragons. Were it not for the energy of the ice dragon and the heat of the iron dragon, Jason might’ve been swept along by the current.

Of course, he doubted that the blue dragon would have allowed that. Even if he had, Jason could have used the power from the dragons he had connected to to break free. He felt the power and energy within him.

As he waded after the dragon, looking down to see just what it was that the dragon was trying to show him, he still didn’t see anything.

“Do you see anything?” he asked the ice dragon.

The dragon snorted. “No.”

“Look,” the blue dragon said.

Jason stopped when the other dragon did, looking down.

The only thing he noticed was the changing of the water, as if it were swirling around some obstacle in the river. “I’m not sure what you want me to see.”

“Look,” the dragon said.

Jason continued to stare into the water. He still didn’t see anything.

He tried a different tact.

Turning to the dragon, Jason tried to connect to him and borrow from his sight.

He didn’t have a connection to the dragon usually, but by standing close to him, he hoped the dragon would allow him to connect. If he did, then Jason would be able to see what he wanted him to see.

Perhaps that was what the dragon was trying to urge him to do anyway. Jason connected, and he looked through the dragon’s eyesight. It was different than what he saw with the ice dragon, different even than what he saw with the iron dragon. The water swirled around, creating a rippling of waves around an obstruction beneath him. At first, Jason thought what he was seeing was a rock, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

It was too round. Almost perfectly round.

Understanding dawned on him.

“An egg,” he whispered.
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he water swirled around the egg, and he tried to grasp just what it was that he was seeing. The egg was enormous, standing on end and reaching easily up to his waist. As the water rippled around him, the water looked clear, almost translucent. The sunlight glistened off the surface.

Jason backed out of the river, crouching near its edge, looking out into the water. “That’s what you wanted me to see?”

The dragon shook himself, heat radiating from his body so the water that had been on his scaled sides suddenly turned to steam. “You saw it.”

“I saw it, but the egg wasn’t intact.”

From what Jason could tell, the egg had either already hatched or had been damaged, and the dragon hadn’t survived. If the former were the case, it meant the river dragon or water dragon or whatever this one would be had already disappeared. If that latter, then it was one more egg that hadn’t survived.

“Have you seen where the dragon went?”

“No,” the blue dragon said.

“I don’t know how we will find it, then, unless we find something strange with water that we can’t otherwise explain.”

“We must hunt,” the blue dragon said.

“Jessica is going to be hunting, too,” Jason said.

If she uncovered a freshly hatched egg, it would be dangerous. Jessica might have already identified the dragon misfit. What would she do with a river dragon? It depended upon the power within the dragon.

“I didn’t realize you have been looking for these dragons,” he said to the blue dragon. “Will you continue?”

“Yes. The others search, too.”

“Others? Are there other dragons looking?” Jason looked from the blue dragon to the ice dragon, but neither of them offered him an answer. “What others are looking?”

“Others.”

Jason frowned. If not a dragon, there weren’t many others the blue dragon would refer to. It meant Lorach. Jessica. She searched for eggs.

“Is that what she’s doing? I thought she’s searching for Dragon Haven.”

“She does both. You must be careful in case she succeed. I will hunt, and you must hunt.” The dragon shook himself again, then launched into the air, circling for a moment until he disappeared into the cloudy sky. Jason hesitated, but then he connected to the blue dragon.

He didn’t know how long he would be able to do so, or whether the blue dragon would prevent him from reaching the connection, but as he connected across the distance, he could look down to see where he stood next to the ice dragon, and he had a sense of the blue dragon he didn’t have otherwise. It was almost as if the dragon permitted him to know him.

Then Jason tore that attention away. He didn’t want to maintain it any longer than he should. The dragon allowed a certain amount of connection, but he didn’t want Jason to hold onto it.

When he was gone, he turned to the ice dragon. “What do you think a river dragon will be like?”

“Is that what you will call him?”

“Are you sure that it’s a him?”

“Perhaps not,” the ice dragon said.

“There aren’t many females, though, so maybe we’ll get lucky.” He stared at the water, thinking about a water dragon and what it might look like, the way that he might fly—or swim. It was possible the dragon wouldn’t fly at all.

“He may not have survived,” the ice dragon said.

“All of the others have survived the hatching.”

“All of the others you have found have survived. There were probably others that did not.”

Jason hadn’t considered that, though it did make a particular sort of sense. “I suppose it’s good the blue dragon was willing to hunt.”

“I will look as well,” the ice dragon said.

“Good,” Jason said. “We haven’t found a misfit for a while.”

As he headed toward the ice dragon, the dragon shook himself, and spikes streaked off his back. When they struck the water, they floated for a moment before sinking.

“What was that about?” Jason asked.

“A plea for the dragon to come to us,” the ice dragon said.

“Will it work?”

“I don’t know.”

Jason turned toward the river, and he watched where the water swirled around the egg, wondering what it must’ve been like for that dragon. Within the river, there would’ve been no shortage of food. In other places where the dragons had hatched, it wasn’t quite as easy to feed.

When the ice dragon had hatched, Jason had assumed that he must have needed to hunt in the mountains, searching for game, but the more that he had been around the ice dragon, the more that he had begun to wonder if perhaps what he fed on wasn’t so much animals as it was the cold itself. That cold seemed to fuel the dragon in a way that nothing else did.

He climbed onto the dragon’s back. “We should return.”

It was time to get back to the city. He didn’t know what the Dragon Guard might be up to, but without being able to be a part of it, he couldn’t linger too long. The Dragon Guard intended to marginalize him, and that was something Jason was unwilling to do. If Lorach was involved, he was the best equipped to deal with it.

He wrapped his arms around the dragon’s neck, embracing him, and they streaked into the sky. They reached the thin air before dropping back down to the ground.

“What will you do?” Jason asked.

“Hunt with the other.”

It was good the ice dragon and the iron dragon got along well enough to hunt together. “Let me know if you find anything.”

The dragon let out a breath of cold air and then launched himself into the sky. Jason watched for a moment until the dragon disappeared above the top of the trees, parting through the illusion. When he was gone, the illusion formed around him, leaving empty sky.

Outside Dragon Haven, Jason had secured an illusion around the ice dragon so that he would look like an enormous raptor, but he had wondered how long he would have to hold onto that. At some point, he hoped the illusion would become unnecessary, that a time would come when the dragons were accepted and not feared. It was the same thing that all the dragons felt. None wanted to have to maintain an illusion. They wanted to fly freely.

Jason looked around the clearing. There were no young dragons here today. Three of the dragon instructors were nearby, watching Jason, nodding when he turned his attention to them. They weren’t trainers. They would never refer to themselves as trainers, not after the Dragon Souls considered themselves to be so, because using that word would admit 
they were similar to Dragon Souls. They helped raise the young dragons, trainer or not.

He headed through the courtyard, passing through the gate and into the streets of Dragon Haven. The sun shone down overhead, and he opened up the dragonskin jacket he wore, releasing some of the stored heat inside. He probably didn’t need dragonskin, not anymore, though there was some element of protection to it that was more than just what it offered from heat and cold. Having the dragonskin protected him were he attacked. Plus, there was the added benefit that it had once been David’s. By claiming the dragonskin for his own, he had a connection to the lost man.

The main building was much larger than the surrounding ones. Even though he knew it to have only a single level, it arced higher overhead, as if there were multiple stories. Once inside, the halls were wide and vast, and the dragon relics were far more prominent. As Jason reached the entrance to the main building, he paused, tracing his finger over the outline of a dragon etched into the wooden door. Most doors within this building had a similar symbol engraved upon them.

Jason headed through halls until he reached his room. Pausing at the door for a moment, he rested his hand there, feeling for any sense of heat that might be on the other side. He didn’t detect anything.

When he pulled the door open, he found the room empty. He had thought that his sister might be there, or perhaps his mother, but neither were. That wasn’t altogether surprising. Closing the door, Jason strode through the building, heading toward Sarah’s room.

There was a dragon carved on her door with its wings spread in a ferocious roar, as if it were preparing to launch into the sky, readying to throw itself high up into the air. Jason looked at the carving, as he did each time he came to Sarah’s room. He suspected this dragon mattered to somebody at one 
time. He wondered if this one had ever been trained, forced to serve, or if this dragon had been allowed to be free.

Given what Jason had gone through before when he had tried to come to Sarah and her parents, he didn’t know what sort of response he might find this time. Perhaps they would send him away, chastising him as before, but finding another misfit seemed important.

Besides, his time away from the city had shown him how lonely it could be. He knew he couldn’t do this on his own. He could not defeat Lorach by himself. It would take all of Dragon Haven. It might take the Dragon Guard, regardless of whether or not they wanted him to work with them, or whether he wanted to work with them. He might not have a choice in the matter.

He hurried until he found Sarah. She was in her room, sitting at a desk, bent over as she read. He knocked on the door before poking his head in.

“Jason,” she said, looking past him before smiling. “Close the door.”

He stepped in, closing the door behind him. “I’m sorry about the other day,” he said.

“You don’t have to apologize. I understand. The problem is, I also understand why my parents have been so…”

“Uptight?” Jason offered.

She chuckled. “I suppose uptight. Concerned
 might be a better way of saying it. They worry about me. When I told them how I was captured by Jessica and held, they suddenly saw everything that they had been working for falling apart.”

“Others can lead in Dragon Haven.”

“Others can, but others don’t have—” Sarah seemed to catch herself before shaking her head. She took a deep breath, glancing down at the book on the table alongside her. “I’m glad you came back.”

“We found something,” he said.

“We?”

“The ice dragon and me.”

“Just the two of you?”

“Well, I have been out scouting with the misfits, much like I told you and your parents. This time, it wasn’t even one of the misfits that helped me. It was David’s dragon.”

She frowned. “We haven’t seen him.”

“I have.” He told her about encountering David’s dragon while it was mourning, and she frowned.

“We’ve never seen dragons behave like that for somebody.”

“I have a sense that David and the dragons have worked together for a long time. I had a sense that they viewed David as quite a bit different than most people, but considering the way that David was willing to work with this dragon, and how different that was from so many others, it doesn’t surprise me that the dragon would have felt a considerable sense of loss.”

Sarah watched him. “You felt it, too.”

Jason shrugged. “I suppose I did. I didn’t get to know him. I wished I would have, but…” He shook his head. The last thing that he had said to David had been unimportant. And here David had helped him, going against his sister—his family. “They have another kind of power within Lorach,” Jason said.

“You told me that, but we’ve never known anything about it.”

“Maybe not, but that’s probably because no one has been able to use it. I had a sense from David that he was surprised I could.”

“You can use many different dragons differently than the rest of us, so I guess that isn’t too shocking.”

“They called it the dragon source,” Jason said. “Does anything strike you as familiar?”

Sarah glanced down at her book before looking up at him again. “No. Maybe my parents would know something more, but I don’t.”

Jason took a deep breath, letting it out. “I suppose that would be asking too much.”

“What happened to this misfit that you found?”

“I didn’t find him. I found an egg.”

“Where?”

“It was in a riverbed not too far from here.” He didn’t want to tell her that it was far enough away that he doubted that the dragon would be able to make its way to Dragon Haven. “I didn’t find any sign of the dragon, though I tried.”

Sarah frowned. “That’s unfortunate. The dragons that you have found really are powerful. They could be helpful.”

“Your parents don’t seem to feel that way.”

“My parents do recognize what you’ve done for us, Jason. It’s just that they also need to make sure that they are working as well with the Dragon Guard as possible.”

“I can draw the attention of Lorach,” Jason suggested.

He had thought about it while traveling with the ice dragon. He could have the misfits travel with him, and together, they could trigger enough power that maybe Lorach would think that they were in the opposite direction than they really were. With as quickly as the ice dragon could fly, it wouldn’t even be that difficult.

“What Max didn’t want to tell you is that it’s already too late,” Sarah said. “They’ve started moving.”

“Who has?”

“Lorach,” she said. “They have seen considerable movement.”

Jason frowned, thinking about what he’d
 seen. There had been movement of dragons, but nothing he’d call considerable. “I’ve been watching for it, but I haven’t seen anything more.”

“They have somebody in the city. Lorach has been sending dragons out in small groups. Small enough that I suspect even you won’t recognize it. It allows them to sneak out of the city, and then…” She shrugged. “I think they are much more 
concerned than they’re letting on, but I can’t blame them. If Lorach is starting to move and sending their dragons this way, we have to be ready. We don’t have enough strength to withstand their full might.”

“I know we don’t,” Jason said. “But with what I can do, I have to believe that we can stop them.”

He would’ve believed that much more firmly had it been a week ago. He would’ve thought that he could overwhelm what Jessica might do with the dragons, but now…

Now he no longer knew if that was the case. The problem was that now he didn’t know if his way of helping protect and heal the dragons would even be effective against Lorach.

What a difference only a few days made.

He wasn’t going to tell Sarah that, though.

“I’ve been telling my parents the same thing,” she said. “We will stop them.”

It fit with what Jason had seen. If Lorach were moving—and he suspected she was right and they were moving—then it was time for him to start making preparations. He needed to be ready for the possibility that they would face a dangerous threat.

He was going to have to fortify the illusions around the city. He would have to connect to the other misfits. If he could, he would need to even find this river dragon, use its power if he could connect to it.

If only he had some way of finding the storm dragon, but any attempt to do so had been thwarted, mostly by the forest dragon. She protected the storm dragon from Jason, but also from anyone who might attempt to use it. The storm dragon feared others, and for a good reason. The storm dragon had been used and attacked.

“Try to bring me in,” he said. “I need to be a part of this. A direct part. Not going off on my own the way that I have been, but I need to be involved.”

Sarah nodded. “I keep trying. Believe me. But even if they don’t formally pull you in, you need to keep doing what you’re doing. It’s important. I know that you want only to protect the dragons. Even if no one else believes that, I do.”

“No one else believes that?”

“Well, Henry does, but to be honest, the Dragon Guard don’t give much credit to him, either. So I guess you don’t have to think that you are the only one picked on.” She forced a smile, but it did nothing to make Jason feel any better. “And William. I know he believes you’ve been doing all you can to help the dragons.”

Jason stood quiet, saying nothing.

Sarah studied him. “Have you found anything else about your parents?”

Jason blinked a moment. “Not really,” he said. “I talked to my mother.”

“That’s a start,” Sarah said.

“A start, but she’s hiding something still.”

“If she was working with Lorach, then it’s not altogether surprising that she would hide something from you.”

“I just wish that I knew what it was. She’s hiding something about her time in Lorach. About the reason they left.”

“Maybe they were forced to do something that she doesn’t want to remember.” She shrugged. “Henry doesn’t like to talk about his time in Lorach, either. I know there’s more to what happened to him than what he lets us know.”

Jason nodded. The people in Lorach had suffered. Not all of them, but enough. He had seen the scars on Henry’s back, so he knew that he had been through quite a bit.

“I just want this all to be over,” Jason said.

“It will be. One way or the other.”

Jason grunted. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

“We will
 stop them.”

He held his gaze on Sarah for a moment. He could tell that 
she wanted to help him, that she wanted to say something so that he could be brought in, but for now, maybe he had to deal with the fact that he was an outsider.

Until he proved himself even more, though Jason didn’t know what more he might need to do, he was going to have to deal with that feeling.

“I’ll keep looking.”

“Let me know what you find,” she said.

Jason nodded. He stepped through the door, closing it behind him, and stared at it. There was a time when Sarah would’ve offered to go with them, when she would’ve fought to go with them, and that she didn’t now bothered him. Perhaps it shouldn’t. She did have responsibilities within Dragon Haven, and they were responsibilities that he didn’t share.

That didn’t mean he couldn’t help.

There was much that he could do. Much that he needed to do.

It was time to search for Lorach again. They weren’t going to be surprised. And if it came down to it, Jason would ask the other dragon misfits to help draw Lorach away. He would protect Dragon Haven, even if it didn’t want to defend him. It was his responsibility, much like taking care of his family had once been his responsibility. If there was one thing his father had taught him, it was that he was to fulfill his obligations.
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here was nothing about this part of the forest that struck Jason as unusual, and nothing that left him feeling like the river dragon had come through here, though he’d looked. He patrolled, the iron dragon nearby, slithering through the trees and radiating heat that washed away from him, streaking through the forest and leaving Jason’s skin flushed.

It wasn’t so much an unpleasant heat. When it came to the iron dragon, Jason wasn’t sure if there was an uncomfortable heat, at least not for him. Not only did he have the dragonskin that offered a level of protection, but the iron dragon glove also helped, protecting him in a way that kept him safe from the dragon’s heat.

“How long do you intend to be out here?”

Jason looked over at William.

He held onto a branch and tapped on the ground as he walked, his long hair standing up straight from his head, giving him a wild appearance. He bounced a dragon pearl in his other hand, though as far as Jason could tell, William didn’t have any way of connecting to the energy within it. Jason was acutely aware of the power within that dragon pearl, feeling that energy as it flowed through it.

The dragon who had given William the pearl trailed behind, making his way through the forest. He was the small red 
dragon Jason had seen William with earlier, a juvenile, but from the power within him, Jason suspected the dragon would eventually be powerful.

“Long enough for me to see if there’s anything here.”

“Why are you so convinced that there’s going to be something out here?”

Jason glanced over at William. His black hair stood straight up like usual, and crystal blue eyes flashed with curiosity as they looked around. “Because of what I’ve felt from Lorach.”

“What have you felt?”

Jason squeezed his eyes shut, thinking about that pulse of energy. He had never detected anything quite like it before, but having seen the movement from Lorach, he knew there had to be something going on, but the issue for him was figuring out what that was and how he was going to go about stopping whatever they planned. “It’s hard for me to describe. I don’t even know exactly what it was. Power, but not the kind of power that I’ve ever felt from Lorach before.”

William started to laugh before cutting off. “What sort of power have you felt from Lorach before?”

Jason breathed out. “When I was held there —”

“We were both held there, Jason.”

He looked over at William. It was easy to forget that they both had been trapped in Lorach. Jason’s experience had been different than William’s, but perhaps he had been in more control, which would have made him less terrified. “I know we were both there. I’m sorry. When we were trapped in Lorach, I felt the power of the Dragon Souls, but there was something from within the palace itself as well. David didn’t get the opportunity to ever explain it to me, but I have a feeling that whatever Jessica intends is going to be tied to that.”

He wasn’t sure. Not yet. But he had to believe that it was something that he had not yet experienced.

“What exactly do you expect to find here?”

“I don’t know. I’m hopeful that I can find another dragon misfit. Maybe even the river dragon. Whatever it is…”

Whatever it was, Jason had to hope that it would be enough to stop Lorach.

He had thought he might be able to uncover some energy that would suggest one of the dragon misfits, but he hadn’t felt anything. Jason swept his gaze around the forest, focusing on his connection to the iron dragon, using not only his link to the forest and the trees and the energy that was here but also borrowing from the dragon’s eyesight.

He wound through the trees, following the sense of the iron dragon. There was an ongoing sense of energy and pressure here. It was pleasant. Perhaps it was the warmth, or maybe it was being out with the iron dragon and walking through the forest with a friend, or maybe it was merely the fact that Jason could feel the dragons all around him, those back in Dragon Haven along with those that he was connected to, but despite the fear the Dragon Guard had, Jason felt comfortable. He knew he should not.

With that relaxing sense around him, Jason continued to look through the forest, wandering with William, holding onto the awareness of the iron dragon. He found the sense of the forest remained empty to him.

Not completely empty, though.

There was something here. Jason could feel power here, was aware of an energy within the forest. William wandered, weaving through trees, and Jason found himself following his friend. Every so often, the small dragon with William would sneak up behind him and would slam into his back playfully.

Jason smiled.

It was the kind of behavior he would once have never believed possible for the dragons. It was almost friendly. Of course, Jason understood the dragons were friendly. His experience with the dragons suggested they were more than 
just friendly. They wanted much the same as he did. They wanted to be able to live freely, and not to fear the danger of people chasing them, hunting them. If the dragons had the opportunity to live freely, then they could thrive.

They reached the edge of the forest. From here, the land sloped down, disappearing into a valley. He lingered at the edge of the trees, looking with William, the iron dragon drifting nearby and the small red dragon with William.

“Do you detect anything here?” William asked.

“No,” Jason said. “Just the forest.”

“I just thought—”

The sound of thunder came in the distance.

Jason turned to the iron dragon and frowned. “What was that?” he whispered.

“It was not the storm dragon,” the iron dragon said.

“Are you sure?”

The rumbling came again, this time closer. Jason couldn’t tell, but it reminded him too much of the storm dragon. Why would it have come back? They should have been protected from the storm dragon—or the forest dragon.

Jason still didn’t know where the forest dragon had brought the storm dragon, and as he had no connection to the storm dragon, he had no reason to believe that he would ever know unless the forest dragon shared. There were many things about the forest dragon that Jason appreciated, but she was not forthright. If she felt she needed to protect something—and given what had happened to the storm dragon, Jason believed she would think she needed to protect him—he would not know.

The rumbling came again. If not the storm dragon, then could it be Lorach?

Jason looked over at William. “I need to go explore this,” he said.

“I can come with you.” William nodded to the red dragon. 
“He would let me ride him.”

Jason studied the dragon. It was small, and he didn’t know if the dragon was large enough even to fly, let alone carry someone. “Are you sure?”

William nodded. “I’ve been practicing.”

Jason climbed onto the iron dragon’s back, and William climbed onto the red dragon.

With the undulating movement the iron dragon used to fly, he took to the air, pulsing upward, propelling himself into the sky with the power of his heat within him.

Jason swiveled so that he could see William and the other dragon as they started to ascend. It happened slowly, much more slowly than Jason and the iron dragon, but gradually they began to spiral up, taking to the air and joining them.

The dragon was mighty, though small. Perhaps Jason shouldn’t be surprised that the dragon could carry William. William grinned at him as he followed, and Jason shook his head, turning away, and they streaked into the distance.

They headed toward the sound of the rumbling.

Jason tried to gauge where it came from. He feared the storm dragon. The dragon could be unpredictable, and though he didn’t fear the dragon, not as he once did, he feared what that dragon might do to other dragons if it got close to them.

Jason could feel energy within the air, and the iron dragon surged toward it.

The small dragon William rode was far faster than what Jason would’ve given him credit for. He streaked through the sky, carrying William as the valley dipped below them.

The iron dragon stayed low, soaring above the treetops.

In the distance, he noticed something. At first, it looked almost as if it was just the wind rustling the trees. The dragon slowed, hovering, and Jason raised his hand to motion to William to keep him from arriving too quickly.

“What is it?” William asked.

“Look at the trees,” Jason said. “It looks as if a wind is gusting through here, but I don’t see any or feel anything.”

Beneath them, the trees trembled. Something big was coming through the forest.

“What do you think it is?” Jason asked.

When Lorach had traveled through the forests before, it was nothing like this. They would travel by dragonback, not thunder through the forest the same way the iron dragon had done. Something was coming here. Something big. Something dangerous.

“I don’t know what you’re looking at,” William said.

Jason smiled as he’d been talking to the iron dragon.

“I can’t tell,” the iron dragon said. “Not from up here.”

“Do think we could tell if we flew higher?”

“Possibly,” the dragon said.

Only, Jason knew the truth. The trees were dense, which made being able to see through them difficult. Even from an altitude, it would be challenging to be able to make out what was happening in the forest below.

“Wait here,” Jason called over to William.

The iron dragon circled higher, and Jason looked down toward the forest, toward the trembling trees, using the dragon’s sight. What he could tell were gradations of color, orange and red reflecting the energy down below. Jason couldn’t see anything beyond that. The trees were too dense to be able to make anything out, the canopy blocking him.

The tops of the trees trembled, though all the trees swayed rhythmically, as if something were snaking through the forest.

Jason looked over at William. “We need to go down there. I worry there could be a misfit down there.” Worse, if it wasn’t a dragon misfit, that meant it was Lorach. Maybe this
 was what he had detected, though when he had felt that strangeness before, there had been no sense of a rumbling, not like he recognized now. It didn’t feel like the storm 
dragon, but could this be where the forest dragon had brought him?

Jason closed his eyes, trying to focus on the connection between himself and the forest dragon, but there was some aspect to it that felt clouded as if she didn’t want to connect fully to him.

He didn’t know why she wouldn’t want that, though perhaps it was time to visit with her again and ask. He patted the iron dragon. “We need to circle behind it.” Looking over at William, he said, “If you want to head back to the city, I won’t blame you.”

“I’ll stay with you.”

They veered around before starting toward the forest floor. The iron dragon carried them quickly, descending toward the treetops, streaking down to the ground. When they reached the canopy, Jason braced himself, and the iron dragon plunged between the trees.

It was something of a gamble.

Jason had learned that when dealing with trees or any other obstruction like that, it could often be a gamble with the dragons as to whether they could even pass through. Dragonskin had its advantages in that they were protected from danger of whatever might be there, but they also didn’t know whether there would be space enough for them to retake flight.

In the case of the iron dragon, Jason was not as concerned. There was something different to the way he flew, the way he undulated with heat, that allowed him to propel himself upward, shooting the power behind him, but he worried more about the small dragon William rode. It was possible that the dragon would be trapped within the forest. He might have to find a clearing, space enough for him to stretch his wings and take off, unlike the iron dragon.

They plunged to the ground. This close, he could feel the 
trembling. It wasn’t too far from them. Jason climbed off the dragon. The iron dragon snaked off, and Jason followed him.

William climbed down from his dragon. “You’re going to walk?”

“I want to be ready if there is something strange here.”

“Dragon strange?”

“I don’t know if it’s a dragon,” Jason said.

“What else would it be?”

“I don’t know, but everything that I am detecting is—”

The rumbling came again, this time near him. Jason backed toward one of the tree trunks. He focused on the iron dragon and what he could see through the iron dragon’s eyes but didn’t see anything.

There was only the heat, but in the forest, it was difficult to make out much of anything. The colors of the trees all blended together, making it difficult for the iron dragon to navigate effectively. The iron dragon saw the trees as small beams of heat light and could generally avoid crashing into them.

Could whatever was in the forest and coming toward them do the same thing? Dragons had similar eyesight, as far as Jason had determined. He focused on the energy around him. It was something he’d come to realize he could do. It allowed him to test for dragons.

And it was.

He couldn’t tell whether this was one of the regular dragons, one of the dragons he’d freed from the Dragon Souls, or whether it was one of the dragon misfits. After having seen the river dragon, at least seeing the evidence of the river dragon, Jason wanted nothing more than to find more misfits. He hadn’t expected to find any misfits this close to Dragon Haven, but perhaps that was because he hadn’t been looking well enough. If this was one of the misfits coming toward Dragon Haven, maybe it was coming toward Dragon Haven because of him.

“Do you see anything?” he asked the iron dragon.

“Not yet,” the dragon rumbled.

“What about your dragon?” Jason asked, turning to William.

“How would I know?”

“You ask,” Jason said.

William turned to the small dragon and frowned. “Would he tell me?”

“If you ask nicely.” Jason headed over to the small dragon. He remained crouched, his wings tucked in. Jason raised his hand to the dragon.

He sensed something coming from the small dragon: uncertainty. The prospect of coming here, that he might not be able to escape, left the dragon unsettled.

“I’ll make sure you return when this is over,” Jason said to the dragon. “For now, I need to know if you can see anything.”

The dragon turned his head toward him, the bright glowing eyes looking at him, orange burning within them. Heat streamed from his nostrils. He nudged Jason.

“I know you can talk, so you might as well get on with it.”

There was power within every dragon, and he had only to reach it, to find that energy, to see if there was anything that he might be able to uncover from that dragon.

The ground rumbled again, closer.

“Do you detect anything?” he pressed.

“I can feel something,” the small red dragon said.

Jason smiled. “Good. What is it?”

“It feels as if it’s everywhere. Beneath me.”

Jason frowned, focusing on that rumbling, but didn’t detect anything. Perhaps the red dragon was right. They were focusing more on what might be pushing up through the trees, but what if that wasn’t the case? Maybe it came from beneath the ground.

The dragon looked over at him. He was uneasy.

Jason turned to William. “You need to get the dragon out of 
here. It has nothing to do with you or the dragon’s ability to stay here. I just worry that you won’t be able to take off again.”

William looked over at him, then at the dragon as horror dawned upon his face.

“I didn’t even think about what might happen when we tried to leave,” the red dragon said.

“You can head to the clearing up there,” Jason said, motioning into the distance. He couldn’t see anything, though he could feel a space between the trees, mostly because he could see the iron dragon up ahead.

“If there’s something here, I can help,” William said.

“I believe you could, but I think there’s something more you can do by returning to Dragon Haven. Alert them there’s something out here and send people to investigate.”

“What about you? You shouldn’t stay here, either.”

William wasn’t wrong.

“I’ll be right behind you,” he said.

Jason motioned for the small dragon and patted him on the side. The dragon looked over at him. There was something in his eyes Jason couldn’t quite make out. Was it irritation? The dragon wasn’t angry with him, but perhaps it was the fact he couldn’t do what he wanted.

William climbed on the dragon’s back, and they headed through the forest, away from Jason. After a moment, he felt the dragon taking to the air, the power of the small dragon as it circled up and into the sky.

He stayed there for a moment and pushed through a connection to the dragon, borrowing from that dragon’s sight. Having spoken to the dragon allowed him to connect, and now connected, he could feel his energy, and he thought he might be able to borrow enough to use that connection were it needed.

The trembling of the trees persisted, but it was fainter than 
it had been.

He turned to the iron dragon. “Do you detect anything else?”

“Nothing more than what we already have,” the iron dragon said, emerging from the forest.

“There was something
 here, but what was it?” The rumbling came more faintly. It drifted away, becoming distant. “It was a dragon. I’m sure of it.”

“Probably,” the iron dragon said, rolling his neck forward and rubbing up against one of the trees.

The trees shook. When they did, Jason realized something. Seeing the iron dragon pressing up against the tree didn’t cause the tree to swing in the same way as he had seen from above. Whatever had been causing that trembling had caused the ground to shake beneath them. It had come from someplace deep.

Jason stood in place for a few more moments, waiting for the rumbling to return, but it never did. It was as if the rumbling had disappeared completely. That left him troubled. If Lorach had some way of finding them, of moving through here and then disappearing…

Dragon Haven had stood for decades. Probably centuries. They had remained hidden, serving as a rebellion working against Lorach for longer than Jason could even understand. He didn’t want to be the reason that something happened to Dragon Haven. Unfortunately, ever since he had come to the city, things had shifted. He was the reason some things had changed.

Letting out a sigh, he knew he had to be careful. Everything wasn’t one of the dragon misfits, regardless of what he wanted to believe.

“Let’s go,” he said to the iron dragon.

He climbed onto the iron dragon’s back, and the dragon began to pulse with heat, starting from deep within him, 
radiating from his tail all the way up to his neck in rhythmic energies that surged through him as they coursed along his body. Then they launched themselves into the air. The sudden explosion of power carried them up and above the trees. From here, Jason swiveled, looking below him, searching for anything that he might be able to make out from this vantage, but saw nothing.

There was nothing. No trembling to the trees. Nothing other than the forest below him. With a feeling of frustration, he turned, and they headed toward Dragon Haven.
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S

arah found Jason and William within the courtyard. Her brow was deeply creased, her jaw was set, and she strode toward him with a determined pace. She had her hair pulled back and a loop of gold set atop her forehead.

“She’s dressed formally,” William said.

She was, which troubled him.

More than that, he was troubled by what he and William had just experienced. If it wasn’t Lorach, then what was it? They had not found the river dragon, though Jason doubted that he would find that dragon very easily. He wanted to, if only so they might know if it would help with the imminent Lorach threat.

“I need you to come with me,” she said to Jason before glancing at William. “Not you.”

Jason frowned. “Which is it?”

“You. I need you to come.”

“Why?”

She shook her head. “Something happened.”

“What?” Had something happened with the dragon that they had detected? “Is it the Dragon Guard?”

She shook her head. “Not the Dragon Guard. This is something else. My parents wanted you to come.”

Jason glanced over at William before turning to Sarah. “Your parents

 wanted me?”

“I know. I’ve been trying to have them bring you in for the last few days and all of a sudden, they had me come out here chasing you. I don’t know what it’s about, only that they wanted me to get you.” She turned William. “I’m sorry. They don’t need you.”

William shrugged. “I don’t mind. I can stay out here with the other dragons, anyway.”

Jason sighed. Something was going on, and it was something that he didn’t know about. Maybe it was Lorach, but perhaps not.

They hurried through the city, reaching the main building, and Sarah held onto his arm in the hallway. Jason glanced at her. She looked straight ahead, her golden hair flowing around her shoulders. She looked regal, every bit the appearance of someone who should be a ruler, though her isolation in Dragon Haven would prevent her from ever genuinely ruling.

They strode through the hallway, and movement in the distance along the hall caught Jason’s attention. He slowed, looking at the Dragon Guard. Three of them marched through the hall, all armed with their swords, pale white blades made of dragon bone and heavy leathers cut from dragonskin. They were impressive, even though Jason knew they used the same sort of power that he did.

Jason couldn’t help but be amazed by the Dragon Guard. They were powerful, but not nearly as numerous as needed to put up a real fight against the Dragon Souls. Still, they had served as the face of the rebellion for a long time. Without the Dragon Guard, Lorach might have destroyed the rebellion—and Dragon Haven—a long time ago.

The Dragon Guard marched in front of him, disappearing along the hallway. When the sound of their boots on the stone disappeared, Jason shook his head, tearing his attention away and turning back to Sarah.

“I don’t recognize any of them,” Jason said.

“No,” Sarah said, leaning closer to him. A heavy frown wrinkled her features, and she pulled on her pale yellow dress, slipping a hand into her pocket. When she did, the distinctive energy of power pulsing from a dragon pearl flowed from her.

She squeezed her eyes shut, opening them again, and they marched onward, reaching the throne room. She paused for a moment, nodding to two soldiers standing on either side of the door before striding inside toward her mother and father.

Cherise and Olar were seated at a table. Cherise wore her golden hair twisted back behind her ears, braided and pinned up. She looked much like Sarah, only a generation older. She had strands of gray sweeping through her hair and faint blue eyes that were not nearly as piercing or bright as Sarah’s. Jason wondered if Cherise had ever been able to summon dragons the way that Sarah could. She must have some potential, otherwise, Sarah wouldn’t have developed it.

Her father, Olar, sat alongside Cherise. He had dark hair and no silver in his eyes. He was dressed distinguishably in a crimson jacket, his hair brushed back, his deep brown eyes darting at everyone within the room. He was more on edge than Jason had seen him before.

Henry sat near Olar, his hands resting on the table, dressed in the heavy furs that Jason had first seen him in. He was every bit as disheveled as he’d looked when Jason had first encountered him, but his bright silver eyes glared at the man sitting across from him.

“Who is that?” Jason whispered.

Sarah shook her head, glancing at her parents for a moment before turning her attention back to studying the man. “I don’t know. I knew the Dragon Guard had arrived, but I didn’t see anyone else come with them.”

Jason wasn’t sure that he was a Dragon Guard. He had a 
piercing stare, bright silver eyes, and a sharp jaw. He was slight of build, not at all burly like Olar or Henry. Still, there was something quite intimidating about him. Although he wore dragonskin jacket and pants, it was nothing like the dragonskin Jason wore, as if it came from some other land. The cut was completely different, the style of the jacket sweeping and wide, leaving the lapels open. The scales glittered, almost as if they caught the light in a way that allowed them to shimmer. Heat radiated from him, an energy that Jason could feel, a power that pressed outward almost overwhelming him.

The man turned toward him, regarding Jason. “Sit,” the man said.

“Who are you?” Jason asked.

The man grunted. “Is he always like this?” He spoke the question to Cherise and Olar but held his gaze on Jason.

“Most of the time,” Henry muttered.

“Good.” The man leaned forward, regarding Jason with that bright-eyed stare.

Jason crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you going to tell me who you are?” Sarah reached for him, but Jason didn’t let her get too close. He didn’t want to argue, but at the same time, he knew better than to be intimidated. He had been through too much and had done far more for the people of Dragon Haven than this stranger had.

“My name is Lorren Daven.”

Jason shook his head. “Am I supposed to be impressed?”

“Perhaps you should be.”

When Sarah sucked in a sharp breath, Jason glanced over at her. “Do you recognize him?”

She stared at the man, and it was a measure of her surprise that she pulled a dragon pearl from her pocket. It was a pale yellow dragon pearl, and Jason could practically feel the connection between the dragon pearl stretching from her to its dragon. It was a trail of energy that stretched away from her, 
out of the throne room, out of the building itself, and to the dragon situated out in the yard not far from them. It would take very little for Jason to reach for that same power, stretching across that distance, and call for the same dragon energy.

“He was supposed to be dead,” Sarah whispered.

Lorren grunted. “As I am not dead, I am here. Lucky for you.”

Jason looked around the room, surveying the others in the room with him. He had seen the three Dragon Guard in the hallways, but there were no Dragon Guard in the room. How many had returned to the city? From what Sarah had said, it must’ve been enough to raise attention. When Jason had returned, riding with the ice dragon, he hadn’t noticed any Dragon Guard. There had been no sign of dragons, nothing that would indicate riders having come through.

“Sit,” Lorren said again.

Jason glanced at Sarah, and she nodded. He shrugged, making his way around the table until he found an empty seat next to Henry. Sarah joined her parents, sitting between them. It created a strange sight. All of them were situated in a way that allowed them to look at Lorren, yet he seemed completely at ease.

“Now that I’m seated, what do you want with me?” Jason asked. “I presume you’re here because of me.”

Lorren watched him. There was a brightness in his eyes that glittered for a moment, and he shifted, leaning forward a bit more. The dragonskin scraped along the table, creating a strange sound. “I understand you’re the one who hunts for dragon misfits.”

Jason’s heart started to pound. “I search for them. Not hunt. They need to be protected.”

Lorren regarded him another moment. “Have you found any recently?”

Other than the river dragon, Jason hadn’t uncovered a misfit dragon in months. It left him worried whether there were any more, and he certainly worried that he had overlooked others. Knowing Therin and his plan, it was entirely possible that he had left other dragon eggs scattered throughout the known lands.

“I’m not sure it matters,” Jason said.

Lorren grunted. “Oh, it matters. And I’ve returned to see if perhaps there is anything you might do to help.”

Jason quickly glanced at the others, pausing a moment to stare at Olar and Cherise before turning his attention back to Lorren. “If you think there’s a dragon misfit, then I’m happy to help.”

He had traveled with the Dragon Guard before, but he began to wonder if Lorren was a part of the Dragon Guard. He flicked his gaze to the back of the room and the hidden figure. Somebody like this would offer them a different way to defeat Jessica. As Jason looked around the chamber, he didn’t see anyone else watching Lorren the same way. It seemed almost as if they were concerned.

Why would they not want to involve Jason?

He needed the light to be a bit brighter and to know who was hiding there.

“I have found activity that leaves me questioning whether or not it is one of these so-called misfits. It’s dangerous. Much as I hear they
 are dangerous.”

Jason turned his attention back to Lorren. “The dragon misfits are real. And they have been mistreated by Lorach.”

“As I have seen,” Lorren said.

“Seen?”

“The dragons. The misfits. And Lorach. I dispatched a dozen of them recently, leaving them—”

“What do you mean you dispatched them?” Sarah asked.

Could Lorren be responsible for what Jason had detected? 
The dragons had been there—then gone.

“I removed the threat,” he said, his tone making it clear he would not discuss it any further.

“Which misfit have you seen?” Jason asked.

He found it strange that Cherise and Olar had been silent. That troubled him. Something about Lorren left them uncomfortable. He could see it on their faces. He could see it in the stiffness of their posture. He could even see that same discomfort in Henry, which was unusual in itself. Henry rarely was uncomfortable. Having trained with the Dragon Souls, the only time Henry had been nervous was when he had felt the need to return to Lorach. Even then, Henry had done what was necessary to protect the dragons.

“All of them.”

Jason pulled his gaze back to Lorren. “I don’t think so.” He crossed his arms over his chest, watching Lorren. “If you would’ve said that you had seen the ice dragon, I wouldn’t have been surprised. He tends to be quite visible—when he wants to be. Otherwise, he’s no more visible than a cloud.” Perhaps a fast-moving cloud, but even that would be difficult for anyone to see with the ice dragon flying as high as he could. “If you would have said the iron dragon, perhaps I would have thought you had seen him. He can certainly be noticeable. Made of what appears to be molten metal, when he’s flying at full speed, he glows so brightly that he looks like the sun.” The idea of it made Jason smile even now.

Cherise and Olar sat silently watching him. Sarah was stiff between them, though he noticed that she clutched a dragon pearl tightly in hand. He didn’t think she’d need the dragon pearl but didn’t want her to do anything that would get her into more trouble with her parents.

Jason recognized the uncertainty within Henry. He might look as if he were comfortable, but it was an act. If nothing else, he realized a truth from Henry. This man worried him.

Jason leaned forward, looking at Lorren. He truly

 looked at him.

His gaze darted from the dragonskin to his face and to his overall demeanor. Jason had assumed he was one of the Dragon Guard, there was something different about his dragonskin. Not just the cut of the fabric, but the scales looked different, as if from a creature resembling a dragon but not quite the same.

Who was this person?

Sarah recognized him, and he needed to understand why.

“You’re not with the Dragon Guard,” Jason started.

Lorren shook his head. “No.”

“Then why are you here?”

“As I said, because I came to decide whether I could use your help. But first, there is something I must show you.”

Could he have known about the river dragon? It was possible the river dragon would have moved, and Lorren might have discovered it. If that were the case, then perhaps Jason needed to take it easier with Lorren, though there was something about the man that left Jason unsettled. There was a darkness within him.

There was something that was almost dragonlike about him.

Perhaps that was what troubled Jason the most. It wasn’t anything else about him; it was that inability to be able to interpret what he might do and what his intentions were.

Lorren leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “I
 have another misfit.”
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J

ason followed Lorren out into the street. In this part of the city, the street was wide. It stretched out toward the courtyard where dragons were trained, at least in the manner that dragons were trained within Dragon Haven. It was a different sort of process than the dragons of Lorach suffered through. Jason could see the dragons in the distance, and he could feel the power coming from them, however faintly. They passed one of the massive dragon sculptures, and Lorren merely glanced over at it. Was that a sneer on his face?

Henry stayed with Jason, and Cherise and Olar trailed a few steps behind, as if they didn’t want to get too close. Sarah maintained her position alongside Jason. Every so often, she would look at him. There was a hint of worry in her eyes.

Jason still hadn’t identified the other Dragon Guard at the back of the room, but he thought that he understood why there would have been one there. If Lorren was not
 with them, they would be present to ensure Cherise and Olar were safe.

“Who is he?” Jason asked Henry as he followed Lorren. He claimed to have another misfit. That mattered—and was something that Jason hadn’t expected and still didn’t know whether to believe. “And why did you think he was dead?” he asked Sarah.

“We thought Lorach finally caught him,” she said. “He’d 
been with Dragon Haven, but thought to attack Lorach on his own. They trapped him. Or so we thought.”

It was just what Jason intended as well. At least he better understood her fear for him. She didn’t want Jason to end up captured like Lorren. Would that be how Jason would end up if that were the case?

“Lorren had been outside of the rebellion for a long time, though he fought against Lorach on his own. Even when he was here, he was dangerous. It was before my time, but the Dragon Guard are clear on what he did. Does.” Henry watched him, and Jason had a distinct sense that Henry pulled on power through a dragon pearl as he followed, as if to be prepared for anything.

“Aren’t we all dangerous?”

“He’s dangerous in a different way. Ruthless. He’s been known to slaughter both Dragon Soul and their dragons to prevent them from attacking.”

That was what Lorren meant about dispatching the dozen dragons.

The stiffness he saw from Cherise and Olar made a particular sort of sense. They respected the dragons in the same way Sarah did. That was the entire purpose of Dragon Haven. It was a place where the dragons could be safe, protected, and it was a place where the dragons were revered. Somebody like this, somebody who didn’t view them the same way, who was willing to attack the dragons, to cut them down simply to prevent them from being used, could be no different than the Dragon Souls.

Or from him.

Despite his protestations, when he’d dealt with the storm dragon, Jason had been willing to bring down the dragon if needed to save other dragons. Was that any different than Lorren?

“If he has a dragon misfit…”

“That still doesn’t mean we can welcome him,” Henry said. “When I was in Lorach, there were stories of his brutality. It made it easier to find those willing to fight the rebellion. Who wouldn’t want to stop someone so willing to slaughter both man and dragon?”

Concern began to build in Jason. Who was this man?

“What about the Dragon Guard?”

“They followed him. They didn’t arrive with him,” Henry said. “They realized he was heading to Dragon Haven and attempted to stop him, but he overpowered them. He’s been here before, Jason. Your illusion might prevent someone who doesn’t know where to look from finding us, but someone who does…”

Jason frowned. The illusion should be powerful enough to deter even a determined person, but that was a different issue. “How did one man overpower the Dragon Guard?”

“How did you overpower as many dragons as you have?”

“Are you saying he’s connected to the dragons in the same way?”

If that were the case, then maybe Jason could learn something from Lorren. There might be an opportunity to get answers about the nature of his abilities. There was an element to them that was different than those of a Dragon Soul. He could use the power of the Dragon Souls, and he could connect to the dragons. He could use the dragon pearls, but he had more of that same magic within him. If Lorren had that power, they could use it against
 the Dragon Souls.

“I see that look in your eye,” Henry said.

“What look is that?” Jason asked, trailing after Lorren.

“The look that says you want to know if you could work with him.”

He looked over at Henry. “If he fights Dragon Souls, how could we not
 work with him?”

“Didn’t you hear what I said?”

Jason sighed. “I heard you, but I also recognize we might need somebody willing to do what it takes to stop them. With Jessica…”

He didn’t have to finish. They knew what Jessica had been willing to do, the way she’d been willing to attack the dragons, to force them to serve. With her power, and the control she possessed, all dragons were in danger unless Jason managed to free them.

“At what cost?” Sarah asked, turning to him. “You’ve saved the dragons, rescuing them and freeing them. It’s because of you that we finally have an opportunity to save dragons that have been captured and trained for as long as they have. Without you—”

“Because of him, I have a fleet of dragons,” Lorren said. He barely looked over his shoulder, and yet there was a hard edge to his voice.

“What do you mean a fleet of dragons? If you’ve trained them the same way as the Dragon Souls—”

Lorren suddenly turned to him. “What would you do?” He was about the same size as Jason. Slight of build and certainly not imposing by his appearance, but the power that suddenly flowed out from him, an awareness of energy that burst from him, left Jason thinking he needed to be careful with this man. Lorren watched Jason, a hint of amusement lingering in his eyes. “What exactly do you think that you will do, Jason Dreshen?”

If this was somebody who had power the way it seemed he did, then he didn’t want to fight. He might need to use him—and his connection to the dragons. Still, he wasn’t about to allow somebody to harm the dragons.

“Have you attempted to train them like the Dragon Souls?” Jason asked.

“No,” Lorren said.

“That’s all I ask,” Jason said.

“That’s all?” Lorren grinned at him. “Perhaps you should be asking other questions, Jason Dreshen.” He spun and, rather than heading toward the clearing where Jason thought he’d go, he headed into the forest.

Jason frowned, debating for a moment before veering off and following him into the trees. The others stayed with him. Cherise and Olar remained quiet.

“What’s wrong with them?” Jason asked Henry.

“Lorren had been with Dragon Haven long ago. He’s rumored to have killed the dragon Cherise worked with years ago.”

“He killed her dragon?”

“The dragon had been claimed by one of the Dragon Souls. Lorren refused to allow it to be used, and so he slaughtered the dragon.” Henry turned and stared at Lorren. “At least, according to rumor. Who knows if that’s true or not.”

“It’s true enough,” Lorren said. He glanced over at Cherise, and she clenched her jaw, staring at him. “She doesn’t want to admit it, but she failed to adequately prepare her dragon for what it might face. I tried to warn her, but she wouldn’t listen. None of them listened.”

“Is that why you’re here?” Jason asked.

“I’m here because of you,” Lorren said. “I have my sources—especially in Lorach—and have heard of these misfits. That is why I’ve come.”

They continued through the forest. This part of the forest was incredibly dense, and the trees rising up around them created a difficulty in navigating through here. They took a small path, and no one spoke. A little bit of sunlight drifted through, though not so much that it warmed much of the forest itself. The air still had a humidity to it. All in all, it was far more pleasant than Jason’s home.

Sarah stayed alongside him, finally grabbing onto his arm. She leaned close to him. “He makes me uncomfortable.”

“I think that’s his intention,” Jason said.

“I’ve heard stories about him when I was young.” She looked up at her parents and then over at Henry. “They’re the same kind of stories Henry has been telling you, but more than just what he did to my mother’s dragon. He’s taken on Dragon Souls by himself.”

“So have we.”

“Not we. You,” Sarah said. “But you took on Dragon Souls with just a single dragon. He went against an entire squad of dragons. Fifty. With no misfits. And he emerged unscathed.”

“Not unscathed,” Lorren said. He turned and pointed to his cheek. A thick beard covered his jawline, but beneath it, Jason could make out a long scar running along the jawline. “Not at all unscathed.”

Jason frowned. “You were able to take on a squad of dragons all by yourself?”

“With enough training, anyone could have done it.”

“Anyone?”

Lorren glanced over at Cherise and Olar. “Perhaps not anyone.”

They glared at him. They disliked each other, but did that matter?

Jason had been looking or a way to defeat Lorach.

This man had it.

They headed deeper into the forest.

“How?” Jason asked as they walked.

Lorren looked over. “As I said, anyone with half a connection to the dragons could have done it. Lorach uses the same patterns. They are predictable.”

“Maybe they had been. I don’t know if they are anymore.” Especially now that Jessica led them. She had changed tactics on them.

He noticed movement on either side of him. As he peered into the trees, he realized Dragon Guards followed. They were 
moving in the shadows, trying to avoid being detected, but moving so quickly, they weren’t able to hide their movements.

Jason turned his attention back to Lorren to see him sneer at the Dragon Guards moving in the darkness. He knew they were there. Nothing else about his demeanor changed, though.

“Where are you taking us?” Henry asked.

“You don’t know?” Lorren asked.

“No. Are we supposed to know something?” Cherise’s voice had a sharp edge to it, as if she wanted to shout but feared yelling at him.

“Then you are a fool,” Lorren said.

Jason frowned, but an awareness he hadn’t noticed before started to press upon him. The longer they walked, the more he became aware of it. It was a strange pressure that continued to build around him, leaving him unsettled.

It took a moment to realize what he detected, though he didn’t know why it should trouble him. When he understood what he felt, the sense of it was there, burning within him.

A dragon.

As Jason focused on the dragon, he couldn’t tell what kind of dragon it was. It wasn’t any sort of dragon they were accustomed to finding.


Could
 Lorren have found a misfit?

He’d mentioned the misfits, but Jason thought the ice dragon would have said something had he found another. As Jason followed the sense, energy continued to build. He looked around but didn’t see anything.

“Are you there?” he whispered.

He squeezed the iron dragon glove, feeling the pressure of the dragon within his hand and the surge of awareness that flowed between them. By holding onto that awareness, he could feel the energy building within him, the connection forming, the bond that existed between them suddenly 
solidifying.

“I’m here,” the iron dragon said, the connection forming within his mind.

“There’s another one here. I need you to help me know where they are.”

Sarah frowned at him. “What are you doing?”

“I’m talking to the iron dragon,” he said.

“You can do that even when he’s not here?”

“I’m connected,” he said, holding his hand out to show her the iron dragon glove. The glove covered his hand, the metal always warm, though not unpleasantly so. He had grown accustomed to having its presence on his hand, along with the connection that it permitted him to share with the iron dragon.

As he watched Lorren, he noticed a stiffness that made Jason wonder if he detected what Jason was doing, possibly even an awareness of how he communicated with the iron dragon. He ignored that feeling, focusing instead on the energy of the iron dragon as he followed Lorren. The iron dragon had been off a ways, though not so far that he would not have been able to return were Jason to need him.

“There is something,” the iron dragon rumbled within his mind.

“I don’t see it, though I feel it,” Jason said.

“Similar to the storm?”

Jason didn’t think so. With the storm dragon, there had been the rumbling and the thunder and the chaos of the storm clouds that fueled him. This was something else. As Jason looked around, he couldn’t make out what it was, but he felt confident it was another dragon misfit.

A faint mist swirled around the trees.

Jason had seen a mist within the forest before, and given the humidity of this place, he wasn’t altogether surprised, but there was something unusual here. He stopped near one of the trees with traces of mist swirling around it and leaned down. 
There was something almost tangible about the mist. He focused on it, taking a deep breath. As he breathed in, that moisture flowed through him, and something constricted. He coughed, trying to push it out, but couldn’t.

Panic set in, only for a moment.

He embraced the power of the ice and the iron dragon, letting that magic flow through him. Together, the two dragons created a healing wave of energy that worked through him. It dispelled the mist.

He straightened, looking at Lorren. “What are your intentions here?”

Lorren watched him. “I told you to follow.”

Jason shook his head. “No.” He motioned to Henry to halt and noticed him reaching into his pocket, grabbing for dragon pearls. At least Henry would be prepared. Cherise and Olar paused, looking from Jason to Lorren, a question in Cherise’s eyes. When she turned her attention to Lorren, hatred still burned there.

Sarah stopped behind him, hesitating for a moment, staying close, but Jason could feel the power she was pulling and recognized her concern as well.

“What is it?” Henry whispered.

Jason stared at the mist swirling around the trees before turning his attention back to Lorren. “I’ve been feeling something for a little while now.” He nodded to Lorren. “He has an arrogance about his power and what he claims we should detect. We’re overlooking something.”

Lorren watched him. They didn’t have all the answers about him, which bothered Jason. He had come because he claimed to have a misfit he wanted to show Jason. Wasn’t that it?

Why bring them out here?

Unless that
 was where the misfit hid.

“There’s energy within the trees,” Jason said. “I can feel it.”

“I should hope so,” Lorren said. “Seeing as how you are 
supposed to be the great dragon expert.”

Jason looked around, ignoring Lorren. “It’s the mist,” he said, nodding to Cherise and Olar. They were near a tree where the mist swirled. “It’s not natural. Stay away from it, and don’t breathe it in. If you do, it seems to be controlled by something.” He nodded to Lorren, keeping his gaze on him. “I suspect it’s his dragon.”

Henry frowned. “You’re saying he has a mist
 dragon?”

“I don’t know. Whatever he has possesses the ability to control it.”

“Very good,” Lorren said, turning toward Jason.

The mist began to swirl around him, filling the space in between the trees, sneaking through the area. It moved rapidly, spinning. The mist dragon reminded him of the storm dragon in a way. The agitation. The power. Could Lorren have been responsible for the storm dragon, and not Therin?

Jason prepared his power, holding on to the energy from the iron dragon along with the ice dragon. He also readied for the possibility that he might need to create an illusion. He could tilt reality enough to control things, shifting the nature of what everyone saw around him. When it came to Lorren, Jason thought he needed to be prepared for doing something like that now.

“What is your intention?” Jason looked around him, noting the mist continuing to build. “There are a handful of Dragon Guard in the trees. You won’t be able to harm Cherise and Olar.”

Lorren smiled. “And then there’s you.” He took a step forward, and the mist started to swirl with him. “A man who claims power. A man who has connected to lost dragons,” he said, tipping his head as he taunted him. “A man who claims he can rescue dragons from Dragon Souls and can bring them back rather than needing to destroy those that have been tormented.”

“I can

 rescue them. If you are familiar with the dragons, you have seen what I can do.”

Lorren snorted. “I have seen what you can do. And I have felt it. Do you think what you do has no repercussions?”

Jason glanced over at Sarah for a moment before turning his attention back to Lorren. “We do what is necessary to free the dragons.” Sarah clutched her dragon pearl, and he could feel her calling upon the power within it, prepared to use it.

“You probably did not recognize the consequences of your actions. You have put more than just your dragons into danger. All dragons are in danger with what you do. Lorach was content with their stretch of land. Or had been. Now they look elsewhere. Now they move when they had been quiet. Now dragons suffer—truly free dragons and not those you claim to have freed—that would not have. The Dragon Guard managed to keep Lorach confined, which was enough. Until you.” He watched Jason. “Now I have to finish what you cannot.”

The mist continued to swirl, and a shape was taking form within it.

A dragon. It was
 a misfit.

The iron dragon neared. Jason could feel him and quietly urged him to stay hidden. If nothing else, he wanted to have the iron dragon ready to act if necessary, but he didn’t want to target the mist dragon.

Jason focused on the energy of the ice and the iron dragon, combining that power, and poured it toward the mist dragon.

It faded.

This dragon seemed to have a natural immunity to Jason’s abilities.

How would that happen?

There shouldn’t be any way for the dragons to ignore the power he used.

How could he overpower them?

He altered his approach. Using the forest dragon, he tilted 
reality just enough to solidify the mist dragon, then added his connection to the iron and ice dragons, bonding the two in a way that permitted him to focus that power. The energy struck the mist dragon, but then it slipped away, tendrils of it fading, slipping from the dragon.

Lorren watched him. With a wave of his hand, the mist dispersed, as did Jason’s power. He lost control over the illusion, along with his connection to the iron and ice dragon.

Sarah gasped. Jason suspected she had lost her connection to the dragon pearl as well.

He was powerful. Not only that, but the dragon was powerful.

Lorren turned to Jason, the mist swirling around him. “You thought you were the only one who had connected to the so-called misfits. Unfortunately, you were mistaken.”

With that, the mist streaked toward him.
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ason backed away. The iron dragon might be getting closer to him, but he reached for his connection to the ice dragon. He could feel the ice dragon flying high overhead, drifting within the upper atmosphere, the cold calling to it. He borrowed that cold, and with a surge, he summoned ice lightning. It was the only energy he thought might be able to counter Lorren.

Jason braced himself for the eruption of energy. When it slammed into the ground, he felt it crash toward the mist dragon. The ice lightning crackled around the mist dragon, and it solidified it. Surrounded by an ice ball, the dragon could no longer move.

Jason held out his iron dragon hand, the heat already beginning to radiate.

“What are you doing?” Jason demanded.

“I intend to see what your dragons are capable of.” Lorren backed away, and the mist continued to swirl.

He looked around, the power from his connected dragons filling him. “Try that again, and you will see what I will do to protect my dragons and me,” Jason said, turning to Lorren. Heat radiated off him. In the distance, he could feel the iron dragon slithering closer.

Lorren started laughing. It was a wild and crazed sound, 
but he grinned as he turned to Jason. “Lovely,” he said. With a wave of his hand, mist started to swirl from him.

Jason embraced the ice dragon, and he froze it. “What are you doing? If you oppose the Dragon Souls, then we can work together.”

Lorren turned toward the mist dragon and focused on it. There was a strange glowing sense, almost a pulsing that came from within the ice ball that surrounded the mist dragon. Jason summoned the power of the ice dragon again, and another bolt of ice lightning streaked down from the sky, crashing into the mist dragon. Another layer of ice surrounded the mist dragon.

The others around the forest remained quiet, staying off to the side. Sarah clutched a dragon pearl, but her parents simply watched, their gaze focused on Jason before darting to Lorren. No one acted against him, though. They waited for Jason to do so.

And these were the people who would have the Dragon Guard act against Lorach?

They couldn’t even act against somebody in their own city.

“Keep an eye out for anything else,” he whispered, warning the ice dragon.

If this man was willing to attack them in Dragon Haven, he worried it might be a distraction, a ruse to try to come at them from a different angle.

He shifted his focus to the energy of the forest dragon. If she were willing to come, then perhaps she would be able to help this dragon, the same way that she had helped the storm dragon.

He turned to Lorren. “You don’t have to do this,” he said. “I felt what you were doing to me.”

“What I did to you or what you did to yourself? I believe you were the one who attacked this dragon. I could’ve warned you that was a mistake.”

“We both want the same thing. We both want to stop Lorach.”

Jason called upon another ice lightning bolt, and it slammed down from high overhead, crashing into the mist dragon, adding yet another layer.

Within that ice ball, the mist dragon continued to pulse, and there came a steady energy pushing against what Jason held onto. In time, he suspected he wouldn’t be able to maintain his connection to this dragon. Eventually, it would fade, and the dragon would escape. Strange, considering that mist was water and the ice dragon had control over water.

Unless there was something more to the mist than he understood.

Could this not even be a mist dragon? He thought about the river, the spray, the way the water had swirled. Could it be the river dragon?

He’d seen the egg. He thought he understood the power that dragon would have. That meant this wasn’t the river dragon. He didn’t know which dragon it was, whether it was mist or not, but he believed that it had been hatched for longer than the other misfits.

The stories about Lorren made sense. How he’d disappeared. How he attacked Lorach. Even how he had killed Dragon Souls. All of it fit. “You hatched a dragon misfit long before these others,” Jason said, realizing the truth.

Lorren stared at him.

Jason took a step toward him, still holding the power of the ice and the iron dragon. He was readying to use the power of the forest dragon, though with the power Lorren had over the mist, and the control he had with it, he couldn’t help but wonder if he had some way to dismiss that power.

The mist was the key. There was something about it that felt… different.

More than how it was not one of the misfit hatch mates. It 
felt foreign in a way Jason had never felt from dragon misfits before. The energy in it was off—and painful.

Lorren needed Jason for something. That was what he said.

Was it the connection he shared with the misfits?

A different idea came to him. “Were you the one who taught Therin?”

Lorren’s face clouded. “He abused my trust.”

The power of the mist continued to swirl from him, and he could feel the dragon attempting to struggle against the way that he was held, but Jason maintained his connection to the ice dragon. With the ice dragon flying as high overhead as he was, connected to the biting cold, he had almost infinite stores of power. Jason served as a conduit, little more than that, but he could add his own touch to it.

“Why did you come here?” Jason asked.

“Because I needed to see if the rumors were true about you. I needed to know if you trained these dragons.”

Jason swept his gaze around him briefly. The iron dragon was just out of eyesight, behind the trees. He could feel him, though. “I haven’t trained anything. I’m connected to the dragons and use that connection to free them.”

“What about that,” Lorren asked, nodding to Jason’s hand.

Jason raised his iron glove. “This was a dragon pearl that formed around my hand. It’s much like the other dragon pearls I’ve been granted.”

“You’ve been granted
 them?”

“The other misfits granted me a connection to their power.”

Lorren watched him for a long moment. There came a pressure in the air, and Jason readied for a possible attack. A hint of a smile curved Lorren’s lips. “I believe you.”

With that, he waved his hand again, and the mist shattered the ice surrounding the dragon. The mist dragon suddenly swirled out.

Jason readied another ice lightning strike, feeling power 
building from behind him from the other Dragon Guard. The iron dragon was there, readying to attack, and even somewhere overhead, he could feel the ice dragon preparing to descend.

Unsurprisingly, he didn’t feel the forest dragon. That was simply how she worked. She wouldn’t reveal her presence unless absolutely necessary.

There was no attack. The mist swirled and then retreated, backing away.

Lorren watched him.

“What are you going to do?” Jason asked.

“I had to know whether or not you forced the connection. Given everything I’d heard about you, it seemed almost impossible to believe. And then there were these dragons. They seemed freed, but I couldn’t be sure whether or not they truly were freed. With Lorach moving, I knew I had to take action.”

“I’ve done whatever I can to ensure their safety.”

“Interesting,” Lorren said. “If what you’ve done is effective, I no longer need to slaughter them.”

“You shouldn’t have slaughtered them in the first place,” Jason said.

“It was a mercy. Trust me when I tell you the dragons do not care.”

There was a dark streak of cruelty within Lorren. How could he think that the dragons wouldn’t care about being slaughtered? But there was what the ice dragon had said to him, a practicality that suggested he wasn’t wrong about it.

Lorren glanced over at the mist dragon. Something passed between them. Jason could feel it. The dragon disappeared, fading into the forest, as if settling out like mist flowing around the trees.

“I have seen what I need. Now it’s time for us to talk. There is much we can offer each other.”

They weren’t that dissimilar. Lorren was a misfit, just like Jason. He might take a more dangerous approach to the dragons, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t work together. “Just like that?”

He glanced at the trees. “You can tell the ten Dragon Guards they can follow us back to the city.”

Jason looked over at Henry. “There were ten?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t the one who deployed them.”

Lorren turned and started marching back to the forest, heading back the way they’d come.

Jason had no choice but to follow. He didn’t know how to even react. The ice hadn’t stopped Lorren. It had done nothing. Lorren had been too powerful for Jason. He marveled at the power of that dragon, the way Lorren could use it, and he marveled at the energy within him.

They marched quickly back toward the city, and when they passed through the border of the forest, the iron dragon was there, slithering toward the clearing and watching all the way. High overhead, Jason was aware of the ice dragon, swirling, power pulsing out from him.

Other dragons were there.

Jason wondered how they had been alerted, though he suspected that the Dragon Guards had somehow managed to do so. Perhaps Henry had a hand in that as well, though Jason wasn’t sure whether he could trigger a warning to them. As they headed through the streets, the dragons followed. Lorren never looked up, though Jason suspected Lorren was utterly aware of the dragons and chose to ignore them.

He followed Lorren back into the throne room, and he took a seat at the table, waiting for the others to file in and sit. The Dragon Guard took positions around the inside of the room this time.

“I don’t know that they’re going to be able to do anything,” Jason whispered to Henry.

“Probably not, but I think it makes Olar and Cherise feel better,” Henry said.

Jason leaned over to Sarah, frowning. “I don’t like this. Lorren might—”

Lorren leaned forward, glaring at him. “Lorren might what?” When Jason didn’t answer, he shook his head, staring across the table, seemingly ignoring everyone else. “You asked about Therin, and I will tell you what happened.” Lorren leaned forward. “I found him wandering. Alone. Covered in furs much like Henry now wears,” he said, nodding to Henry. “Yes, I know you.” He sneered at Henry. “I know what you are.”

“Were,” Henry said.

“And much like Therin, that wasn’t always the case.”

Henry frowned, his jaw clenching. He squeezed the dragon pearl a moment.

“At first, I didn’t know whether I could trust him, but I believed him a wanderer. He told me about trying to find dragons. I questioned him, tormenting him, wanting him to break. I believed he was a Dragon Soul.”

“Do you do that to everybody who comes to you?” Jason asked.

“Only if I don’t trust them,” Lorren said. He looked over at Henry before turning his attention back to Jason. “In all that time, he didn’t break. I began to believe him. I believed that he merely looked for understanding of the dragons. He wouldn’t be the first person I’d found. He had a connection to them. I was able to determine that quite early. How was I supposed to have known that he was a Dragon Soul?”

“You would’ve known,” Henry said.

“As they knew with you?” Lorren asked, glancing at Cherise and Olar before turning her attention to Henry.

“I have made no attempt to hide who and what I am,” Henry said.

“Only, you haven’t been as honest as you could be, either,” 
he said to Henry. “Do you think I have no contacts within Lorach? I have to know where they’re moving the dragons somehow.” He paused, letting his words settle a moment. “Did they know how you used to work with the dragons? Training them, I seem to believe you called it. They understand what happened and how you acquired those lovely scars on your back?”

Henry leaned forward, tension within him.

“I imagine you haven’t told them about how you were once well known for your torment of the dragons.”

“I never tormented the dragons,” Henry said.

“You were a Dragon Soul. That is all you do.”

Jason could see the rage boiling within Henry, and knew that if he didn’t do or say anything, there would be no opportunity to calm this down. “We are talking about Therin,” Jason said.

“Yes. Therin. Indeed. He came to me, and he wanted to understand the dragons. He traveled with me for the better part of three years.”

Jason glanced over at Henry for confirmation of what Lorren said, frowning at him. “Three years?”

“I don’t know. It could have been a while ago. Therin had disappeared from the city for a while, and rumors spread about it, though… I don’t know,” Henry said.

“How long ago was this?”

“Nearly ten years ago,” Lorren said. “He came with me, and he learned from me. We traveled extensively, seeing much of the lands beyond the borders of Lorach. He gained my trust, slowly at first, but the longer we were together, the easier it became to trust him. He fought alongside me. He killed alongside me,” Lorren said, looking at Henry.

Jason couldn’t imagine how Therin could have been buried so deeply within what Lorren was doing that he would have been able to kill other Dragon Souls. Of course, this was 
Therin. Therin had been willing to do whatever it took, to betray whoever he had to, to do what he thought that he needed to do.

“What else?”

“We traveled. We saw. We began to learn.”

“Began to?”

“I had already learned quite a bit at that time, and I shared what I knew with Therin.”

“About dragon eggs.”

“Yes.”

“About how they could take on the traits of their environment,” Jason said.

“I found eggs as we traveled,” Lorren said. “Finding eggs in the wild is rare. Females are difficult to find, which is why I went hunting Dragon Souls. If I could trap some of their females, we could learn from the eggs.”

“What do you mean that you trapped them?”

“Exactly what I said. A trap is a trap,” Lorren said. “And I brought them with me. My dragons were more than willing to mate.”

Jason sat back, aghast at what he was hearing. “You held the dragons for mating purposes?”

“Is it so different than what the Dragon Souls have done? You look at me as if I’m some sort of monster, and yet, all I do is what must be done to conquer them and free them.”

“It doesn’t sound as if you want to free the dragons. It sounds to me as if you want to control them.”

“There is a cost to freedom,” Lorren said.

Jason didn’t know what to say. There might be a cost of freedom, but was that the cost that he wanted to pay? He couldn’t help but feel as if what Lorren was telling him, what this man was willing to do, was beyond what Jason was willing to do.

He thought of what he’d seen in Dragon Haven, the way the 
dragons had been freed, the way that they were revered, protected, and how the people of Dragon Haven celebrated them. Was that not what the dragons should be?

“I see the way you look at me. It’s certainly better than other lands where the dragons were slaughtered for their bones,” Lorren said, glancing back at the Dragon Guard. Jason’s gaze drifted to their dragon bone swords, the slender blades stronger than steel. “In those lands, they were stripped of their flesh, their blood boiled off, leaving nothing but their bones.”

“Why?” Sarah asked, leaning forward.

Jason looked at her, then glanced at her parents. They’d been silent.

“Because the bones carry power. Some can access that power, and they draw upon it, using that energy to rule. I would see the dragons freed. I would see them unleashed upon the world. And if they can’t be freed, then…”

Jason squeezed the iron dragon glove, tensing it in frustration. “Then you would destroy them?”

“If necessary.”

“There are other ways,” Jason said softly.

“I have been doing this far longer than you, Jason Dreshen,” he sneered.

“Tell us about the eggs,” Henry said.

Lorren grinned at him. “Are you trying to protect him? From what I was able to see, he doesn’t need any protection. He is quite capable.”

“The eggs,” Henry said, glaring at Lorren.

“Yes, well, the eggs have presented a bit of a challenge. When we finally managed to acquire some eggs, I decided it was time for us to determine whether or not we could uncover the truth of whether the dragons truly did take on the traits of their environment.”

“How?” Jason said.

“Perhaps nothing quite as profound as what I suspect 
Therin did. He used his power in a way that was more demanding than anything I ever had done.”

“Demanding?” Jason asked.

“He placed the eggs into much more challenging locations. I thought they needed to have something more similar to the nest where the dragons would have raised them. How would I have ever known they could tolerate such extremes?”

“You sound as if you respect him,” Sarah said.

He turned toward her, looking past Sarah and smirking at her parents. “I respect his curiosity. How could I not when he went looking for knowledge and information, searching for a way to push the boundaries of what we know?”

“He tormented the dragons,” Jason said.

“He tormented nothing. He took the eggs. How is that torment?”

Without what Therin had done, Jason wouldn’t have had the ice dragon, the iron dragon, or the forest dragon. None of those dragons would’ve existed.

Only, what would they have been instead?

He didn’t know.

By taking on the traits of their environment, they became something else. They became the misfits, but they also had been essential in bringing Therin down. Good had come out of their existence.

If Jason were able to use the power of the dragons, if he was going to stop Lorach altogether, even more good would come from it. How could he feel any other way?

“That’s how you formed your mist dragon,” Jason said.

“That’s how I formed one of them,” Lorren said.

“One?”

“There are three mist dragons.” How would you get the same misfit from a different set of circumstances? There was something to what he said that felt off.

The words settled in the room, leaving Jason 
uncomfortable. Three of those dragons. And he’d struggled with one. “What other misfits do you have?”

“I don’t refer to them as misfits, though perhaps that is what they are to you,” Lorren said, leaning toward Jason.

“I don’t use it as a term of derision,” Jason said. “I am as much of a misfit as they are.”

Lorren grinned at him. “Do you really believe that?”

“Yes.”

Lorren chuckled. “Perhaps you are. There are three mist dragons, and there are five smoke dragons. There are seven earth dragons. Or there were.”

Jason blinked, staring at him. So many
.

The rumbling in the forest he’d detected with William made sense. That had to have been an earth dragon. Or more than one. “Where are they?”

“They are with me. Safe.”

Henry grunted, and Lorren looked at him.

Henry shrugged. “I don’t think they are safe with you.”

“You can think what you want,” Lorren said.

“If you know how to create these dragons, then share it with us,” Cherise said. She held Lorren with an icy gaze, as if she were summoning the power of the ice dragon.

“The last time I shared it, it was abused.”

“If you can keep creating these dragons, we can use that to overthrow Lorach,” Olar said.

“That is all you think about?” he asked them before turning to Jason. “They are unique, but Lorach would turn them into something else. Weapons.”

Was that so different than how Jason had used the misfits?

He watched Lorren, more troubled than he had been before.

Stopping Lorach was on Jason’s mind, but it was more than that. The misfits. And they wouldn’t even be misfits. They would just be dragons, only a different sort of dragon.

“Not all of them are as potent as what you saw in the forest. The smoke dragons are weaker. It was a mistake. I didn’t know they were going to be unwilling—and unable—to be of much assistance. The earth dragons are bound to the ground, unable to fly. That, too, was a mistake. The only ones I’ve been able to create that have been of any use to me are the mist dragons.”

“You came here for the others,” Jason said.

“I wanted to know what Therin did.”

Jason frowned, looking from Sarah and Henry to Lorren.

Were he honest with himself, it was what he wanted as well.

The misfits with him were
 lonely. The ice dragon longed for another like him, as did the iron dragon. Jason suspected the forest dragon did, too. How could they not?

“I came to study these dragons and work with you, Jason Dreshen. Think about what we can learn from each other. Envision what sorts of dragons we can create, how many of the different types, and the benefits they can provide to our world.”

“You came to ask if I would allow you to study these dragons,” Jason said.

“At first. Then you described them.” He looked around the others. “And I’ve seen that you
 are responsible for Lorach moving again. Unfortunately, my plans have changed. I might have come to ask,” Lorren said, sitting back in his chair. “But now, I will not.”

Jason started to understand the threat. “You aren’t going to command me. Others who have tried have found it doesn’t go so well for them.”

Lorren chuckled. “I do like the confidence, and given what I saw from you out in the forest, I think some of it is warranted.”

“I’m just trying to help the dragons,” Jason said. “And if what I can tell of you is correct, then we want the same thing.” 
Jason hoped he understood what Lorren was after, though he started to question whether or not he could. This was a man who had a very different experience than Jason when it came to the dragons. One that had involved fighting with not only Lorach, and the Dragon Souls, but also with people from dragon Haven, and a willingness to attack those who had wanted nothing more than to provide protection for the dragons.

It was protection it seemed to Jason that he wasn’t entirely open to.

“What if there is no help for the dragons?”

“I can show you. I can show you what we can do to save the dragons. I can show you—”

A burst of energy began to build.

“This is not necessary,” Jason said.

Lorren frowned at him. “What exactly do you think is happening here?”

“You. What you intend to do is not necessary. I’ve heard you killed the dragons. We don’t have to do that. I’ve discovered a way of saving them.”

“Saving Dragon Soul dragons?” Lorren shook his head. “Perhaps I was wrong about you. Perhaps you won’t be of any help.”

“Help with what?” Jason said.

Lorren shook his head. “It’s because of you I had to return. And it’s because of you that Lorach finally has knowledge I’ve attempted to keep from them.” He smiled tightly. “But I know what to do about such things. I know how to handle people like you. And I know how to ensure that Lorach does not gain the power of these dragons.” He took a deep breath. “Because I will hold onto that power. You contained one dragon. And you contained him because I chose to allow it. What if I were to bring all three of them at you? What if they were to suddenly appear here?”

As he said it, the mist began to swirl.
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ason began to call upon the ice dragon. As he focused on the energy coming from the dragons, he could feel the mist as it swirled around others in the room. Even with his connection to the ice dragon, he didn’t know if he would be strong enough to stop him if Lorren decided to attack.

The question he had now was why
.

What did Lorren need to prove? He’d demonstrated a connection to the mist dragon, and to other misfits. What more could he want to accomplish?

“What are you doing?” Jason asked.

The mist began to force the Dragon Guards back, and Lorren squeezed them until they were pushed back against the walls. The mist came deeper into the room, swirling around Cherise and Olar. Finally it wrapped around Henry, holding him. Henry clutched a dragon pearl in his hand. It glowed, but it didn’t do anything.

“I thought we could work together,” Lorren said. “Unfortunately, I think Dragon Haven”—he spat the name—“has corrupted you like it corrupts so much. Now I will have those dragons.”

Power reached Sarah, and Jason lunged toward her, wrapping her in a barrier of ice along with fire coming from the iron dragon.

She looked over at him. “Can you do anything?”

“I’ve been trying,” he said.

“How can he do this?”

“I have no idea,” Jason said.

He held that barrier out, continuing to squeeze, pushing it away from him, but there was too much power here. He could feel it squeezing upon him, mist continuing to swirl, threatening to overwhelm him.

He added the energy of the forest dragon, calling to her, focusing on his breathing as he did. He shifted
 everything.

This time, he shifted it so it brought them into the north, into the cold in the mountains. If Lorren was going to bring them to mist, then he was going to counter it by creating cold so bitter, the mist was nullified. Jason formed that cold, created that storm, and it swirled through the room, the wind picking up. Sarah braced herself. Cold started biting, the ice tearing at everything.

Jason surged with dragon power.

He let energy explode into the room and then called upon enough cold to freeze the mist. He barely had to summon the energy of the ice dragon when he did. It crackled, and then he waited for the ice dragon to control it.

The mist somehow held.

Lorren grinned at him. “An impressive trick, but one I taught Therin.”

Jason could feel the touch of the forest dragon. There was the illusion that Therin knew, and there was that which the forest dragon granted to Jason. “You don’t know this trick.”

He solidified reality.

There is a difference between creating an illusion and altering reality through the power of illusion. With his connection to the forest dragon, Jason could do both. The storm raged, now much more real than it had felt before. The wind picked up, the ice now something real, tearing through 
here. Somewhere nearby, someone cried out.

Jason ignored it, holding onto the storm, the wind, and the power.

He called upon the energy of the ice dragon, letting it fill him, and he called upon the strength of the forest dragon. He squeezed them together, binding them in a way that allowed him to create a connection. Within that power, he held it and created something the mist dragon wouldn’t be able to overwhelm.

Jason solidified the air around him. Everything froze. Even those who were with him were frozen. The only one who wasn’t was Lorren.

Jason took a step toward him. “What are you doing?” he asked, standing in front of Lorren. “Why do this?”

“Since you drew Lorach out, now I will finish it. To do so, I need those dragons,” he said.

“Not like this,” Jason said.

He maintained his hold. He could feel the mist dragons attempting to influence him though he ignored them, pushing outward. He could keep reality shifted, but he’d used everything within him to do so.

“If you wanted to understand the dragons I’m working with, then you could have asked. What you’re doing is something different altogether.”

The energy from the mist dragons still pressed upon him with enough force that Jason strained. Even connected as he was to the three dragons, there was almost too much working against him.

He didn’t know whether Lorren had access to more dragons than what he admitted to. He might have drawn upon the energy of the smoke dragons and the earth dragons, using that connection to overwhelm Jason.

“Release your hold on the dragons,” he said.

“I will when you do,” Lorren said. He stood casually, almost 
comfortably. “You aren’t going to be able to win.”

“Why must it be like this?”

“Because I have taken your measure. And you play at something you cannot fully understand.”

He surged again. Power exploded from him and toward Jason. The energy was significant, a sharp explosion that blasted away from him, striking Jason. It was the power of the mist, but it was the power of something else.

He was drawing upon other dragon’s energy.

Jason thought he understood. The dragon pearls of the freed dragons.

As he felt the power coming from Lorren, he recognized some aspect of it. It wasn’t something he could necessarily see, but it was a power he could feel. It flowed from him, from deep within him, a connection to energy that Jason had felt before. He knew those dragon pearls.

Could he connect to those dragons?

He focused on the sense. It was different than what he felt from the dragon mist. This was the heat energy of the dragons coming to the pearl. He used his connection, that which formed between him and the other dragons, and forged a connection to those dragons, sending a question.

A faint stirring was the answer. All he wanted was for the dragons to know he was here. If the dragons understood that, perhaps they would withdraw their support of Lorren.

Then the power around him started to fade.

Jason moved forward. Power filled him, but he grew increasingly tired. He wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer. Now that he knew the secret to Lorren’s power, he might not need to.

Lorren watched him. “What did you do?”

“I alerted the dragons that you intended to hurt me.”

Jason glanced around the room. The mist remained frozen, as did everyone else within it. He held them, isolating them 
within that power to ensure they were secured, but also trapped in his illusion.

He altered it.

He stared at Lorren. “You won’t be able to use the power of dragons I freed. I rescued them from the Dragon Souls, and I will not allow you to torment them or turn them against me.”

Lorren reached into his pocket and grabbed for something. It was another dragon pearl. Jason focused on the pearl. As far as he could tell, it was a different dragon pearl, one from a dragon Jason hadn’t freed.

There was something he could do.

He focused on the ice dragon, the forest dragon, and the iron dragon, using the combination of energy to connect to that dragon pearl. A connection formed.

Power surged, answering him—and not helping Lorren.

Lorren glared at him. “This isn’t over,” he said.

“You don’t have to wage a private war against everyone who works with dragons. You don’t have to fight us. We’re—”

“You’re trying to save the dragons of Lorach, and yet you don’t know anything about the power that exists in the world.”

“I know enough,” Jason said. “And I’ve learned I can work with the dragons. They can be saved.” Jason looked at Lorren and frowned. “You are the reason those dragons disappeared,” he said softly.

Lorren turned his attention to Jason, staring at him. “What dragons would those be?”

He spoke to Sarah. “When I came to your parents, I told them how I had felt the other dragons, and I didn’t know what happened to them, only that I had seen the Dragon Soul dragons. They disappeared.” Or so he had thought. Could that resistance not have been coming from the Dragon Souls as he’d feared? Jason had worried that Jessica had taught the Dragon Souls how to fight in such a way that he wouldn’t be able to restore the dragons, but maybe it was Lorren. Having seen 
how powerful he was, he couldn’t help but think that perhaps that was what it was.

“The dragons beyond the mountains. That was you.”

Lorren glared at him. “The dragons must be used in the right way.”

Hearing that told Jason all he needed to know about Lorren. His wasn’t a desire to help dragons at all. Why would the mist dragons allow themselves to be used by him?

Unless they didn’t know any better.

Could he connect to those dragons and share the truth? As he tried to form a connection, he failed. He retreated.

“You don’t have to be like Therin,” he said. “I spent enough time with him to know him.”

“You don’t know him like I knew him,” Lorren said.

“Probably not. You traveled with him for years, and I only traveled with him for a day, but I battled him for long enough that I understood him.” He sensed a hesitation within Lorren, and Jason thought to use it. Maybe he could get through to Lorren. “I was the one who killed him,” Jason said.

“He’s not gone,” Lorren said.

Jason sighed. “He is
 gone. We fought. He tried to use illusion against me, he tried to use one of the misfits against me, but when I got through to the misfit, I separated Therin from the illusion and killed him.”

Lorren looked around. “This is more than just illusion.”

“That is my connection to the dragons,” Jason said.

Lorren stared at him. “He’s really gone?”

“He’s gone. We have taken the fight to Lorach. There are fewer of the Dragon Souls with dragons remaining. With enough time, I’m convinced we can stop the Dragon Souls entirely.”

That was the goal, but Jason wasn’t entirely sure what he wanted. He wanted to prevent Dragon Souls from using the dragons, but there was some part of him that questioned 
whether that was what he really needed to do. Reaching for the dragons, to connect to them differently, might be more critical. By using what he knew, he had to believe that he might be able to get through to the Dragon Souls, and perhaps even help them come around.

Lorren might not come around, though. With his attitude about the dragons, and what he was willing to do with them, he had to wonder if there could be any way of turning him back.

What would it be like if the world was filled with dragons and those who could connect to them, but where they were all free? It seemed almost impossible to believe.

Lorren watched him, and Jason waited for him to say something else. Lorren moved his hand. With a swirl of sharp mist, he disappeared.

Jason released the illusion. Sarah surged forward, looking around at him, as did Henry. The others gradually came back around, the illusion releasing more slowly.

“Where is he?” Henry asked.

“Gone,” Jason said.

“Are you sure?”

“No.”

That was the part that troubled him. Lorren could be anywhere. With his ability, the way he could connect to the mist, he might be able to hide among them. And if that were the case, then Jason had no idea how they would keep track of him.

The sudden disappearance troubled him, but more than that, he couldn’t shake the feeling that as much as he might not care for Lorren, and as much as he had no reason to trust him, if Lorach were coming for Dragon Haven the way they all believed, Lorren might be a part of it.

How could they control that, though?

Given what Jason had felt while out with the dragons, he 
suspected that Lorren was powerful and likely dangerous.

He needed to be careful.

They all needed to be careful.

Lorren wanted the dragons.

“We have to find him,” Jason said. Either to find a way to work with him… or to stop him. Jason hoped it didn’t come down to that.

“We have other things to be concerned about,” Henry told him.

“We might, but we also need to know what he’s doing. It might make a difference between us succeeding and not.”

“What do you think he’s up to?”

Jason shook his head. “I wish I knew. Unfortunately, I have no idea.”





11









J

ason reached out with his connection to the dragons, trying to probe for Lorren, searching for where he had gone, but there was nothing. The other man had disappeared altogether. He looked up at the treetops, searching for any sign of the mist dragons, though he saw nothing. What would his smoke dragons or earth dragons even look like?

Would they be dangerous?

Jason headed slowly to the forest. The iron dragon followed him, but there was no sign of other dragons.

“What do you think you’re going to find here?” Sarah asked.

William was near her, once again with the small red dragon. The dragon seemed far more confident this time than Jason would’ve expected from him, though of course, perhaps the dragon was more confident knowing what they might encounter.

“William and I came across something when I was here before.”

“You told me you thought it might be a dragon misfit.”

“Right. We thought it came through the trees, but I don’t know if that was it at all.”

“What was it, then?” Sarah asked.

“What if it was in the ground?”

Sarah’s eyes widened. “One of his.”

Jason nodded. “That’s my concern.” William looked at them with confusion. He hadn’t been there for Lorren’s show of strength. Jason didn’t think William could fully understand what had taken place. “When Lorren attacked, he mentioned having several misfits. Dragons he had somehow created. Three of them. The mist dragons, which he used to attack. Smoke dragons. And earth dragons.”

William’s breath caught. “You think we came across one of his earth dragons?”

Jason nodded. “The timing is right and it fits with what we know of him. He might have surrounded Dragon Haven.” He looked over at Sarah. “I would expect he had preparations.”

He’d tricked them into bringing them into the council chamber, and had separated Jason somewhat from his connection to the ice dragon—at least initially. Lorren might have thought Jason needed proximity to the dragons to use their power, much like he would have required proximity to the mist dragons to use theirs.

“So if these were earth dragons, what are you hoping to find?” Sarah asked.

“A trail,” Jason said.

They headed to the forest, returning to where they had detected that strange undercurrent of energy before. As they neared it, Jason couldn’t feel anything.

“We need to be careful,” Sarah said. “It’s dangerous to go after him.”

“Even after what he did?”

“I know what he did, but I don’t want us to go after him. As long as he leaves Dragon Haven alone, what does it matter?”

Jason held her gaze before looking at the red dragon with William. “I don’t have the sense that he’s going to leave Dragon Haven alone. He wants the dragons.”

“That’s not the reason you’re going after him, though.”

Jason shook his head. “He wants to stop Lorach. We could 
do it together.”

“Even after what he did?”

“What did he do but try to wrest control of the dragons? He failed. I still think we can find him, and then convince him to work with us, not against us.”

“I don’t know if you’re right,” Sarah said softly.

Neither did Jason.

That was what troubled him.

He followed the same path they’d taken when they’d been here before, heading through the trees. “When we were here before, the treetops trembled. It was as if something moved through here that slammed into the trees.”

Sarah looked up. “And you think that
 was this earth dragon? I’ve been around many dragons over the years, and none of them could damage trees without harming themselves.”

“Show her,” he said, motioning to the iron dragon.

The iron dragon rumbled, and power flowed from him. He rammed into one of the trees, and the branches trembled, shaking overhead.

“That’s just one tree,” she said.

“Can you show her more than one tree?” Jason asked

The iron dragon spread his wings and rammed into the trees, shaking them. Even as he did, it still didn’t make the ground tremble the same way as when they had been here before.

“We have to figure out where the earth dragons could gain access underground. Lorren has them around us somewhere,” he said.

He recognized the tracings of power that existed, and even if he didn’t know where they came from or how to reach them, Jason knew that power had to be there.

The iron dragon remained near him, power coming from him. It trembled the ground, creating an echoing sensation. At first, Jason wasn’t sure what the dragon tried to do, but 
gradually he recognized it. He used his power to connect to what was beneath them.

Sarah connected to her dragon pearl, trailing after him. He didn’t feel anything more within the way that she was holding onto that power. He could feel the sense of energy and the connection to the dragon.

“Do you detect something?” William asked, running up alongside him. The red dragon chased after William, something playful in the way he did.

Jason couldn’t help but smile as he watched the dragon.

“I think the dragon detects something, though I’m not exactly sure what it is. I can feel some energy there.”

The energy coming from the iron dragon surged, suddenly significant. A reverberation came beneath him from someplace underground. The dragon moved ahead of him, and Jason followed.

He came upon another ridgeline and stopped. A river rushed in the distance. Jason lingered for a moment, staring down. This was where the iron dragon had led him. Was it a coincidence that he had come across an egg in the river, and now he stood in front of this river?

“What is it?” Sarah asked as she came up behind him.

He didn’t think that it was the same river, but he couldn’t help feel as if there was something unusual here. “This is where the trail leads,” he said. “There’s something down there.” Turning to the iron dragon, he asked, “Can you see what’s down there?”

The dragon rumbled, then launched off the ledge, hovering in his unique flying style.

“I can’t get over how strange it is watching him fly,” Sarah said. “It’s the way he glows, I think.”

“His glowing gives him a connection to the power within him.” Jason smiled as the iron dragon descended along the rock wall. “I remember when I first started working with him. 
He couldn’t fly at the time. I wasn’t sure if he would be able to learn. There was something different about him, the metallic wings and how they moved, that made it so that I wasn’t at all sure about what he could do. It’s just that he had never had a chance to stretch…”

Jason stared at the iron dragon, an idea coming to him. It was one he hadn’t considered before, though he should have.

“What is it?” William asked, joining him at the edge of the ledge looking down. The dragon with him perched at the rock line, leaning forward and breathing out with a streamer of smoke that drifted toward the river.

“I’ve been looking for other misfits, thinking about how to find them, but I haven’t given any thought about whether there’s been any trend among the misfits we’ve seen.” He looked at the iron dragon. “They haven’t been beyond a specific distance from Lorach.”

“That’s true,” Sarah said, crouching down and staring at the river. “All of them are within a day by dragon.”

“That makes sense. Therin would want to make sure he could check on them,” William said.

“What if that’s not it?” Jason asked.

He looked at the dragon flying below him and had a different idea. “We’ve been assuming Therin took eggs from Lorach to do these experiments, but from what Henry said, he wouldn’t necessarily have been permitted to do that. At least, not with many eggs. They’re too valuable.” Which meant there might have to be another source for eggs.

“Where would he have gotten them?” William asked. “Did he take them from Dragon Haven?”

Sarah shook her head. “We would have known. And if they’re not from Dragon Haven—”

“Some of them might be from Lorren,” Jason finished.

“That’s why he’s come?”

Jason stared at the iron dragon. It made more sense why 
Lorren had been so angry at the misfits—and why he’d believed there was something about them he was owed. It was because they had been his eggs, as much as a dragon egg could belong to someone.

“Why would he have done that?” William asked.

“I don’t know, but I think we have to find out.” Jason didn’t know what it would involve, only that understanding the egg and the way the misfits formed might be the most important thing he could do for the dragons—other than freeing them from the Dragon Souls.

“We could return to where the other dragons were hatched and see if there’s anything to help us,” William suggested.

That didn’t feel right to Jason.

They need to find Lorren. Not go searching for where the dragons had hatched.

“We’ve spent plenty of time in your homeland,” Sarah said. “Not that I wouldn’t go back if you think it’s going to be beneficial, but I don’t know how much more we’re going to find there.”

Jason shook his head. “I don’t even think that’s where we’d need to go. Therin didn’t place that egg. As far as he was concerned, that egg had been stolen from him. He went looking to see where it had gone. It was the others, though. The iron dragon. The forest dragon. The jungle dragon. The…”

“The what?” Sarah asked.

He looked over at her. “The storm dragon. I know so little about him, but I think we have to figure out what Therin did and where he placed those eggs. When we understand that, we might be better able to understand more about what he did that allowed the eggs to hatch.”

More than that, he started to wonder if that might be what Jessica had already begun doing. Jessica wanted to understand the dragons Therin had created as well. Having seen the power of the dragon misfits, he could easily imagine her trying 
to do everything in her power to re-create that. It would pose a danger to the dragons of Dragon Haven.

“What are you proposing?” Sarah asked.

“I think we need to keep hunting.” The dragons would approve. “Only, now we’re hunting for more than Lorach. We’re hunting for Lorren. And his dragons.”

She spun and looked at Jason. “We need to better understand all of this,” she said, “but I’m not convinced wasting our time on the dragon misfits and trying to better understand them is what’s going to help us stop Lorach. That’s what this is all about, after all.”

“I know that it is,” Jason said.

“Do you?” She leaned out, motioning toward the ravine below them. “Are you sure you know that, especially given what you’ve been detecting?”

“What I’ve detected are the dragons Lorren brought here,” he said.

“Exactly. The dragons Lorren
 brought here. That’s not the threat.”

“He is a threat,” Jason said softly. “Until we get him on our side.”

She shook her head. “He’s always fought Lorach, not work with them.”

“Even though he fights Lorach, he still opposes the dragons in a way,” Jason said. “He kills the Dragon Soul dragons. That’s his
 way of countering Lorach. And he wants to claim my—our
—misfits. I would have thought you would understand.”

She sighed. “I do understand.” She looked across the distance—toward Lorach. “When I was captured, everything felt strange. I remember the way that Jessica held me, the fear I felt.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “They’ve wanted to capture my parents and me for years. That it would be my fault she finally succeeded made me angry.” She opened her eyes, looking over at Jason. “How would we even start tracking 
him?”

“Follow his misfits,” Jason said. “Track earth. Mist.” Maybe even smoke, but there had been no sign of that.

Sarah glanced over at William, who said nothing. He simply stared down into the valley toward the river rushing beneath them.

“I can feel something,” William whispered.

Jason stepped over to him and followed the direction of his gaze. “What can you feel?”

William didn’t have a connection to the dragons, and other than his training, Jason doubted William would be able to feel anything the way that he could. Probably not even the way Sarah could. William did claim to be lucky, though. Perhaps that was all this was. Luck.

“I don’t know. It’s just that I can feel something.”

Jason stared for a little bit longer, his thoughts pulled by the memory of the egg in the water, the misfit he hadn’t been able to find. That dragon was still out there. The river dragon. Somehow, he was going to have to find the dragon before Jessica and before Lorren, especially if Lorren intended to claim the dragons.

Finally he turned away. “Come on. It’s time for us to see if our dragons can find his. We’ve got to get this over with before Lorach decides to attack. Because that’s coming next.”

Prior to Lorren coming to Dragon Haven, Jason would have thought that the only thing he needed to do was to head to Lorach, rescue the dragons, and defeat Jessica. Now that he knew of Lorren and the role he had in training Therin, he no longer knew if that was enough. He no longer knew if anything was enough. All Jason understood was the answers he thought he had were far more complicated than he had ever known.

Why shouldn’t it be the case, though?

His own personal history was more complicated than he ever would have known. Because of his parents, he had ended 
up in the northern mountains, but because of their departure from Lorach, Jason had been the one to connect to the ice dragon and had managed to save him along with the iron dragon.

Were it not for him, who knows what would’ve happened to the misfits?

He turned to Sarah when a flash of an image came to him, drifting through his connection from the ice dragon. It was a familiar mountainside village, a place where Jason had visited before, but not a place that he had expected the ice dragon to show him.

When a strangely flowing mist drifted through it, he realized why.

“I know where Lorren has gone. I know where we need to go.”

“What if we can’t get there in time?” Sarah asked.

“That’s not an option.”
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he dragons guided them to the north. Jason looked over to the others with him. Sarah was well-equipped with her control over the dragon pearls and had enough magic access within those that she would be safe, but William might not be safe, especially if Lorren decided to use his power against them. He had no idea whether or not he would, only that Jason feared he might.

They landed above the city, and he looked down on the city itself. On their journey here, he hadn’t seen the mist, which suggested that Lorren had either hidden, or he had already accomplished what he had intended.

The city of Varmin stretched out along the mountainside. It was not a large city, though compared to the village where Jason had grown up, it was enormous. Wooden homes were spaced neatly along the street, almost orderly, as if someone had designed the city intentionally. Several buildings were more substantial, including an inn near the center of the city. An energy existed around the city itself, as if there was some residual power from long ago. It took Jason a moment to realize why he detected that.

“Why would Lorren be here?” Sarah asked.

Jason didn’t know. The ice dragon had detected something unusual, a swirl of mist, and had alerted him. Why Varmin, 
though?

“This is where I found the iron dragon.”

“Is he trying to recreate what Therin did with your dragons?” William asked.

“They’re not my dragons,” Jason said.

William chuckled. “They’re something. Do you see any of his misfits?”

“Not misfits,” Jason started. There was an energy here that felt familiar, but the question remained: Why Varmin? “I think there’s a Dragon Soul here,” he whispered to Sarah as they walked toward the city.

He was dressed in his dragonskin, though he had removed the marking for an Auran now that he understood what it meant. Somebody who understood the cut and style might know it didn’t belong to him, and might even know who it originally belonged to. It was the reason he had a cloak that covered his shoulders: to conceal the dragonskin. Outside of Varmin, a cloak like that wouldn’t have been very comfortable. In Dragon Haven, the cloak was almost too warm.

Sarah wore a similar cloak, though hers had a pale white fur running around the hood. Her dragonskin was a different style, cut as if to fit her exactly, molding to her body. He had to avert his gaze when he found himself watching too long.

William was dressed more simply. He had taken a dragonskin—there were plenty of dragonskins in Dragon Haven, all of it stolen from Dragon Souls defeated over the years and stored to keep others from using it. The dragons didn’t seem to mind when they used it. Jason found that interesting, as though the dragons were less concerned about someone taking their skin than they were about someone who didn’t deserve power taking it.

“I feel the energy of a dragon pearl here,” he said. “But no mist dragon.” Whatever the ice dragon had seen was gone.

Sarah looked over at him. “You can feel a dragon pearl?”

Jason nodded. “It’s somewhere down there,” he said, focusing on Varmin. They had approached from the north, landing the dragons and leaving them situated on the mountainside above the city. At least there, they wouldn’t have to worry about anyone stumbling upon them. There weren’t many people who traveled up the mountain, and those who did would see nothing, thanks to the illusion Jason had placed around the dragons. Only massive trees.

“I don’t feel it,” she said. She clutched one of her dragon pearls, squeezing it as she stared into the distance. “Are you sure about it?”

Jason shook his head. “I’m not really sure about anything.” He wouldn’t have expected a Dragon Soul to have been within Varmin. They were too far from Lorach, too isolated for the people of Lorach to spend any time here. “Maybe there is nothing more than a pearl here.”

“Unless they sent somebody here to investigate the iron dragon,” William said. “She will know that he came from here.”

He thought he was right. Jessica likely would have known. Not only had Therin known about the iron dragon, but David had come through here, heading back to Lorach, and it was entirely possible that he would have reported to his family. If only he’d had an opportunity to work more with David and understand what he might have done or said, but unfortunately, he’d been lost before Jason had that chance.

“That might be why Lorren came,” Sarah said softly.

Jason looked over to her and thought he understood.

It meant dragons were in danger. Not his—not yet—but Dragon Soul dragons.

If Lorren intended to attack…

William was otherwise quiet, staring down into the city. “This place reminds me of home,” he whispered. He looked over at Jason. “It’s strange. Ever since leaving my home, I haven’t been anywhere but Dragon Haven.”

“You could return,” Jason said.

William shook his head. “I don’t really want to. I lost my parents when I was fourteen. Have been on my own since then. When you came across me, I guess… I guess I got lucky.” He chuckled. “Didn’t I tell you that I was always lucky?”

“I’m not so sure it was luck.”

“It was better that I come with you than stay behind and face the same suffering.”

“How did you lose your parents?” Sarah asked.

Jason hadn’t given much thought to the reason William had been living alone, but he should have. He had been so caught up in himself, in what happened with his sister and his mother, along with what happened to his village, that he hadn’t paid any attention to his friend. He had been selfish.

“They were killed in a fire. Much of the village burned, at least along the outer edge of the village, where our home was located. There was a drought that year,” he explained, his voice dropping off, “and everything was brittle. Dry. It didn’t take long before the fire spread to the forest.”

Jason thought about what he remembered about William’s village. Not much. At the time, he’d been so focused on trying to survive—and returned to his own village—that he hadn’t given it much thought. He could have returned. With his connection to the dragons, it wouldn’t be that difficult to do so. It was a place he had considered bringing his sister and mother, though ultimately had not. They were safer in Dragon Haven. At least, they had been. Now that Lorren was proving he had an interest in Dragon Haven, Jason didn’t know if that safety would persist.

“I’m sorry,” Jason said.

William glanced at him. “It’s not your fault.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t ask about them before.”

William watched him for a moment before nodding slowly.

Jason turned his focus back to Varmin. He couldn’t shake 
the feeling of pressure, that of an energy that came from down in the town. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he was right, and he detected a Dragon Soul. If that were the case, then there should be an awareness of a dragon, though he didn’t feel that.

Sarah took his hand, and he glanced over at her.

Jason guided them into Varmin. He held onto his connection to the iron dragon, though he could feel the ice dragon circling overhead. As they had traveled to Varmin, the ice dragon had guided them toward the mist, but that image had faded the closer they got to Varmin. Having the ice dragon with them in this land was an advantage. Having his connection to the cold, to his home, was a benefit.

Varmin was a trading city. It was situated at the upper edges of what most considered habitable lands. Jason’s village was one of the few that existed above Varmin, though there were small clusters of homes along the mountainside, mostly those who had lived there for generations. Within the city, dozens of different merchants catered to traders. Some for furs, some tanners, some blacksmiths, all of them active with their business.

Jason pulled his cloak tight around him, looking everywhere as he headed deeper into the city. He strained toward what he could detect of the Dragon Soul, trying to follow the energy. He needed to find it, counter it, and be prepared for the possibility that they would be attacked. He could feel it calling to him.

“It’s so quiet,” William said.

“It’s late enough that there won’t be too many people out,” Jason said, looking around. The streets were empty, which was not uncommon in the evenings.

“In my home, there are more people out at night. They like to hit the taverns, and dance and drink and—”

“Gamble?” Jason asked, smiling.

“You say that as if it’s a bad thing.”

“Only when you lose,” Jason said.

Sarah shot them both a dark look. “Can we focus? I don’t like this.”

“There’s a Dragon Soul somewhere,” Jason said. “We should find them before Lorren.” He could free the dragon, and then they could try to reason with him.

“Which is why I don’t like it. You have already said you feel a Dragon Soul, which makes me concerned about why
 you feel that and what it might mean. You spent time here before. Where do you think they might be hiding?”

“I haven’t been to Varmin that often. When my father was still alive, we came here a few times, though not so often for me to know the city. Others within my village spent much more time here.” Jason looked around. He paused at one of the street corners, smelling a bakery nearby. He was well fed within Dragon Haven, though there was still something to be said about the food from his home. It was familiar. Nearby was a butcher, and the aroma of smoked meats permeated the air, mixing with that of the bakery, a distinctly pleasing combination. “I don’t know where they would be. As far as I know, no one in Varmin has a connection to Lorach.”

“It wouldn’t take much,” William said. When Jason looked over at him, William shrugged. “If this place is anything like my home, all it takes is a little bit of coin. That’s not so common that anyone could turn it down.”

Jason thought he was right. He turned in place, sweeping his gaze around him. The city had a certain normalcy to it, even though there wasn’t anyone out in the evening. It made him feel as if he had missed out on what William had experienced his entire life.

Sarah had not had it, either. Her childhood had been as strange as his. In that regard, maybe she was as much of a misfit as he was.

Not that Sarah would view herself in such a way. She saw herself as strong and powerful—which she was. Still, she had gone through something entirely different than most to stay safe, along with keeping the dragons safe.

While trying to feel for the energy of the Dragon Soul, he glanced over at her. There might be a dragon here, as well. He closed his eyes a moment, trying to focus on that power and noticed a distant awareness of it out there. “Did you ever wish for something different?”

William watched them, frowning.

“What different would I have hoped for?” Sarah asked him.

“I don’t know. Something different. Not Dragon Haven.”

Sarah glanced toward the sky, and then looked off into the distance. “There was a time when I wanted to go to Lorach.”

William’s eyes widened slightly. “You did?”

She nodded slowly, staring off in the distance. “When I was younger. I wanted to better understand the power I possess. I thought I could learn it better within Lorach. My parents told stories of the Dragon Souls and the way they controlled their power, which left me thinking that perhaps I needed to do the same.”

“I didn’t know that,” Jason said.

“It wasn’t until Henry came and started to work with me that I began to accept I wasn’t going to. By then, I had started to bond with some of the other dragons and recognize that perhaps it was best that I didn’t.”

“Would you really have gone to Lorach?” William asked.

Sarah didn’t say anything for a moment before finally shaking her head. “I tried once,” she said softly. “My parents called for the Dragon Guard, and they came after me.”

“Why would you have done that?” William asked.

She looked over at him. “You can’t understand what it was like. We were a part of the rebellion my entire life. That’s all I ever knew. There was a time when I wanted something more.” 
She closed her eyes, shaking her head softly. “I couldn’t help it. I wanted normalcy.”

Jason took her hand. “I understand.”

She opened her eyes and looked over at him. “I know that you do. That’s why it was so frustrating to me when you refused to help us initially. I wanted you to recognize that you weren’t the only one who had gone through such strangeness.”

“I was concerned about my family,” he said.

She squeezed his hand. “That’s the only reason I forgave you.”

“Even though you didn’t get to go to Lorach when you were younger, you did as you got older,” Jason said, smiling.

She laughed softly. “Perhaps not quite the way that I intended.”

“If you would have gone then, you might have ended up as a Dragon Soul,” William said.

Sarah nodded. “It’s possible. I like to think that I had known enough about Dragon Haven that I wouldn’t have, but…” She offered a sad smile. “We should keep moving.”

They continued into the city, and Jason focused on the energy of the dragon pearl to guide him. By following that, he hoped he could get closer and perhaps find the Dragon Soul. They wound through the city, but even as they went, the strange energy didn’t change at all. After a while, he paused, looking back up the mountainside, and he probed the city using his connection to the dragons.

“I don’t feel anything else,” he said.

“What do you think you should feel?”

He shook his head. “I don’t really know. The sense of the dragon hasn’t changed. I can feel the dragon pearl, though I don’t know where it is to be pulling on me.”

“Maybe it’s not within the city.” William looked around. “Didn’t you say the dragon came from somewhere beneath the city?”

“The iron mines. Varmin is known for its iron.”

He needed to wander through the mines. He might not know his way through them, but the iron dragon would, and he should be able to help guide them. Perhaps it was something he should have done long ago. Jason had long understood his connection to the ice dragon, but only because he had come from the same place. By not coming back here and fully understanding the iron dragon, he felt as if he had missed an opportunity to better know the dragon he had bonded to.

They continued onward, passing a few other shops. In one of them, the sound of hammering rang out, that of a blacksmith. It was the only sound of activity that they heard. He turned a corner, and for the first time saw several people making their way along the street, heading in the opposite direction and away from them. They moved along the street, farther down the slope of the mountain.

As they went, he noticed that the strange pulling sensation from the dragon pearl started to shift. It seemed to guide him.

“You know where you’re going?” William asked.

“I can feel something. It’s that way,” Jason said, pointing.

Sarah frowned at him. “That’s not how our connection to the dragons works,” she said.

“Maybe I’ve become sensitized to them.” He couldn’t help but feel as if he were heading in the right direction. This was leading them somewhere.

It probably guided Lorren to the same place.

The city started to thin out. The buildings became more widely spaced, and trees towered on either side of the road. A building near the outskirts of the city had trees on either side of it. It was a long, low-walled building, and likely a warehouse. For whatever reason, it seemed to be the source of the dragon pearl energy he felt drawn by.

Jason pointed to the building. “I think it’s coming from here.”

He paused, looking at the door, but it seemed nothing more than solid oak. The building was situated far enough from others in the city that it seemed strange that it would be set here. Closing his eyes, Jason reached for his connection to the iron dragon and could feel the heat radiating to him. If only there was some way to probe through the ground, to use that energy to determine if there was anything they needed to be concerned with.

Sarah reached into her pocket and pulled one of her dragon pearls out, clutching it tightly in her fist before nodding to him.

As he stepped up to the door of the building, he readied his connection to the ice dragon, adding it to what he detected of the iron dragon. Those were the easiest to connect to, and using that power, he thought he could call upon them to reach across the distance and attack were it needed.

Jason knocked.

William chuckled. “I thought you were going to break in.”

“If they come to the door, then we can see if there is anything to be concerned about here.”

“I thought you said you detected the dragon pearl here,” Sarah said.

“Maybe it’s just this place.” He motioned all around him. “This is where the iron dragon came from. Perhaps all I detected is the connection I share with the iron dragon.” He doubted Varmin was hiding Dragon Souls. The people of Varmin were free. They weren’t bound to Lorach.

He waited, holding onto the energy of the iron dragon. The glove glowed faintly on his hand, and he shifted it using his illusion.

“I still can’t get over how easy that is for you now,” Sarah said. She looked down at his hand. “The way you change things. It’s not just your hand, but your eyes too. Did you know that you do that?”

He did it without thinking, using the illusion to change things 
about himself, and to be honest, he didn’t think much of it. The power flowed from the forest dragon through him. It allowed him to maintain a connection to her, maintaining that bond.

“Maybe I should be more careful with it. If someone watched me, and were aware of what I’d changed, they might question how I could do it.”

William leaned close to him. He pressed his face up toward Jason’s hand, frowning. “How are you able to do it?”

“I don’t even know if I could explain it. Not really. When I use the illusion, I call upon power within me, but it’s also power of the forest dragon.”

William stared for a moment. “She can do it, though.”

Sarah shook her head. “Not like Jason.”

He waited a little bit longer. There was no answer. Which meant that he was going to have to force his way in, at least to ensure that what he detected wasn’t anything they needed to be concerned about. He rested his hand on the door, using the iron dragon glove and letting heat radiate from it, surging into the door. A burst of power exploded, the door coming open as the lock twisted and melted.

“That’s one way to do it,” William said, chuckling softly.

“They will know we were here,” he said. “I had been hoping to avoid that.”

“They were always going to know that we were here,” Sarah said. She stepped forward into the room. Power radiated from her, the dragon pearl in her hand glowing. Flames danced away from her.

Jason followed her into the room. It was a warehouse. He didn’t see or feel anyone else inside, though there still came a sensation of a dragon pearl, only it was faint and almost faded. He swept his gaze around the room. It was a massive, open space. There was a table with papers stacked upon it, and another table with small trunks situated on the table, but otherwise the warehouse was empty.

Jason attempted to open one of the trunks, but it didn’t budge. He used a burst of power through his iron dragon glove, forcing it open. Inside was a stack of coins.

“That might be useful,” William said, reaching for it.

“We don’t need money,” Jason said.

William grabbed for the trunk. “Maybe you don’t, but some of us still do. Besides, if we are stuck here for the night, don’t you think it would be helpful for us to have a way of paying for a room? Food?” He glanced from Jason to Sarah. “Anyway. I’ll hold on to this.”

“Don’t lose it,” Sarah chided him.

He frowned at her. “When have I ever been in danger of losing coins?”

“Jason did
 tell me how the two of you met.”

“And I seem to recall I didn’t lose coins.”

“You wanted me
 to lose them.”

William held onto the trunk, tucking it up against his side. “I didn’t want you to lose them. I wanted you to earn more. If there are others like that, would you be so kind as to let me know so that I can hold onto them?”

Jason chuckled and used a blast of the iron dragon energy to open the next trunk. It was also filled with coins.

Sarah scooped them up, letting them fall back into the trunk. “Why do you think they need so much money here?”

“A better question is why they left it here.”

“The door was locked. Maybe they didn’t think anybody was coming in here,” William said, closing the other trunk and lifting it. He grunted. “They’re a bit heavy.”

“Then maybe you should leave them here,” Sarah said.

William frowned at her. “What would be the fun in that? Besides, I haven’t had a chance to get out of Dragon Haven in quite some time. I could use the coin to get away for a little while.”

“And spend time in Varmin?” Jason asked.

“I don’t know. They might be more interesting than what I have experienced in Dragon Haven.” He glanced over at Sarah, flashing a smile. “No offense.”

“You do know you aren’t a captive. You can leave at any time.”

“Why would I have done that?”

She shook her head. “Sometimes you are more trouble than you are worth. Maybe I will just have my mother exile you from Dragon Haven for good measure.”

“Who would train the dragons then?”

Sarah arched a brow at him. “Is that what you call it? I don’t know that anyone would have ever believed you were actually training dragons.”

“Hey! The dragons enjoy me working with them.”

Jason nodded. “They have,” he said.

Sarah shook her head. “Don’t encourage him.”

She wandered over to a bookshelf, pulling books off before setting them back down. She disappeared into a darkened section of the warehouse, though Jason could still feel her. It was as if his connection to the dragons, and the dragon pearls, granted him an ability to know where she was going and what she was doing.

He flipped through some of the books that Sarah had pulled off the shelves, but didn’t see much of use. He didn’t have much time for books. When he had been in his village, there hadn’t been much time to read. His time had been better spent trying to survive.

Sarah returned. “I have been looking for some reason behind the coin and the books and everything here.”

“Maybe they were just collectors,” William said.

Sarah ignored him. “And there is whatever you detected that drew us here.”

Jason frowned. Now that she mentioned it, he realized he didn’t detect it quite the same way that he had before. It wasn’t 
so much that it was gone, just that the sensation seemed muted. Not absent. At least, not completely absent. Could the warehouse shield it from him? What purpose would there be in that, though?

“What else do we need to do here?” Sarah asked. “We came to Varmin because of the mist, but it’s gone. You detected a Dragon Soul dragon, but now you don’t.” She swung her gaze around before turning her attention back to Jason. “Why the gold?”

Jason looked through here, and other than the gold, he found a dusty table, with a stack of papers. He began to turn away, when he frowned, turning back.

He sorted through the papers.

They were a ledger.

“What is it?” Sarah asked.

Jason shook his head. “I don’t… Oh.”

Payments. All of this gold was payments, and it described keeping the dragon here.

The iron dragon.

The more he read, the more understanding began to fill him.

The iron dragon hadn’t been held in Varmin because of Therin. Therin wouldn’t have even known about it.

It had been Lorren.

That was why he had come back here.

Is that why Lorren was here now? Did he think to place another egg, and to create another misfit?

“We need to go to the caves,” he said. “The iron dragon should be able to navigate us through them.” If that was
 Lorren’s plan, he needed to know.

Sarah nodded, and William pointed to the other trunks on the table. “Should we take those, too?”

Jason shook his head. “Not unless you have some way of carrying all of them.” They stepped back out onto the street beyond the warehouse, and the sudden awareness of the 
dragon pearl surged again. There was something different about it.

“Do you feel anything?” Jason asked Sarah.

She glanced at the warehouse. “I don’t. Why do you think you feel it outside, but not inside?”

Jason sighed. “I don’t really know. I don’t know what it means, either.”

They continued toward the lower edge of the city, moving down the mountainside. As they went, the strange sensation of the dragon pearl pressed upon him, and he paused, looking around. He would have to figure out where that sense came from and whether he might learn anything about it. So far, he felt nothing other than the drawing sensation.

Power built within him, stretching between him and the iron dragon, and his hand blazed brightly. He must have released the illusion. He hadn’t even known that he had done so. Most of the time, he could see through his own illusion and wasn’t aware of which ones he held in place, though maybe he needed to focus on them. He used his connection to the illusion, diminishing the glove’s brightness. On a whim, he decided to change his appearance altogether. He shifted his facial features, making them older, and then swept the illusion around his cloak, changing that along with his dragonskin. It was only illusion, nothing else, but for some reason, he felt better having done so.

Turning, he found Sarah watching him, frowning. “What is it?”

“You look different.”

“I used my father as inspiration for changing my appearance.”

“That might be useful. Can you do it for me?”

Jason used a swirl of illusion and wrapped it around her, using her mother as inspiration. He turned to William and aged him as well.

William glanced down at the trunks he held and chuckled. “It would have been nicer had you made these a bit lighter.”

Would that be possible? “I might be able to help with that,” he said.

He hadn’t given much thought to it, but what was illusion but a frame of mind? Could he do something that would help William with the weight of the trunks? It would be a different use of illusion than what he had attempted before, but in this case, he wondered if perhaps it was the right use.

He called upon the energy of the forest dragon, letting the connection between them build. Power flowed through him from the forest dragon. Using that, he shifted the trunks. It was a simple thing, now that he considered it. It tilted the power within the trunks.

William’s arms jerked up, and his eyes widened. “How?”

“I changed it so the trunks weren’t as heavy,” Jason said.

“I don’t even know how you can do that,” William said.

Sarah shook her head. “He shouldn’t be able to.”

He chuckled. “You should be thankful I can do it. It was because of the illusion that we were able to escape from Jessica in Lorach in the first place.”

He found Sarah watching him and couldn’t read the expression on her face, but he sensed that she was bothered by something.

“Can you make them smaller?” William shifted the trunks on either side of him. “It might be nice if I could tuck them into my pockets.”

“Don’t press your luck,” Sarah said.

Jason wondered whether it would be possible. How much of reality could he truly shift? Maybe the better question was how much of reality did he want to shift. He had no idea whether it would hold. At some point, it was possible the illusion would shatter. If it did, then William would find the trunks were heavy again, and if he were to place them into his 
pockets, losing the illusion might tear them away. Maybe there were limits to how he could and should use illusion.

“I think she’s right. It’s probably not a good idea.”

They continued along the streets. After a while, Sarah glanced behind her. “It’s so different than other places we’ve visited. Some parts look abandoned.” Her voice was a whisper, and she swept her gaze all around. Tension filled her, and were it not for Jason’s illusion, he suspected she would have a dragon pearl clutched in her fist, glowing.

“Dragon Souls shouldn’t come to Varmin. There’s no reason for them to.”

Sarah glanced at him. “They did before.”

He needed to use his connections now. He focused on the ice dragon circling overhead. “Can you find anything? Do you see the mist?”

He used the connection he shared with the ice dragon, looking through his eyes for a moment. He could make out the city and the ground around him, but nothing else.

The ice dragon rumbled from high overhead, but there came no flicker of the mist through their shared connection. Instead, he saw movement—a bright light that flared in his strange vision. A dragon.

“That’s where we have to go,” he said.

They headed toward the edge of the city, and from there he paused and looked around. The ice dragon rumbled again, and another rumble came from farther down the slope. This one was farther from the edge of the city. All attempts on Jason’s part to try to detect power from the dragon pearl faded.

“Can the two of you slow down?” William panted. “These trunks are still bulky, even if they aren’t heavy. I told you it would be easier if you had changed their size.”

Jason glanced over. William’s face was red, and he gasped for air. “Be thankful I changed anything about them.”

He could feel the distant dragon. Now that he could, he 
thought he might be able to identify where the dragon was located. As they headed forward, he caught sight of it.

It was nestled between trees at the far edge of the city, moving downslope. Toward the iron mines the city was known for.

Jason held his hand up. “Wait.”

He reached for his connection to the ice and iron dragons. He combined that power and swept it away from him, forcing it into the distant dragon. He detected something, but didn’t know if it was resistance.

Could this be a trained dragon of the Dragon Souls?

Jason swept that power together again, trying to combine it, and found a bit of resistance from a distant dragon. It was there, just has he suspected.

“I think it’s—”

Jason cut off when he saw something else. Mist sweeping out from the trees. His breath caught, and he spun around.

“What is it?” Sarah asked.

Jason glanced over at her. “Lorren. I think he’s here.”
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ason raced downslope toward the dragon. As he ran, he tried to connect to it using a combination of the ice and iron dragons. That might not be enough. At this point, he needed to find a way to bridge a connection between them.

The forest dragon.

By adding power from her, he might be able to shift something to change that distance. He closed his eyes for a moment, halting his running. “I’m not going to harm you,” he said. He used the power of the other two dragons to send the words.

Something swirled around him. Jason could feel that power. It pressed in upon him, making his attempt to connect to the forest dragon difficult.

The mist dragons.

He opened his eyes, looking around. As the mist continued to swirl, Jason maintained his connection to the other dragons. He used the ice dragon, trying to freeze the mist. It solidified, and he sent a pulse of ice through it again, slamming into the mist.

“What are you doing?” Sarah snapped.

He jerked his head around and realized that she spoke to William. He was approaching a dragon within the trees, his hand held up, leaning forward as if bowing to the dragon. 
They were closer than Jason had realized.

“We are here to help,” William said. “We can protect you.”

“You don’t know if this dragon is already trained,” Sarah said, running up to William. “If it’s with Lorren…” Sarah started.

Jason looked around. The mist hadn’t pressed in on him anymore. If he had other dragons with him, he would have used them with his dark and dangerous connection to the dragons. It wasn’t quite as awful as what the Dragon Souls did, but that didn’t mean that he wasn’t dangerous.

Jason forced power through his connection to the iron and ice dragons, testing for anything Lorren might have done. If Sarah was right and this was one of Lorren’s dragons, he had to separate Lorren’s connection.

William continued forward, holding out his hand.

The dragon lunged. William didn’t budge. He remained frozen in place, his hand held out as he stared at the dragon.

“William!”

Sarah reached for him, but she didn’t need to.

The dragon withdrew, jerking his head off to the side. William stayed with him, holding his hand out. Jason couldn’t help but marvel at William’s confidence. He seemed unmindful of his danger.

Of course, Jason had no idea how much danger he was really in.

When William had claimed he was training the dragons, Jason had teased him, doubting that he could have actually been doing anything. Seeing this and how the dragon responded to him, he couldn’t help but feel as if William actually had a connection.

William stretched his hand out and touched the dragon on the nose, caressing it. The dragon breathed out a hint of steam that parted around William.

Sarah breathed out. “You do
 have a connection to them.”

William didn’t look in their direction. “Not so much of a connection as you and Jason, but I’ve been working with them.”

“You have to have some connection to do what you’re doing. I’ve never seen anybody able to approach a dragon like this if they don’t have a connection.”

Jason joined William, holding onto his connection to the dragons. Distantly, he could still feel the mist dragons trying to press upon him, though they hadn’t broken through what he had done with the ice dragon. Did that mean that Lorren wasn’t nearly as close as they had feared?

It might mean they had time. Jason hoped they had enough time.

“We are here to help you,” Jason said to the dragon.

The dragon looked at him and breathed out another steamer of smoke from his nostrils. It streamed around him.

“Something has tried to attack you. I don’t know what it is, but—”

The dragon roared and spread his wings as he prepared to take flight.

“What do you mean something attacked him?” Sarah whispered.

Jason held his gaze on the dragon. “This might be what I’ve been feeling. Maybe not even a dragon pearl, but this dragon.”

“Why would it be here?” William asked.

The answer came to Jason.

The mist.

There was probably earth.

Maybe smoke.

All of it to draw Lorach here.

“Bait,” he whispered.

Sarah looked over, her eyes going wide.

William touched the dragon, patting him on the side of the face in a caress. The dragon settled, lowering his wings and 
turning to William. His eyes glowed a bright orange, and then he blinked. Something about his expression changed. Jason couldn’t detect anything, only that whatever William did had made a difference for this dragon.

There came another rumble in the distance. Jason looked up. It wasn’t this dragon.

“Tell him that we won’t use him,” William said.

“Don’t you think you just did that?” Sarah asked.

William shook his head. “I don’t know how much the dragon can understand me. I don’t know if what Jason does is different enough, but it seems to be.”

Jason shook his head. “I doubt I can do anything all that different than what you are doing. Besides, I think the dragon understands you.”

“Just do it,” William said.

Jason turned to the dragon. “He wants you to know we won’t use you. We need to get him away from here. If Lorren intends to use him to draw Dragon Souls…”

The dragon roared.

“I think he understood,” William said.

Jason didn’t move. “I didn’t do anything that differently than what you did.”

The dragon roared again, and this time Jason was aware of pressure upon it.

He focused on that pressure and understanding dawned within him. An illusion still held around the dragon. Lorren had warned him that he was the one who had taught Therin how to create illusions. Of course Lorren would be able to do so.

Pressure came from mist swirling around him that Jason hadn’t seen. It was an incredible sensation. The more he focused on the mist, the easier it was to realize how Lorren could use it to generate an illusion. The effect was so different than the way Jason created them. He focused on it and tried to push through it, but didn’t know if he could overpower it, 
considering that his connection to illusions was different.

Lorren had shattered his illusion before. Jason would need to do something similar and overwhelm what Lorren did.

“What’s going on?” Sarah asked.

“Illusion,” Jason said.

“Jessica?”

He shook his head, focusing on the energy he detected. “I don’t think so. Jessica uses a similar power as Therin. This is different.”

Jason mixed the power of the iron and ice dragon and tried to force it away from him. Sarah suddenly grabbed his arm, and Jason turned. Tendrils of mist emerged from the ground, swirling around them. Jason stared at it, recognizing the energy.

This was Lorren’s dragon. He was
 here.

Masked under an illusion the whole time.

Jason tried to use the ice dragon to freeze it, but it failed.

“Be ready,” he said to William.

“For what?” William said. He still had his hand on the dragon, who rumbled periodically, though seemed calmer than he had been before.

“I don’t know. We may need to get moving quickly.”

He was going to need the ice dragon. He could feel the power coming from the ice dragon, and could feel the need to use that power, only… For some reason, the ice dragon felt separated from him in a way he hadn’t before.

Was that more of Lorren’s illusion?

The iron dragon was there, the power from him still potent and pushing through Jason’s awareness, a surging energy that hummed within him. He was going to have to unleash that energy.

As he did, he realized he wasn’t the only one attacking. Sarah did as well. She forced a burst of energy through her dragon pearl. Jason noticed a loosening of the connection to 
the ice dragon and used it as he froze the mist. Sarah burst power outward, as well.

The illusion shattered.

The dragon near William roared, and William took a step toward him, touching him again. William had never had a connection to dragons before. There came a surge of energy and power, and almost a connectivity.

He didn’t have time to focus on it.

He could feel the mist dragon sending power around them. The illusion would re-form if he did nothing. Jason radiated the heat of the iron dragon and the cold of the ice dragon and mingled them together. He added what he could of the forest dragon. If Lorren attempted to use illusion on them, then Jason would use the same. He would reject what Lorren had done and form his own illusion. Not only illusion. Jason would form his own reality.

He shifted everything around him, twisting it.

Without looking at William, he said, “Get the dragon out of here.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. You need to get the dragon out—”

Tendrils of mist began to swirl, streaking up and around Jason’s feet, working up his legs and around his waist. Somehow they overwhelmed his illusion and reality.

He called upon the ice and heat, shattering them.

The same mist began to swirl around the dragon and William. Jason reacted, shattering that as well.

“Now!”

William scrambled for the dragon. It seemed the dragon lowered his head, giving William an easy way to climb on. “Where should I go?”

Jason shook his head. “Away from here. Not to Dragon Haven. Not yet.”

He needed to better understand this dragon before he 
encouraged William to bring the dragon to Dragon Haven. It was still possible the dragon had been compromised. If so, he didn’t want to be the reason the people of Dragon Haven were harmed. Jason and Sarah would have to make sure the dragon William had traveled on to Varmin returned safely.

William climbed slowly onto the dragon’s back, and though the trunks didn’t look to be as heavy as they probably were, he still struggled with them. He staggered onto the dragon, clutching the trunks, pulling them with him. Once he got situated, he held an arm on either side of him, strapping them down across the trunks, but Jason wondered whether he would be able to hold onto them.

“It might be better if you leave those behind,” he said.

William looked at him as if he’d lost his mind. “I’m taking them.”

William and the dragon took flight, bursting into the air, and the dragon circled, carrying them higher and higher. He watched for long enough to ensure that the dragon was unharmed and that William would remain unharmed as well. When he was confident that they escaped, he let out a relieved sigh.

Another dragon rumbled.

It was further downslope.

Jason felt for dragons, and vaguely detected another. Several others.

Dragon Souls. They’d already fallen for the bait and had come.

“The Dragon Souls Lorren intends to attack are here,” Jason said.

“Then we let him,” Sarah said.

“You know what happens when he attacks Dragon Souls,” Jason said.

“Jason—let him do what he needs. Isn’t that what we
 need?”

“We need to help the dragons.”

“And I don’t like the idea of helping the Dragon Souls,” Sarah said.

Jason shook his head. The mist didn’t try to come for them again, as if Lorren had abandoned his attempt to attack them. “I don’t either, but not all of them are Therin and Jessica. We need to help the dragons. We need to rescue those dragons. Not destroy them.”

Mist started to swirl again.

Jason exploded power out from him again, and the mist shattered.

He had to find Lorren.

It made no sense to hide. If he was here, Lorren should not have been concealing himself. He strode down the mountainside, focusing on what he could of the dragons and straining to detect Dragon Souls. As he made his way along the mountainside, he realized he was heading toward the iron mines.

He closed his eyes for a moment, focusing on the iron dragon. “I’m going to need your help.” He used the connection between himself and the iron dragon, pulsing on the power that flowed through the iron dragon, drawing it through to him. There came a reverberation of energy. An acknowledgment. He worried about the iron dragon and Lorren, especially with what they had found. “Bring the others.”

He hoped the dragon understood.

Continuing onward, he let the sense of the dragons draw him forward. When he reached a clearing, he suddenly stopped. Not just a dragon. Several.

He reacted. Using iron and ice, he washed power through the nearest dragon. There was resistance that came from the Dragon Soul training that he pushed through. On a whim, Jason added an extra element from the forest dragon. He had no idea whether that would make a difference, but maybe it 
would augment what he had done. As he pushed power through him, it exploded into the dragon. It freed him from the resistance. He used the same mixture as he swept through the others, one after another, before the dragons had a chance to react.

He didn’t see the Dragon Souls who would’ve commanded them. Instead, he contained his focus on the freed dragons. Now that they were freed, he wanted to send them away.

“Jason?” Sarah’s voice was tense. Power radiated from her.

He spun toward her and saw her point. Three dragons came through the trees, the rumbling that he had heard before emanating from them. All three were enormous, though there was something different about these dragons than others that he had seen. They had massive wings and spikes running along their sides. Their scales appeared dappled, almost as if camouflaged. He used the mixture of power he had been drawing, sending it toward these dragons, but even as he did, he could feel resistance.

He tried to take a step toward the dragons but found couldn’t. The ground clung to him.

The rumbling persisted. It was the sound he had heard before.

Using the energy of the dragons he had bonded to, he tried to pry his feet out but could not. He was trapped.

With a dawning understanding, he realized what these creatures were.

“The earth dragons,” he whispered.
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he ground squeezed Jason’s feet, pulling him under. Everything around him seemed to have changed. He couldn’t see the trees nearly as well, and he was sinking deeper into the ground. He had no idea what happened to the other dragons that he had freed from the Dragon Souls—or whether it was even real. The only thing he could think of was the way the earth pulled him under, like an avalanche that would swallow him. Jason had experience with avalanches, but none with the ground itself threatening to consume him. If he couldn’t break free, he had no idea what might happen, though he started to have his suspicions. Lorren would trap him.

Lorren wanted to remove Jason. Then he would claim the misfits.

Jason had to fight it. Not just for himself, but for the dragons.

Why wouldn’t he work with them? What had Jason done that had upset him this much? He’d been willing to fight, ready to go to battle against Lorach. Lorren should want
 to work with them, not fight.

Trying to use the ice dragon, he realized that ice might not do anything to counter the power of earth. What would? He searched his mind but couldn’t come up with a better solution.

Sarah cried out and anger surged within him.

He shifted his attack. Rather than attacking the dragons, trying to free them from whatever influence Lorren might have over them, he needed to do something different. He needed power.

The iron dragon was nearby. Jason called upon his energy, heating the ground, and found that it merely softened before solidifying around him again. That wasn’t going to be effective. He had to try something else.

The only dragon he had remaining was the forest dragon.

He thought about what he had done with William, the way that he had reduced the weight of the trunks. He had to do something similar now.

The forest dragon’s power flowed through him. Her energy was there, slow and subtle, the energy of a dragon who remained quiet and mysterious.

What would he do?

Shifting reality. He could solidify the ground and then harden it into stairs, but if he did that, he would have to do it rapidly enough to counter the way the dragons used their control over earth. Then he would have to do something similar for Sarah. All before whatever Lorren intended could take place.

He focused on what he wanted, summoning the power within him, and then burst it outward. It solidified for a moment.

Jason took a step and grabbed for Sarah, pulling her with him.

The illusion shifted, fading.

He swore softly, reaching for the forest dragon’s power as he felt it coming through him. This time, Jason shifted everything around him, holding it tightly. As it held, he took another step.

The earth dragon overwhelmed his connection again. This dragon was powerful.

Unless all of the earth dragons had come.

That would be more than what he could withstand.

He had to try another approach.

“Jason!”

He looked over at Sarah and shifted things quickly enough to grab her and pull her into the same pit as him. She wrapped her arms around him.

“What’s happening?” Sarah asked.

“This is the earth dragon. Or dragons. There’s one more thing I can try, but I don’t know if it’s going to work.” He focused on the iron dragon. “Be ready.”

Heat began to build. He had to use it, though he had never tried to use it in the way that he would attempt to now. It was something that he had to try, though.

He forced it beneath him, exploding power from underneath, out through his feet, all while holding tightly to Sarah and holding her against him.

The explosion shot them up and freed them from the earth. As they streaked into the air, he continued to use the energy of the iron dragon, forcing them higher and higher. Wind whipped around them, cold and biting, threatening to overpower his connection to the iron dragon. Jason ignored it, focusing instead on the way that he held onto the energy of the iron dragon.

Sarah gasped, and they started to descend.

Then the iron dragon was there, swooping beneath them. As they landed, power surged. Jason squeezed his iron glove around the dragon as he gripped his back, settling Sarah onto the dragon’s back and holding her there. Only then did he allow himself to breathe out heavily.

“Lorren attacked us?” she whispered.

“He’s trying to claim the misfits from me. If he thinks they’re his…”

Lorren was capable and had the power of multiple misfit 
dragons. More than Jason possessed. More than that, Lorren had created those dragons and probably understood the way their power could be used and how to control it. That mattered.

As he tapped on the iron dragon and they started to circle back around, they headed toward the south end of the city and descended. The iron dragon hovered in place, not touching the ground. If he did, Jason didn’t know if the earth dragons could trap him. The iron dragon had known the power of the iron mines and had used that to escape, but Jason didn’t know if the earth dragons would be able to overwhelm that.

He searched the forest. Where was Lorren?

He wouldn’t be able to find him from the air. Which meant that he was going to have to climb back down and risk these earth dragons.

“Stay ready for us,” Jason said to the iron dragon.

The dragon roared, and as Jason climbed off, he blasted at the ground to ensure that the earth dragons didn’t harm them. Sarah followed, and Jason looked back at her.

“Maybe you should stay with the iron dragon,” he said.

“I’m not leaving you alone.” She held onto her dragon pearls. “Besides, now I think we know how to escape from them.”

“Only if we have a dragon that can reach us.”

The iron dragon rumbled.

They moved down the slope, and Jason focused on the energy in the air. He was going to have to hold onto as much power as possible. Thankfully, no pressure on him suggested Lorren attacked again.

In the distance, he could feel the Dragon Soul dragons. That was what Lorren would have to be after. Not necessarily Jason, but the Dragon Souls. And their dragons. He pressed outward, using the connection that had formed when healing them, and realized that connection was missing.

The dragons were still out there. He could feel them, but they were no longer freed, not the way that Jason had freed them.

They raced down the slope.

Energy filled him. It came from somewhere nearby, though he didn’t know if they were going to be able to get close enough to use it. The Dragon Soul dragons were down there, and all he had to do was descend far enough down the slope, and he could get to them.

He had to free them.

Energy built around them. For a moment, he didn’t know if it was real, but a rumbling built within that energy.

Beneath him.

That was the earth dragons.

Lorren had claimed they weren’t powerful. He had lied. They were incredibly powerful. Knowing they were there, he wondered if he might be able to counter what they were doing. It seemed to him there should be something he could do. He could feel energy and power, and he pushed down, trying to solidify the ground.

Could he freeze it?

In the upper reaches of the mountains, the ground was so hard and frozen that nothing could penetrate it. Given his connection to the ice dragon, he wondered if that would be enough. It would take more than just a connection to the ice dragon, though. It would take a burst of ice lightning.

He hadn’t attempted it before.

Rumbling came from deep beneath them, rolling toward them.

Jason nodded to Sarah, and then called to the ice dragon. A burst of ice lightning exploded, shooting toward the ground. The ice lightning held, rolling through the ground and freezing it. The rumbling eased.

Would that be enough?

Jason had no idea. It might be, but he didn’t know if there needed to be more power. When he had used the ice lightning against the mist dragons, he had required several strikes. He called the ice dragon again, letting another burst of ice lightning streak to the ground and surge. Power smoothed over the ground, flowing outward. Jason called another burst, then another. With each one, he froze deeper into the ground and farther away from him.

“Will it hold?” Sarah asked.

Jason shook his head. “I don’t know. It seems like it is.”

Distantly, he felt a rumbling, though not nearly as close as before.

They raced along the ground, hurrying toward what he detected of the Dragon Soul dragons. Something pressed outward, a strange sensation, though he didn’t know what it was.

“Why are you hurrying?” Sarah asked.

“It’s Lorren. And the dragons need our help.”

They reached a clearing along the mountainside where he had first met the iron dragon. He could feel some energy that suggested to him this was probably the exact same place. There was no sign of the tunnel he’d taken to find the dragon, though everything around here struck him as familiar.

“I’ve been here before. The trail led me here when I came searching with the ice dragon for hatch mates. It brought me to the mines here and the iron dragon.”

At the time, Jason had been mostly concerned about the Dragon Souls creating these misfits, but now…

Lorren had been the one. Lorren was responsible for the iron dragon.

How many other dragon misfits had Lorren been responsible for?

Could he have known about the forest dragon? Jason didn’t think so, especially considering how Therin had found him, but 
he didn’t even know. What about the storm dragon, the one dragon that Jason struggled to understand and to connect to?

Or the others. The jungle dragon. The missing river dragon. Any of the other powers that he had found.

Had he made a mistake in not trying to work with Lorren?

“I can feel something,” he said softly.

“When you see it, let me—”

Sarah didn’t have the chance to finish. Power exploded, catching her in the back. She had formed a bubble of energy around her using her dragon pearl, and thankfully it absorbed most of the impact, though not all of it. She was still tossed forward. Jason darted toward her as the ground started rumbling again.

Earth dragons. How many had Lorren said there were?

He called upon the power of the ice dragon. This was going to require more than just ice lightning. He would need the actual ice dragon to help him. “I need your help,” he said. There came a burst of energy as a response from the ice dragon. In the meantime, Jason used ice lightning, sending it streaking toward the ground, using his own connection to the ice dragon to freeze everything. If nothing else, he wanted to prevent the earth dragons from harming him. How long would he be able to maintain it?

“Sarah?”

She dusted herself off. “I’m going to be fine.” She grabbed for another dragon pearl, and everything about her started to take on heat and energy as she glowed softly. Her face twisted in a snarl, anger surging through her. “He has to be close. Which means that—”

She didn’t have the chance to finish. Lorren attacked again, using the earth dragons. The power wasn’t nearly as potent as before, but the ground rumbled, nearly throwing him off his feet.

Jason stepped away from Sarah. “Lorren!” Rage filled his 
voice.

He could feel energy around him, the rumbling of power, and he searched through the trees as he looked for the mist dragons, though there was no sign of them.

If Lorren was here, the mist dragons would be as well. He knew that they would.

Jason braced for another attack. He could feel energy crackling in the air.

“Lorren!” he cried out again.

There was no response.

Jason needed to find some way to meet with him.

“Lorren!”

The ground rumbled. A fog drifted toward him, and a figure stood just outside of the trees. “You shouldn’t have come here,” Lorren said. His voice was muted by the mist, leaving Jason wondering how much control he had over it.

“You’re the reason for the iron dragon.”

Lorren took a step toward him, and he glowered at Jason. “You claimed it as your own.”

“I didn’t claim him. He claimed me. We claimed each other.” As much as anyone could claim a dragon. Jason wanted nothing more than to protect the iron dragon, and he had always done so. He had not attempted to use the dragon, not the way that others had, but would Lorren even understand?

“You don’t even know what they have done, do you?” Lorren asked.

“Who? Lorach? I can help you. We can help each other.”

“Now. You think to use what I perfected.”

Jason just stared at him. He recognized the anger at Lorach. It was an anger he felt himself, especially having seen what they were willing to do, the way they were willing to fight. What he needed was some way to harness that anger and find a way to work with him. Perhaps they could even work together.

“You don’t have to do this. We can bring down Lorach together, but we can save
 the dragons.”

“They are already lost.”

“They aren’t.” Jason took a step toward him, but the ground began to rumble.

He hesitated. He didn’t know what the earth dragons might do but had to be careful here. “We can save the dragons. I know we can. I know you want to stop Lorach. It’s the same thing I want, but we have to work—”

“Do you think I don’t know about the others?” The question was low, dangerous. “I know about all of them. And I will have your so-called misfits.”

“They aren’t mine. None of the dragons are. And we don’t need to do this.”

Lorren hesitated. “So ignorant. That is your downfall. Had you only paid attention to what you were doing, what you have revealed them, but no. Now you are the reason I had to come back.”

“You said that before. What does that even mean?”

Lorren stared at him and then backed into the mist.

It swallowed him, and he disappeared altogether.

Jason attempt to step forward, but the ground rumbled again.

Where was he going?

“Let them go,” Sarah whispered.

“We can’t let him go. We need to work together. We need to find some way to fight on the same side. He wants the same thing as us.”

“Does he?” Sarah asked. “If he wanted the same thing, he wouldn’t have disappeared for as long as he did. When my family thought he was dead, I remember the relief my mother had. She hated him. And hated what he stood for. He doesn’t want to protect the dragons. He doesn’t want what you want, Jason.”

He sighed. Maybe that was true.

A surge of dragon energy came to him, and there was a strange panic in it.

It was nearby.

He looked over to Sarah, his heart hammering. Distantly, he detected a fluttering of power. It was almost too faint, as if it were muted, but he recognized it. It came from farther down the slope.

“I can feel them,” he said.

“Let’s get this over with as quickly as we can,” Sarah said.

As they started down the slope, Jason could feel something pressing on him. He used ice and iron, finally adding a hint of the forest dragon as well, trying to shift things, but something resisted.

Lorren battled him.

The mist dragons had to be nearby. Jason had to overwhelm them. The forest dragon was more potent. She was a master of camouflage and illusion. The only problem was that she wasn’t here like the mist dragons were. More than that, there were more mist dragons than there were forest dragons. That put the forest dragon at a disadvantage.

He knew that he could overwhelm it. He had to believe that. That was the key to illusions. Belief. It was all about believing in reality. Jason shifted everything again. The pressure around him faded.

In the distance, energy built in unison. It was a blast of power, heading up the slope.

“Dragon Souls,” he and Sarah said at the same time.

They had Lorren behind them and Dragon Souls in front of them.

What was Lorren thinking?

The ground started to rumble again. The earth dragons were moving, and moving quickly. They were heading toward the Dragon Souls.

Jason groaned. “I really wish they would stop.”

“Can you overpower them?”

“I don’t have a way of reaching that deep into the ground,” he said.

“Maybe it’s not so much a matter of penetrating the ground but using your connections differently.”

He had tried, but each of the misfits had a different type of power, and though one his misfits might counter one of Lorren’s, there were limits to how much it could do. The ice dragon could freeze the ground long enough to give them a chance to escape, but the earth dragon had proven that it was powerful enough that it could overwhelm what they would do.

He was going to have to find a new strength in his dragons to withstand whatever Lorren intended to throw at them.

The ground rumbled again. When it stopped, he looked around. Jason probed with the ice dragon’s power. The ice dragon was nearby, flying overhead, close enough that his connection could bond them. It allowed them to move as quickly as possible, and hopefully he could use that to escape if it came down to it.

Power built downslope.

The Dragon Souls.

The rumbling headed toward them. Not only to the Dragon Souls. To their dragons.

Jason should have sent those dragons away when he had freed them, and the fact that he hadn’t was his mistake. The Dragon Souls must have reconnected to them.

“Come on,” Jason said, urging Sarah to follow. They sprinted.

He needed to prevent Lorren from harming the dragons.

When he found them, he could feel the dragons first. There were five of them; at least there should be. The rumbling persisted, but within it came something else.

A shrieking sound. It was horrible and painful, and it tore 
through Jason.

It was the sound of a dragon dying.

Strangely, he didn’t hear it. He felt
 it. It came from all around him, an awareness of power that surged, exploding, and yet started to fade.

He had no idea what had happened to the Dragon Souls, but if their dragons were dying, then he suspected they were as well. He couldn’t summon the necessary sadness for them, but he could feel it for the dragons.

“What’s happening?” Sarah cried.

“The earth dragons are attacking the Dragon Soul dragons.”

There was no sign of them. Only the sense of them.

They were buried alive.

Jason cried out to the iron dragon and focused on him. He summoned him, and it took only a moment for the iron dragon to arrive, streaking through the sky as he raced toward him. Jason embraced the power of the iron dragon and jumped, grabbing for Sarah, and landed atop the iron dragon. As they swooped toward the sense of the fallen dragons, Jason probed at the earth. He had to rescue them, only he didn’t know what it was going to take.

“Can you get to them?” Jason asked the iron dragon.

“They repelled me,” the iron dragon said.

“Can you do anything?”

“Not against their power,” the iron dragon said.

He called upon ice lightning, shooting it from the distant ice dragon, and it exploded into the ground. It sent chunks flying into the sky. Jason summoned ice lightning again, using that but mixing with the power of the iron dragon. The combination was explosive and violent, and it tore the ground apart.

Sarah started to work with him, using her connection to the dragons as she called upon energy and pulled it to the ground the same way that Jason did. With each explosion, nothing changed. “It’s not working,” she cried out.

Jason could feel that it wasn’t. Everything they were doing would still fail.

The dragons stopped fighting. The earth dragons held them in place.

Jason threw every bit of power and energy he had at them, but even as he did, he realized he couldn’t do anything. The power beneath him, that of the earth dragons—and Lorren—was too much. He tried again and again, using ice and iron, mixing them, but it wasn’t enough. He wasn’t enough.

The energy of those dragons faded until there was no life left in them.

The rumbling within the ground finally ceased.

They circled overhead. There was no sign that Lorren remained.
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ason jumped from the iron dragon’s back. They were in a small clearing in the forest, though it looked as if it had been recently cleared. The charred remains of trees fell around them, and a rocky ground greeted him. He paced, probing with the various energies of the dragons he connected to, calling upon them as he searched for some way to reach the earth dragon energy they’d been following, but he could feel nothing other than the faded dragons.

The iron dragon landed in the clearing, and Sarah climbed off, hurrying over to him.

He stared at the ground. “They’re gone,” he whispered.

“There wasn’t anything you would be able to do,” Sarah said.

He had tried. He had failed. The dragons died because he hadn’t been able to counter Lorren and his power. He hadn’t been enough for them.

“He wasn’t even trying to stop the Dragon Souls.” Jason could feel how the ground had changed because of the earth dragons. There was something odd about it. Maybe it was only the power here. He looked over at the iron dragon. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save them.”

The iron dragon pressed his face forward. His entire body glowed with his agitation. “You did what you could.”

Jason squeezed his eyes closed, feeling for the trembling that had been here. He had come back to this place thinking he might find a way to better understand the iron dragon and the connection that existed between them so that he could figure out whether there was anything more he might learn about the misfits, and yet he couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow he had led Lorren here. Which meant that he was responsible.

“It’s not your fault,” Sarah said.

He looked up at her. “I don’t know if he would have even come here were it not for us.”

“You don’t know that,” she said.

“I don’t, but…”

Jason couldn’t shake the feeling that these dragons—and perhaps even the Dragon Souls—had died because of him. Which meant that he had to be careful that Lorren wouldn’t keep following him.

“We can still see if there’s anything we can learn,” she said.

Jason’s gaze drifted toward the mountainside. Somewhere up there were the caves where he had found the iron dragon. Given how long it had been since they’d come here, this should be a homecoming, regardless of how bittersweet it might be for the iron dragon. Now there was nothing but pain and sadness, sorrow about what they had encountered. Now it was only devastation.

Jason stopped near one of the trees on the outskirts of the clearing. It hadn’t changed, despite how the ground had changed, something deep underground shifting. There was only the sign of the scorched ground where the dragons had tried to free themselves.

The iron dragon came up behind him. “Many dragons have been lost,” the iron dragon said. He glowed brightly, heat and energy radiating. It pushed back the growing darkness, illuminating everything.

Jason turned to him. “I know many dragons have been lost 
over time, but these shouldn’t have been. There should have been some way to protect them. I tried to free them.” And he had. However briefly, he had. If he had only sent them away when he had rescued them, then perhaps they wouldn’t have been destroyed.

“You cannot save all,” the dragon said.

Jason took in a deep breath. Here he thought the worst thing he was going to have to deal with would be fighting Dragon Souls. At least in that case, he could anticipate what they might do and what he would need to do to protect the dragons. This was something else. This was a slaughter.

Not only of the Dragon Souls but of the dragons. This was cruelty.

“All I wanted was to stop the Dragon Souls,” he said.

Sarah joined him, glancing over at the iron dragon. “And you still can.”

Jason shook his head. “I don’t know how we can stop the Dragon Souls while also dealing with Lorren. I thought we could work together to stop the Dragon Souls.” Jason glanced behind him to the clearing. He could still feel the rumbling that had been here, even though it had faded long ago. There was an energy to it, almost a signature, and he wondered, if he were to focus on it for a little while longer, might he be able to track the earth dragons? “If this is how he battles with the Dragon Souls, we can’t
 work together. I don’t want him to injure any more dragons.”

Sarah reached for him, taking his hand. “Someone needs to stop Jessica. Why not him?”

Jason couldn’t do it that way. Not if it meant sacrificing so many. And that was what it would be. A sacrifice. A slaughter. Not if he could do anything to stop it. “There would have to be another way,” he said.

“Will there? You were there. You were with her inside the palace. You felt her energy and power. You struggled against 
her. You are connected to the dragons in a way that I have never known, and still you couldn’t do it. How do you think we will stop her?”

He shivered, but she was right. Despite everything he’d been able to do, he hadn’t managed to stop Jessica. He had halted her attack for a little while, but he hadn’t stopped her altogether. To end the fighting, to stop the attacks on dragons, that was what he was going to need to do. Eventually, he was going to need to remove her and her family so they no longer ruled in Lorach.

Turning his attention back to the forest, he let out a long sigh. The iron dragon pressed up behind him. Perhaps Sarah was right, and they needed to use Lorren, regardless of how violent and deadly he might be. The only thing Jason wanted since learning of his connection to the dragons was to ensure they had an opportunity to survive and thrive. They wouldn’t be given such an opportunity with the Dragon Souls. Maybe not even with Lorren.

He turned back to the iron dragon. “We should go back.”

He had to find that strength. There had to be a reason for the sacrifice so that these dragons had died for a purpose. Heat radiated from the iron dragon, leaving his body glowing with a soft orange light that pushed back the growing darkness. There was an energy that mingled with the heat. It took Jason a moment to realize where that came from. It was an undercurrent of rage and anger that burned within the dragon. Jason held out a hand, and the iron dragon swished his tail from side to side.

“They can’t hurt you now,” he said.

The dragon pulsed with more heat before starting forward. Jason and Sarah followed.

“What about William?” Sarah asked.

“He’s probably safer in the air.”

“Should we call him back?”

Jason frowned. Maybe he should.

The iron dragon slowed, and Jason looked up into the sky, focusing on what he felt. There was a faint tracing of energy, and had he not attempted to connect to the dragon before, he wasn’t sure if he would’ve noticed it. He used that and then followed the surge of energy, letting it streak away from him.

“I tried. I don’t have a connection with this dragon like I have with others, so I don’t know if I can call to him the way that I would these others.”

Sarah smiled at him. “The fact that you have some way of connecting at all is impressive enough.”

“It would be even more impressive if I could call them all.” If that were possible, Jason could imagine how he might be able to save them. They might be able to work together, freeing even more dragons. It was possible that were he to find some way of stretching across the distance, reaching for dragons in general, he might find the Dragon Soul dragons. Perhaps that was something he should practice.

“I can’t call to any dragon unless I have spent time with him.”

Jason smiled. “Just him?”

“You know there aren’t that many female dragons, so I suppose just him.”

“We’ve freed some female dragons,” he reminded her.

“Not nearly enough,” she said.

They stood off to the side of the small clearing, and Jason stared at the sky. Distantly, he had a sense of the dragon, and gradually that came closer. A dark shadow circled overhead. It began to descend, and as the dragon landed, Jason waited.

William sat astride the dragon, watching them. “Is it over?”

William climbed off the dragon, holding out his hand. The dragon sniffed at him, and then William rubbed his hand along the underside of the dragon’s head. William leaned close. “You should go.” The dragon snorted, a massive puff of smoke and 
steam coming from his nostrils. “I can ride back with them. I will find you when I return.”

The dragon swung his head around and looked at Jason. His eyes blazed with a certain energy. He seemed to regard Jason for a long time, almost as if trying to decide whether or not he could be trusted. Finally, the dragon took off, circling in the sky before heading away. It seemed as if he were heading for Dragon Haven, though Jason didn’t know if the dragon could find it with the illusion over it. Jason focused on the dragon, using the faint connection that he shared with the dragon for a moment, and gave him an image of Dragon Haven, letting it wash over him. The dragon roared quietly before continuing onward.

They reached the entrance to the mine, and Jason was reminded of how he had wandered down it, the ice dragon helping him find this dragon, a fellow hatch mate.

At least, what the ice dragon thought was a fellow hatch mate. Maybe the iron dragon truly was, or perhaps he was something else altogether. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that they had bonded. They had come together. And they had grown as more than just dragons. They had become friends. They had become Jason’s family.

“This is where you found the iron dragon?” Sarah asked.

“The ice dragon and I came here trying to find others. He had felt something here,” Jason said.

“How long do you think they held the iron dragon captive?” Sarah asked.

Jason looked at the iron dragon. He sniffed at the entrance to the mine but hadn’t started toward it. “I don’t know. That’s something that he hasn’t shared with me. I don’t even know if he even knows. It’s similar to the ice dragon. I tried to see what he might know about what happened to him and how he ended up in the mountains, but he doesn’t even know that.”

“Lorren must have needed to place the egg deep in the 
mountain,” Sarah said.

“When we were dealing with Therin, I was mostly concerned about trying to keep myself safe, but also protecting the misfits as much as I could. With him gone, I should have spent more time understanding what he had been up to before. Or if he was responsible for all of this. I thought it him, but now…” He looked around the mountainside. “It shouldn’t have taken Lorren coming to Dragon Haven for me to try to understand their origin.”

“You were more focused on Lorach,” Sarah said.

“I don’t even know if that was the right thing, though,” Jason said. “Until we understand the dragons, and until we know that we can protect those with us, I don’t know if it makes sense to keep threatening Lorach.”

“What are you saying?”

Jason shook his head. “I don’t really know.”

Which was true. All he did know was that he didn’t feel as if they were going to be able to handle Lorren until he fully understood these misfits. He looked at the iron dragon. The dragon turned his attention back to Jason, and the heat radiating off him had shifted a little bit, glowing with a bright light, leaving him squinting into the darkness.

He smiled. It reminded him of when he had come here before. He thought of facing the Dragon Souls, the fear and terror that he had felt at that time. He thought of how the iron dragon had ripped through the forest, his swordlike tail cutting trees down as if they were nothing. He thought of their escape, the way the dragon had slithered down the mountainside, long before he had learned to fly.

They had been through so much together.

“We should go before Lorren finds the others.” Jason didn’t worry about the ice dragon. He flew high enough that no dragon of Lorren’s could reach him. The iron dragon was with Jason. He worried about the storm dragon. Even the forest dragon, though she should
 
be able to protect herself with her illusion. Then there was the river dragon. What would Lorren do with that?

The ground suddenly rumbled. It built rapidly—too rapidly. For a moment, the only thing Jason could think of was that it was an avalanche, but given that there would be no avalanche here, he knew exactly what it was.

Jason grabbed for the iron dragon, sending a burst of energy through their connection, but was too slow. The ground swallowed the dragon.

He jumped, reaching Sarah and William, pushing them backward. The rumbling intensified, violently throwing them back and away from the clearing. They managed to get to stable ground, but there was no sign of the iron dragon.

Jason could only stare.

He focused on his connection to the iron dragon, using the iron dragon glove, feeling for energy within it. That energy began to fade.
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ason looked around, trying to clear his mind, his vision, and everything else so he could try to find a way to help the iron dragon. The sudden loss of the glowing light coming from the iron dragon left the mountainside plunged in darkness. It took Jason’s eyes a moment to adjust, and at that moment, he knew that it was too long. He started forward, holding onto the heat of the iron dragon glove, but it was fading, growing cooler.

“What happened?” William asked.

“The earth dragons attacked,” Jason said. “It’s Lorren. He’s trying to claim the misfits.” And here he’d thought he’d left, but he must not have.

He should have known there was a risk. They had been attacked already, and he should have waited. He should have ensured that Lorren had left.

The connection between Jason and the iron dragon continued to fade. He had to find some way to reach through that connection so that he could help. Panic started to set in.

“I need your help,” he said to Sarah. “We have to get into the earth and free the iron dragon.”

“We weren’t able to do that before,” Sarah said.

Jason’s mind raced. He tried to think about what would work, but there didn’t seem to be any answers. When he had 
dealt with the earth dragons before, he’d had the strength of the iron dragon, and had mixed it with the ice dragon. Without the iron dragon, he didn’t know if he could save him. He had to focus. He had to find some way of helping him.

“I don’t know how long he can survive under there before Lorren does… whatever he intends!”

The strength within the dragon continued to fade. With each passing moment, he knew they were running out of time. He called upon the ice dragon. He channeled that power, pushing it through him. If nothing else, he would help heal the iron dragon, if only for long enough to give Jason a chance to help.

Something happened.

It came as a shifting of power and an explosion of energy that flowed out from Jason, connecting the iron dragon to the ice dragon. Within that connection, he could use that power. It expanded and then exploded.

A rippling earthquake trembled beneath his feet.

“What was that?” Sarah asked. “Are the earth dragons returning?”

“I think… That was me,” Jason whispered.

“Can you do it again?” Sarah asked.

He thought that he could. “It was a combination of ice and iron,” he said.

“Steam,” William said. “When you add the energy of the ice dragon to the iron dragon, it creates steam. Steam expands. It should be able to press through the space wherever he’s trapped. Maybe enough to get him free. Keep doing it.”

Jason had done something like that before.

And he would not
 abandon the iron dragon to Lorren.

I will claim him again.

That was what Lorren had said.

Rage filled Jason, and he focused on the dragons, on the energy they possessed, and let that fill him. He was a conduit. He would give the ice dragon the connection to the iron 
dragon. He let that connection flow through the iron dragon glove, through the iron dragon so he could free himself. Heat and cold mingled. Once again, there came a joining.

As before, it exploded. The ground trembled.

The steam expanded, and it slammed into the space beneath the ground.

A deep roar came with it from the iron dragon. It was distant and muted, almost as if something held onto it.

The earth dragons.

It meant they were there, attempting to constrain the iron dragon. That also meant that Jason had to work harder, and so he mingled the powers of the ice and iron dragons again. As before, there came another explosion.

This time, it burst outward, and Jason and the others went flying. As he got to his feet, he looked over, relieved to see Sarah and William were okay.

He focused on the iron dragon. He had to use the energy within him, and he had to help. He had to grab for power. He continued to pull on energy, using the mixture of the ice and iron dragons, letting it flow through him. It rolled up within him.

He forced it through his connection to the iron dragon. The dragon roared, though it was muted, as before.

He couldn’t save the iron dragon this way. He might be able to mix the two powers and give the iron dragon space, but he didn’t know if it was going to be enough for him to escape.

What would it take?

The earth dragons were potent. Each time that he mingled the powers, the earth dragons seemed to respond.

“I don’t know any way to get to him,” he muttered.

“What about the earth dragon?” William asked.

Jason glanced over at him. The ground continued to tremble, and thankfully though he had a sense of the iron dragon, it wasn’t nearly as faded as it had been before. 
“Lorren has control over the earth dragons.”

“He might have control over them, but you have a connection to these dragons.”

“Not like that,” Jason said.

“Why can’t it be?” William glanced from Jason to Sarah before nodding toward the ground. “With your connection, you could connect to the dragons.”

Sarah nodded. “Didn’t you say that you have a way of connecting to most dragons?”

Jason focused on the ground. He could feel the rumbling, the energy that was there, a signature to it that he recognized. He could feel it. He hadn’t tried connecting to the dragon misfits Lorren used. He’d simply tried to stop them. What if he did try to connect to them?

He didn’t even know if it would work. He didn’t even know how many earth dragons were there. If he could connect to them, even a little, then maybe he could slow the attack.

“I have to try,” he said, trying to hide the doubt in his voice.

He moved to the center of the clearing, knowing he put himself at risk if the earth dragons were to try to swallow him, and planted himself in place. He held onto the connection to the iron dragon as he sent a surge of energy through it to alert the iron dragon of what he would try. He had to let the iron dragon know help was coming. The iron dragon needed to know Jason wasn’t going to abandon him.

The iron dragon pulsed against him. It was strong. Potent.

He shifted his focus to the trembling beneath him. It was the energy of the earth dragons, their signature. As Jason stood in place, power flowing around him and radiating up through him, he became aware of a rumbling that seemed as if it would force him away. He focused on it.

The energy resisted him.

It was there, though.

He continued to focus on it.

He wasn’t trying to abuse or use these dragons. Only connect to them.

He had to know them. It was the same way that he had to know the ice dragon. The iron dragon. Even the forest dragon. It had taken understanding them to gain that knowledge.

Jason strained, continuing to push power out. What if he added a connection to the forest dragon? He might be able to alter something.

It might even help if he could see them. There was a way for that. He could borrow from the iron dragon and might be able to do something different.

Illusion.

He focused on the iron dragon and looked out through his eyes. Everything around him was dark, but the iron dragon pulsed with a hint of light, illuminating his surroundings. Were dragons around him? The strange darkness of those earth dragons surrounded the iron dragon.

He turned his attention to the forest dragon, feeling for the energy of her fluttering through him the way that it often did. It came washing in waves in his mind, the slow breath of the breeze through the trees. Jason used that energy and let it move him, swirling through him. Power shimmered, and he pushed it out. All he wanted was to shift reality.

Without Lorren opposing him, and without the mist dragons, Jason thought he should be able to overcome this. More than that, there was something he thought he could do that might be more effective. He used his home.

It was something he had taken to doing when needing an illusion. It was the easiest of the illusions he had formed, and it was also one of the more powerful ones because he knew it so well. He could create the illusion, the cold and ice, and the wind.

“Jason?”

He glanced back and saw Sarah and William huddled 
together.

He shifted the illusion, adding a heavy cloak that would keep them warm. He didn’t need to do anything more than give them a different reality.

He held onto the illusion otherwise and could feel it solidifying around him.

He needed the power of that illusion to hold the dragons. He pulled the iron dragon into it.

Suddenly, the iron dragon was there in front of him. Jason held out his hand, and the iron dragon turned to him, a look passing between them. The iron dragon understood this was an illusion, but he also understood that Jason held him there.

“Where are they?” Jason asked the iron dragon.

“Near,” the iron dragon said.

“I can’t see them,” he said.

Wind continued to swirl, and Jason searched through it, looking for signs of the earth dragons. By holding on to the wind and using the way it swirled around him, Jason could make out a change where the landscape was altered. In the distance, he could make out one of the dragons.

He was smaller than Jason had expected. Here he had thought the dragons he’d seen in the forest were massive, but this didn’t seem all that large. He could feel something from them, a connection to the ground.

Jason summoned even more power, pulling it into the illusion, solidifying it around him. As it fortified him, the snow and ice and everything coalesced. The wind gusted, powerful and sharp. Jason pulled the earth dragon toward him.

There was another, and though he was distantly aware of it, he didn’t see it.

He focused on one only.

Within the illusion, the earth dragon might be able to harm him, but Jason was in control. The ground rumbled, and the dragon tried to thrash at him, but Jason settled the wind 
around it, creating a bubble of air. The cold was still there, but now the snow drifted with small flakes that fluttered in the air.

He held out his hand. “You don’t have to fight anymore,” he said, holding his hand out to the dragon.

The dragon rumbled, and the ground thrashed again.

Jason simply waited.

“What did you do?” the dragon rumbled, his voice a deep sound, almost as if the earth was speaking to him.

“I didn’t do anything to you. I wanted a chance to talk. I don’t know what Lorren has said to you, but you don’t have to fight us. You don’t have to kill other dragons.”

The dragon thrashed, rumbling, but Jason held the wind around him along with the illusion, giving the dragon only so much space before he was forced to turn back around. It required a considerable pull of power. He didn’t know how long he would be able to hold it. This illusion required more energy than he’d used before.

“You don’t have to fight anymore,” Jason said again.

“You would harm us,” the dragon said.

Jason held out his hand and tried to think of whether there was another way to form the illusion to embrace the power of the earth dragon. He didn’t know if he could. Instead, he focused on the earth dragon, the power within him, and tried to understand him. If he could understand the dragon, a way of connecting to what made them special, he thought he could help.

The earth dragon was bound to the earth. He had to use that somehow.

There was a deep trembling. For a moment, Jason thought the earth dragon tried to fight him and the illusion, but he realized that it came from the dragon and radiated outward. He focused on that trembling and the energy within it.

“You can work with us,” Jason said, attempting to soothe the dragon.

The trembling intensified.

He had to find another approach that would allow the dragon to recognize he wasn’t going to harm him.

First, he had to place this dragon inside another illusion.

He had no idea what was happening outside this illusion, whether the earth dragon had harmed the iron dragon. Within the illusion, he could keep them separate. He created another pocket of illusion, putting this earth dragon inside it and everything else outside it. Within this pocket of illusion, Jason created a vast expanse of snow and ice. He focused on the dragon. Then he turned it. The dragon needed a connection to the earth itself, and a familiarity with his surroundings.

He created a series of tunnels. Within one, the walls of the tunnels surrounded the earth dragon, and Jason stood in front of it. It was dark, but he created a hint of pale yellow light around him that was enough for him to see.

The trembling within the earth dragon shifted again.

Pressure pushed against the illusion, as if the earth dragon tried to test whether he could overpower Jason, but he maintained his hold.

“You don’t have to fight,” Jason said.

“What are you doing to me?” There was more anger in the earth dragon’s voice, and rage filled him.

This wasn’t the right illusion.

Jason shifted it quickly, creating a meadow. There was a forest in the background, and he thought of the forest dragon and the power that existed there. Flowers filled the meadow, and he could practically smell them growing. There was an energy and vibrancy here. Jason embraced that power and the way that it filled him. He turned to the earth dragon and waited, testing whether the earth dragon might fight.

The trembling began to ease.

Jason shifted the illusion slightly. He added a bright sun shining down, warm and comforting. The earth dragon 
trembled, though it was less of a trembling and more of a shiver.

“That’s what you want, isn’t it?” Jason thought he understood. Lorren forced the earth dragons to move through the earth, but they wanted the sunlight. They wanted the warmth. They wanted to be out in the open.

He looked at the dragon. In addition to his grayish sides, long, slender body, and big, chunky legs, he had strange-looking wings.

“I can help you,” Jason said.

“You would use me,” the dragon rumbled. “You would do the same as the others. He is the only one who has kept us safe.”

Jason shook his head. “You’ve seen what I’ve done with the other dragons.”

He shifted the illusion again, this time adding the iron dragon. He held his hand up, hoping it wasn’t necessary. The iron dragon recognized what Jason did, and could feel the connection between them, and seemed to know just what Jason wanted.

“This is another dragon like yourself. He is powerful, much like you are powerful.”

“He tells me I’m not powerful.”

Jason smiled, holding his hand out. “But you are. I can feel it. The energy within you is incredibly powerful.”

Everything started to tremble. Jason thought it came from the earth dragon attempting to break free of the illusion, but that wasn’t it. He shifted his attention outside the pocket of the illusion and realized where it came from. It was the other earth dragon. It was trying to break through what Jason did, attempting to penetrate this illusion. Were it to do so, the two dragons together might be impossible to slow. He needed to keep them separate to allow himself to communicate with this dragon and stop its attack. He doubted he had much time 
remaining, as he could feel the energy building.

If he lost his illusion, if it faded, Jason would fail.

He had to hold the meadow, the warm sun, the comfort of everything around him.

He turned his attention back to the earth dragon and smiled. “You are incredibly powerful. Think about what he has asked of you. He has asked you to control dragons he can’t.”

“He says that is the price we must pay,” the earth dragon said.

“The price for what?”

“For our existence.”

Jason frowned, watching him. “Why would he say that?”

“Because we are abominations.”

Jason’s breath caught. More than ever, he hated Lorren and what he did to the dragons. “You are not.”

“We aren’t like the others. That is why he gathers us.”

Jason started toward the dragon, ignoring the trembling rolling through him that came up from the earth. The longer he waited, the more danger he was in. He tried to maintain his connection to this dragon, to find energy within him to hold onto this communication. He could feel his illusion starting to shimmer. It started on the outskirts of the image, enough that he knew he couldn’t maintain it much longer.

He turned the iron dragon and pulled power through him. It was a gamble. The iron dragon was still underground, trapped by these earth dragons. Despite everything he had created within the illusion, the dragon remained held, trapped and possibly suffering. By borrowing power from him, Jason ran the risk of pulling on too much of his energy. Still, the iron dragon pressed back, giving Jason permission. He used that energy to solidify the illusion around them.

“You aren’t an abomination,” Jason said. It was terrible that he even had to say that. “You are different, but so is the iron dragon. So am I. All dragons are different.”

“Not all dragons are different,” the earth dragon said. Power pressed against him, and Jason could feel the illusion slipping. He borrowed even more power, but it was beginning to fail him altogether. He didn’t know how much longer he could hold onto it.

A different thought came to him, one he hadn’t considered before. What if Lorren wasn’t commanding them? He thought Lorren was involved, but perhaps there was something more.

“How much do you do on his behalf?”

“He tells us what we need to do.”

“Why?”

“Because we are different. We must remove the others.”

“But why?” Jason asked.

The ground trembled even more. The illusion shimmered, and Jason solidified it. He could feel that he didn’t have much time.

“You don’t have to fight the other dragons. They are not the enemy,” he said.

“Enemy?”

Jason nodded. “The other dragons aren’t your enemy. They have been used and controlled. All they want is to be free. Why would you need to fight them?”

The dragon trembled. This time, Jason felt the energy within it differently. It wasn’t pushing against the illusion. He held his hand out, resting it on the dragon’s side, feeling the energy within him. The dragon continued to tremble, and Jason smiled at him.

“You could help,” Jason said.

“Why would I help?”

“Because you’re different. You could help those that are different. You could help those who need to be protected like you.”

“The other dragons don’t need to be protected. They’re powerful.”

“And you are powerful,” Jason said. “You destroyed the others. You’re trapping the iron dragon. That is power.”

“He tells us that we—”

The trembling rumbled more powerfully than before. It was enough that Jason lost control over his illusion for a moment. It flickered, and when it did, the earth dragon inside the illusion raged. Power trembled from within it.

Jason turned to the earth dragon. “Please. You don’t have to harm the other dragons.” The effect of the illusion continued to fade. “Just release the iron dragon. He isn’t like the others. He’s different. Much like you.”

Jason didn’t know if it would even work, but he could feel the sense of hesitation within the dragon. He took a chance and used a connection to the iron and ice dragons and created a washing of the two that worked through the earth dragon. As he did, he tried to strip off any influence, but didn’t feel anything there. There was only the sense of the earth dragon’s emotions. Jason twisted the connection he held, trying to add something more so that he could wrap around that energy and tie it to him, but he then started to feel resistance.

Trembling within the earth dragon forced Jason back.

He staggered, the illusion fading.

“Please. Don’t harm the iron dragon. He’s my friend.”

They were the last words Jason said before the illusion shattered.

He stood once more in the clearing. William and Sarah were there, both grabbing for his arms and bracing themselves.

Jason turned to them. “I don’t know if it was enough.”

“What did you do to the dragons?” William asked. “All I saw was snow.”

“I tried to trap one of the earth dragons inside the illusion to give me a chance to talk with him, but…”

It wasn’t enough. Jason hadn’t been able to reach that dragon.

He took a deep breath and focused on the iron dragon. He was there, and the sense of him continued to fade. Jason had borrowed power from him, taking what the iron dragon may have needed, which meant that he might not be able to do anything.

He didn’t know if he had enough strength to shift reality again.

He called to the forest dragon, trying to get more power from her, but she didn’t answer. He tried to call to the ice dragon, but he wouldn’t be able to help, either. Both had lent him as much as they could, and their strength faded. Not only theirs, but his had faded too. It had taken everything within him to form the illusion around the earth dragon and trap him. Now that the illusion had shattered, he couldn’t create any more power.

He would lose the iron dragon.
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ason sank to his knees, slamming his fist into the ground. Sarah was there, wrapping her arms around his shoulders, her hand on his back.

“It’ll be okay,” she whispered.

He could only shake his head. The energy within the iron dragon glove continued to fade, leaving him with an emptiness. In time, the power would fade completely, and the iron dragon would suffocate. He couldn’t believe the earth dragons would do that.

A memory of the illusion came back to him. Of course he could believe it. He’d seen it already. He’d recognized the anger within the earth dragons, anger that had been stirred up by Lorren. If only there were some way to grant those dragons the same peace he had given the storm dragon.

He realized he might need the power of the storm dragon to combat Lorren. Perhaps he should have gone after that dragon before chasing information about the other misfits. Then he wouldn’t have lost the iron dragon.

He held his hands against the ground, focusing on the iron dragon. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

There came a faint stirring of energy, as if the iron dragon was there and trying to reach him, but Jason couldn’t hear anything. He borrowed from the ice dragon, wanting to send a 
healing wave through to him, but he couldn’t. The connection was faded and faint. He couldn’t reach his dragon friend.

Jason cried out as anger filled him. The ground started to tremble.

He had failed. Not only had he failed to rescue the Dragon Soul dragons, but he’d failed to rescue the iron dragon. He wasn’t enough.

He pressed his face up against the ground. Tears streamed down his face. He hadn’t lost one of his misfits before. The iron dragon was the second of the misfits, and in many ways was the one Jason was most connected to. He stared at the iron dragon glove, and though it still seemed to glow softly, it wasn’t with nearly as much power.

He cried out again. The flickering energy of the iron dragon glove faded even more. His hand started to go cold.

“Jason?” Sarah whispered.

He couldn’t look up. He pounded on the ground, his hand throbbing uncomfortably. “He’s gone,” he whispered.

He held up the iron dragon glove. The ground trembled faintly. Gradually, he was aware of the earth dragons drifting away. At least they hadn’t tried to attack him, Sarah, and William.

Only, why would they need to? None of them were a threat to the dragons. Only the dragons were a threat. He lingered, resting on the ground, the sense of the iron dragon faded and absent. He didn’t want to move. All he wanted was to break through the ground, to get to the iron dragon to see his remains, to move him.

He had no strength. No power.

Only…

Maybe there was something he could do. Jason glanced at Sarah. “Let me borrow your pearl. There might be something I can still do.”

She reached into her pocket immediately, pulling out a 
handful of dragon pearls. He knew she had several, but hadn’t realized she had so many. How many dragons was she connected to back in Dragon Haven?

He cupped one of them in his iron dragon glove. He took two more, squeezing them as he held onto them, focusing on the energy of the dragons, letting that flow through him, through the pearls, and into the iron dragon glove. That power filled him. Jason embraced it, letting energy wash through him and through the glove. It began to glow.

“What are you doing?” William whispered.

Jason didn’t look up. “I’m trying to see if I might help the iron dragon still.”

“I thought you said he was gone.”

“The iron dragon is metal. If he can be heated again…”

That was his hope. He had no idea whether or not it would work, but holding on to these pearls, he had to think there was something he could do. He let energy flow through him, building. It filled his hand, and heat washed through him. Jason focused on it and let it flow outward through the iron dragon glove and toward the dragon. He borrowed from the ice dragon flying overhead. There wasn’t much that the ice dragon could offer, as he was exhausted after using as much power as Jason had already drawn from him, but he had some. Jason let it flow through him. He even added a hint of himself. To save the iron dragon, Jason would do whatever it took. Even if that involved forcing as much of himself as he could into the dragon.

He had no idea how far beneath the ground the iron dragon had been dragged, but he tried. Power snaked away from him. Jason continued to force more out, and it slipped into the ground and then deeper and farther down.

There was heat and energy. It connected. For a moment, he felt a flicker.

Jason focused on that, on the iron dragon glove, and 
pushed more power into it, borrowing as much from the distant dragons within Dragon Haven as he could. He needed to reawaken the iron dragon.

Heat exploded. A connection formed. There was a surge of energy that flowed between them, a drifting of power from one to the other. Jason maintained that connection, embracing it. He borrowed from the dragon pearls, flowing through the dragon glove and outward into the iron dragon. He added the ice dragon again and used that explosion of heat and ice to expand outward as steam. The ground started to tremble. Something began shifting.

Then he felt an awakening.

The iron dragon was there.

Jason pushed through his connection to the iron dragon. “You’re going to have to fight your way out.”

There came a deep rumble. It wasn’t muted this time. Power exploded from the dragon, rolling through the ground. The iron dragon raged, power blasting out of him.

Then he streaked free of his prison, shooting upward before crashing back to the ground. His body glowed a molten metal, and the heat that radiated from him borrowed energy from the dragon pearls, from the other dragons, leaving it slipping along his tired body. There was something else within it. Power, but more than just power.

Something had shifted within the dragon.

Jason hurried to him, resting his hand on the dragon’s side. “You’re free,” he said. He rubbed at his eyes, drying them off. He couldn’t believe the iron dragon was free. He couldn’t believe the iron dragon was here. He had felt him fading, dying. He had felt that connection slipping away.

“Thanks to you,” the dragon said. The timbre of his voice had changed, as if his capture underground had altered him.

Jason didn’t care. All he cared about was that the dragon was free.

He held onto energy, pushing more through the dragon pearls and into the dragon. Each time he did, the dragon released a little more heat. It pulsed, washing along the length of his body, and he continued to build with energy and heat.

He turned to the others. “We need to return.”

“We came to understand how Lorren and Therin created the misfits,” Sarah reminded him.

Jason squeezed his eyes shut. The dragon was safe. As far as he knew, the earth dragons had disappeared. They did need to know more, but he thought there was something more important that they do now. He didn’t want to get in the middle of a battle between Jessica and Lorren, but having felt the effect of the earth dragons and knowing what Lorren had done to them, he thought he needed to help them as well.

The answers Jason needed would be with them. Not looking to the past, trying to piece together how Therin and Lorren had created the misfits, but understanding the misfits that lived.

He climbed on top of the iron dragon’s back, settling himself.

“Jason?” Sarah asked. Her voice was tinged with concern.

He looked over at her. “What is it?”

“How… How are you sitting on him?”

Jason glanced down at the iron dragon. His body glowed with a molten heat, radiating the energy that built from deep within him. It slipped along the length of his side. “I’ve never struggled with his heat before.”

“I understand, but this is…” She shook her head. “We aren’t going to be able to ride with you.”

He focused on the ice dragon. “We need your help.”

It didn’t take long, but the ice dragon streaked toward the ground and dropped down next to him. He stayed a distance from the iron dragon, though he looked over at him, and something passed between them. Could the ice dragon be 
pleased that the iron dragon had survived? He was never sure how the two dragons felt about each other. They were different, and sometimes that difference created difficulties between them. This time, it seemed as if the iron dragon and the ice dragon were pleased to see each other.

“The ice dragon will take you,” he said.

“Great. I think I might have preferred to ride on the iron dragon,” William said.

Jason grinned and tapped on the iron dragon’s side as they surged into the air. The other two climbed onto the ice dragon and took flight, joining him in the sky.

Jason pushed on the power of the dragon pearls he clutched. He connected to them, sending a communication to the other dragons and Dragon Haven so they would know what they were doing and where they were going. Holding on to that power, he could feel it flowing and radiating from him.

“Where do you have us going now?” Sarah yelled across the distance.

Lorren was after the misfits, but the iron dragon needed to rest. He would protect him, then find Lorren. “Back to Dragon Haven.” Jason stared into the distance before looking down at the iron dragon. “I didn’t do what I needed to, though we survived. That has to be enough.”

As they flew, he had a different sensation.

It was a flutter, a stirring of the wind, and a faint shimmering.

He blinked for a moment and realized what he detected.

The forest dragon.

Lorren must have known about her.

He leaned toward the iron dragon. “She needs us,” he whispered.

They turned, veering toward the distant forest, the others following. It was unusual for the forest dragon to call to him. Usually, Jason summoned her, begging for her help. That she 
asked for his help now was surprising.

Had he drawn too much power from her?

He didn’t know. The connection that formed between them didn’t reveal that.

It was dark, late in the evening, though with the heat radiating off the iron dragon, there was plenty of light. He had no idea what they must look like from a distance. Maybe a shooting star in the sky, though a massive one at that.

When they landed, Sarah and William climbed off the ice dragon’s back and joined him at the forest edge.

“I thought we were going back to Dragon Haven,” William said.

“We were, but I felt something while we were flying. I think the forest dragon needs our help.”

“Do you think Lorren came here?” Sarah asked.

Jason closed his eyes, thinking about the forest dragon. “I would have said that Lorren doesn’t know how to find this dragon, but maybe he does.”

“Are you sure? Therin knew.”

“Given the forest dragon’s ability to hide herself, I don’t know that he would be able to reach her.” At least, he hoped not. He didn’t think that the mist dragons would be able to overwhelm her power, not when it came directly from her. If they did, or if they tried, Jason would need to intervene. She was the least likely to fight. “I don’t know if she will allow you to see her.”

“And if she doesn’t allow you to see her?” William asked.

Jason chuckled, glancing at the other two misfits before shaking his head. “Then we go back.”

Staying here any longer might not be the right thing, anyway. He was exhausted, not only physically but emotionally. It might make sense to return to Dragon Haven to understand what would be needed to reach Lorren’s dragons. He needed to find out more about him, to know what else might be needed 
to prevent him from harming other dragons.

First, he wanted to check on the third dragon misfit. He headed into the trees, following the energy within the forest, using that to help him reach her. He didn’t feel her quite as acutely as he normally did within the forest. He expected that given his proximity to her, he would’ve felt something more directly, but there was nothing. Power flowed through him, but he couldn’t embrace it.

He glanced over at the others with him, but they said nothing.

Jason followed the awareness he had of the forest dragon, meandering through the trees, though he couldn’t see her. That didn’t surprise him. When it came to the forest dragon, he rarely could see anything unless she chose it.

The farther he went, the more he recognized something else within the forest.

She was nearby, only she was masking herself for some reason. Did she know he had brought others with him and didn’t want to reveal herself?

He held his hand up. “I need to go by myself from here.”

“Jason,” Sarah started, grabbing for his arm. “It’s not safe to be here by ourselves.”

Jason looked around the forest and could feel the emptiness, other than the forest dragon. “You’re safe here.”

“I don’t like this place,” William whispered. “I feel… Uneasy. I don’t know how to explain it.”

Sarah nodded. “There’s something off here. It’s different. Are you sure that she is here? She brought the storm dragon away. Maybe she didn’t return.”

Jason frowned. He didn’t have the same sense that they did. The only thing he felt was the density of the forest around him, the trees and the canopy and the leaves. That… And the forest dragon in the distance. She was somewhere up ahead, close enough to reach her, but hidden from him.

Why would she be hidden in that way?

He focused on what he could detect of her. There came a fluttering, a faint stirring, and everything about the forest shifted.

There was an illusion around it. It didn’t affect him the same way it did the others. At least he understood why they would be unsettled.

Mixed within that was something else. He frowned. “There’s something else here,” he whispered.

Sarah stepped toward him. “Lorren?”

“Not Lorren. Something.” He frowned. “Stay here.” He followed the draw of the forest dragon, but the sense of something else nearby was close to the forest dragon. He had no idea what it was, only that there was a vague tracing of energy from within it, a pulsing of power and something that suggested there was something else here.

He didn’t think it was Lorren and his misfits. If they were here, he would have detected something from them by now.

He moved carefully forward, holding on to what he could of the iron and the ice dragons. He wouldn’t draw from them—or from the forest dragon—unless needed, but even then, he’d borrowed enough from her recently that he didn’t know if she had much strength remaining. She might have been as spent as he felt.

There was power still available to him. He reached into his pocket and grabbed the dragon pearls that he still had from Sarah. Holding on to them, he drew power through them and embraced it, letting it fill him.

The energy coming from those dragons was different than what he was accustomed to using. Maybe he should use dragon pearls more than he did. It did grant a different sort of strength. Having faced Lorren within Dragon Haven, he had seen how that power could be utilized. He had become so dependent upon the ice and the iron dragon, along with the 
forest dragon, that he rarely even contemplated using other dragons.

He moved forward and heard a stirring behind him.

Jason spun, and Sarah and William were there.

“I thought I said—”

“I heard what you said,” Sarah said. “But we aren’t letting you go off by yourself if there is something here.”

Jason would have to ask the forest dragon for forgiveness. There was something else here. He pushed the power out from the dragon pearls, letting it flow into the forest as he probed gently.

Only, it must not have been so gentle. Something reacted to him.

It took a moment to realize it was the forest dragon. She reacted strongly—almost too strongly.

“Something’s wrong,” he whispered.

“What is it?” Sarah asked.

He hurried forward. “I don’t know. All I can tell is that something isn’t right.” He focused on the power of the dragon as he ran, knowing that he needed to understand her reaction. Could she have been attacked by Lorren? He didn’t know if that were the case, but the energy he felt was off.

It was near now.

He moved carefully, holding his hand up as he approached, feeling for the power out there. He pushed, this time adding a hint of the ice and the iron dragon, avoiding using the dragon pearls, as that had caused her initial reaction. There was no pressure against him this time.

Jason pushed again, letting energy build within him, the combination of the two dragon misfits mingled as they swept through the forest. He could feel the forest dragon in the distance.

He called upon her power, using just a hint of it, little more than that, and could feel the way that energy swirled around 
him. He borrowed from it, using it to sweep outward.

Something was going on.

He started forward again. This time, he noticed a rippling. A shimmering.

It was illusion.

He hesitated, motioning to the other two.

“She is using an illusion here. I don’t know what we will find when we go through it, but you need to be ready for anything.”

“What sort of illusion?” William asked.

Jason shook his head. “I don’t know, but if the forest dragon made it, then it will be incredibly powerful. It is likely going to be nothing that you have ever known and will feel impossibly real.”

It was surprising to Jason, though. Why would she hold onto an illusion within the forest? Could
 she be in danger?

He called upon even more power from the two other dragon misfits. Thankfully, they had continued to recover, and the energy they lent to him was far more considerable than it would have been earlier. He let that power flow through him, heat building and mixing with the energy of the ice dragon. Steam radiated from him. He tried not to think what that meant.

He headed forward and toward the illusion. The other two stayed with him. When they stepped through the illusion, the forest shifted around him.

It was still a dense forest with trees rising all around, vines growing from them, but there was an opening that Jason didn’t remember having been here before. Moonlight streamed down, and he didn’t know if that was illusion or not. It created shadows that seemed to ripple, shimmering everywhere. The power here was different than anything he’d ever felt before. All of this was an illusion.

At the center of the clearing was the forest dragon. She curled around the ground, raising her head and looking at him 
as he approached. Jason tested the connection he shared with her, wanting to ensure that she was real and not merely more illusion. In the faint moonlight, her scales fluttered, catching shimmers of light, mixing with the shadows. The deep greens and blues that were on her scales usually seemed to shift and shimmer. There was something that felt wrong.

“Are you injured?” he whispered as he approached.

She breathed out a streamer of mist. Maybe she was connected to the mist in a way that he hadn’t known. Energy radiated from her, flowing outward, creating pressure—and the illusion.

“If you’re not hurt, then what is this?” Jason approached, holding on to the energy within him of the other two dragons.

“It is something,” she murmured as she turned her attention down toward her belly.

Jason approached carefully, and could feel Sarah and William alongside him. He maintained his hold on the other misfits, that power, unable to shake the feeling that something unusual was taking place and wanting to be ready for whatever it might be. As he neared the forest dragon, he realized what she was doing. She curled around the shape lying on the ground near her. At first, Jason thought she curled around a stone, but that wasn’t it at all.

An egg.

Sarah gasped. “Is that—”

“A dragon egg,” Jason said. He looked over at the forest dragon, meeting her gaze. “She has a dragon egg.”
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ason could scarcely move. All this time, he had believed the strange energy he’d felt had detected had come from Lorach, but that wasn’t it at all. It was the forest dragon. Her reluctance to give power over the last few days to weeks made a bit more sense. She was here with this egg. Not only that, but when she’d laid the egg, Jason thought he’d somehow felt it. He had no idea how he had, other than the fact that he was connected to her. Maybe that was why he had felt it.

Unless…

He might not have been the only one to have felt it.

Could Lorren have known? What if that was the real reason he’d come to Dragon Haven and not because of Lorach or what Jason had done? It fit with what Lorren had said. His reasoning for coming now.


This
 had to be what he wanted Jason for.


This
 was why he wanted the misfits.

Jason crouched on the ground and took a seat near the forest dragon, crossing his legs as he held onto the energy coming from the other dragon misfits. He hadn’t come any closer to the forest dragon, though he could feel the power of illusion all around her and suspected that what she had placed around her was significant—and had a significant meaning. Likely it was to protect this egg.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Jason asked.

“There was no need,” the forest dragon said.

Jason stared at it. The egg was different. He didn’t know how to describe it any other way, only that it looked like an oblong stone. Shadows swirled around it, the darkness or illusion making it seem impossibly black. “Is it a dragon misfit?”

The forest dragon breathed out, and again a streamer of mist went with it. “Yes.”

Jason focused on his connection to her and could feel something between them. Their bond had always been unusual, different than it was with the ice dragon or the iron dragon. In reality, each of the dragons shared a different sort of connection with him. With the ice dragon, it was a connection to his homeland, a familiarity with the cold and the ice and everything that he had experienced while growing up. With the iron dragon, it was the rage and anger they both shared knowing they had suffered. With the forest dragon, it had been tentative at first but had built, allowing a greater connection between them.

She had always been tentative with him. Even when she’d been used by Therin, there had been a hesitation. He thought he understood that now. Still, he could feel power flowing from her. It formed the illusion, but it drifted outward, beyond her, and surrounded the entire clearing but concentrated upon the egg.

There was energy here. Significant energy. Much of it came from the egg itself.

“The storm dragon,” Jason said. He turned to Sarah, then to William. “I think this is the forest and the storm dragon’s egg. If so, it was a union of two powerful dragon misfits. An egg like this, and the dragon that would emerge, would be incredibly powerful.”

“I have done everything to protect it,” the forest dragon 
said. “That is why I wasn’t able to help any more than I did.” An image of the iron dragon buried beneath the ground formed in his mind. Here he had feared that he had tapped out all of her strength, but that wasn’t what he had done at all. She had limited him, preventing him from reaching more power.

“What do you mean that you protected it?” Jason asked.

“There have been attempts to find me,” she said, turning her expression once again to the egg. “I have prevented it.”

Jason frowned. “Dragon Souls?” He didn’t know whether the forest dragon would understand the Dragon Souls, so he used the connection they shared and reminded her of what they had been through within Lorach.

An image formed, one of mist, strangely rumbling earth, and a hint of what looked to be smoke.

Lorren.

“Lorren came for it.”

“Came and failed. I have protected this egg.”

She snorted, and another streamer of fog drifted from her nostrils, and once again, the illusion around him solidified. There was incredible power within that illusion. Jason could feel that power—and the way it formed—as it surged around him. It wasn’t just an illusion, though. There was something more.

Power. Jason could feel that power. He could feel the egg. He could feel everything.

This was what had drawn Lorren.

He was aware of a misfit.

He knew far too much about the dragon misfits. It wouldn’t surprise him that he would recognize when one had been laid. He probably had some way of following it.

By sitting here and controlling everything around her, the forest dragon had shifted reality. She had done what she needed to create the reality necessary to protect this egg.

Of course she would have. Jason wouldn’t have expected 
anything else. She was powerful enough that he could easily imagine she could hold onto that power in a way that gave her the ability to ensure the safety of the egg.

“What can we do to help you?”

“Nothing,” she said. “The egg is safe.”

“If others are trying to find you, then it’s not safe.”

“Others have been trying to find me ever since I hatched,” she said.

Jason sat there, thinking about the power here, everything around him. Could Lorren break through this illusion? He had control over illusions, but despite everything that he’d already demonstrated, Jason didn’t know if Lorren could shatter this one. If so, he would come for this egg. He knew that Lorren would do anything to reach a dragon like this upon its hatching.

“Do you remember anything about what was required for you to hatch?” Jason asked.

The dragon turned toward him. “There was nothing,” she started, “and then there was something.”

He looked over at the egg. “That doesn’t help.”

The forest dragon turned her attention to the egg. “Much like now. There was nothing. And now there is something.”

Jason held his hand out toward the egg, waiting for her to give permission. When she did, he crawled forward, resting his hand on it. Unsurprisingly, the egg was warm. It had an irregular surface, but there was something about it that seemed almost grooved. As he twisted from side to side, he noticed a faint glowing from within the egg. For a moment, he thought it might be his imagination, but as he continued to swivel in place, he became increasingly certain of that glow coming from the egg. There was power from within it, as well.

This was what he had detected when he’d chased Lorach. This was the power he had recognized within the forest. The egg was the source of it.

“How long have you had it?”

“A few weeks,” she said.

Jason shook his head. How could she have had the egg for that long? “I shouldn’t have borrowed your power.”

“I only permitted what I could. Had I been able to give you more…”

Jason shook his head. “I’m sorry. Had I known you were protecting the egg, I wouldn’t have borrowed from you at all.”

Of course, had he not, the iron dragon would have died. The forest dragon must have been aware of what she had done and the gift she had given him. It was because of her power that he’d gained a connection—however slight—to the earth dragon. Had she not lent him what she had, one of the misfits—one of her hatch mates—would have died.

“How long do eggs take to hatch?” Jason asked.

The question was directed partially toward the forest dragon, but Sarah had an understanding of dragon eggs as well. She had worked around the dragons long enough that she should have some understanding of what it would take.

“Usually many months,” Sarah said as she scooted up alongside him. She held her hand out, watching the forest dragon the entire time. She waited, as if concerned about getting too close. She wanted permission.

Sarah was skilled at working with dragons. This was the right strategy with the forest dragon. She was skittish, but at the same time, this was her egg. It reminded him of the sense he had from her when she had been willing to come and work with the storm dragon in the first place. She had taken a risk that she normally wouldn’t. She might be skittish, but she was strong, too.

Not that he had ever doubted her strength. It was just the kind of strength she possessed, the energy within her, that was different.

The power coming out of the egg radiated toward him, 
practically palpable. It was easy to know the misfit that would emerge from this egg would be impressive. It would take on qualities of the forest dragon, the storm dragon, and perhaps whatever environment the forest dragon had provided for the egg.

“How long do you think this egg has left before it hatches?” Jason asked Sarah.

Sarah leaned closer. “This is different than others I’ve known,” she said. “I would have thought this egg was five or six months along, but if it’s only a few weeks…” She looked up at the forest dragon and frowned. “With these dragons, perhaps everything is all a bit different.”

He had been looking to understand what it would take to have the misfits hatch, and here he had a misfit egg in front of him. He could learn firsthand. All he knew about misfit dragons was that they took on elements of their environment. There had been the ice dragon, the iron dragon, the forest dragon, the jungle dragon, and the storm dragon. All of those dragons had been created by Therin based on where he had placed eggs. The river dragon was still out there, and Jason had not yet come across it, and the jungle dragon had died.

Then there were the dragons who had been created by what Lorren had done. The earth dragon. The mist dragon. He could only imagine what other dragons Lorren may have attempted. He had talked about smoke dragons, but what other dragons could there be?

As he looked around the inside of the darkened clearing, the shadows swirling around, the moonlight shining down, Jason couldn’t help but wonder what sort of power this dragon was taking on. What would this environment do? It would have to have some aspect of the forest dragon and the storm dragon.

“Why here?” Jason asked, looking up at the forest dragon. “You could have created a place for this dragon anywhere. 
Why here?”

“Because this is where I needed to be,” she said.

“How did you know?”

“I could feel it. I could feel the way the egg needed to be placed here, and the energy within it.”

Jason held his hand over the egg, doing nothing other than attempting to probe for power. There was a faint trembling within it, but nothing more.

Jason closed his eyes, focusing on the egg itself. He couldn’t discern anything more from it. Just power.

When he opened his eyes, leaning back and looking up at the forest dragon, he frowned. “How long do you think it will take for your egg to hatch?”

The forest dragon watched him, and there was energy coming from her. Nothing more than that, just power.

“You don’t know,” he said.

The forest dragon breathed out a streamer of mist, and the energy of the illusion formed again, solidifying around him.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“Do you fear the egg?”

“I fear for my hatchling,” she said. “It is why I have taken the precautions I have to protect it.”

Jason looked around, feeling the illusion she had created. There had to be something more he could offer. Could he summon other dragons to offer protection? Even if he did, would it be enough? Maybe the forest dragon and her illusion was all that was necessary to protect this egg.

Strangely, he could feel the egg pulling on him. He focused on the other dragon misfits, and there came a surge of power. It called on him, coming from the egg. Almost as if…

“It’s feeding,” he whispered.

It was as if the egg were calling to him, pulling power from the ice and the iron dragon.

He leaned back, releasing his connection to the other 
dragons.

“Did you feel that?” Jason asked the forest dragon.

She breathed out slowly. “He stirs,” she said.

“He?”

She curled around the egg. “He stirs.”

Jason glanced over at William and Sarah, feeling power flowing outward. The egg was trying to draw from him, pulling on the iron dragon and the ice dragon. It had required strength on his part to separate from it. He didn’t want to diminish them too much, but he wondered if he could help the dragon egg.

“What is it?” Sarah asked.

Jason held his hand out across from the egg, and could still feel energy radiating. “There’s something within the egg calling upon the power I’m holding. It’s almost as if the egg itself is trying to borrow from that energy.”

“What do you mean borrow it?” Sarah asked.

He stared at the egg. Was it glowing more brightly than it had been? “The egg was drawing power off me.”

“An egg shouldn’t be able to do that. The dragon within wouldn’t be developed enough.”

“Even if it is farther along than it seems like it should be?”

Jason could feel the energy within the egg, the way it was stirring. There was a fluttering sensation, something that reminded him of the forest dragon, though stronger, if possible. There was something about the egg that he thought he needed to better understand. He wanted to test it, pushing power into it, but at the same time, he didn’t want to run the risk of it overwhelming what he could do.

“Even if it’s further along than you know, we’ve never seen an egg draw power off another dragon. We’ve tried. We use the energy of the dragon pearls, but nothing has happened when we did.”

Jason couldn’t help but wonder if it was because of him or 
whether it was something within the egg. Either way, the strangeness of it tugged at him, an awareness of the egg and the power that came to him, building within him. He needed to know.

He reached for the ice dragon first. He had the most power remaining, and more that he could draw upon. By holding onto that energy, Jason could push a little bit of power outward, and it flowed toward the egg. It was an ongoing sense building within him as it rolled forward, radiating to the egg.

Gradually he pushed it into the egg.

He barely released much. The egg suddenly latched onto that power and began to take it from him.

Power flowed through Jason, funneled through the ice dragon, drawn into the egg.

It was strange, but it reminded Jason of what had happened with the iron dragon when he had pushed power from the dragon pearls into him. Now he could feel power flowing, the way that energy radiated toward the egg. He shifted, adding a hint of energy from the iron dragon, and let that flow into the egg.

A sense of the iron dragon flared within him, heat coming off his glove. More and more power was siphoned through him, going into the egg and coursing outward. The powers mingled within the egg.

Jason started to withdraw but struggled. It was similar to when he had tried to separate initially. He had to force himself back, ripping the power away before he could cut it off. When he did, he leaned back, sagging as the heat and energy that flowed within him began building again.

There came a rustling through the trees, and he looked up to see the iron dragon slithering toward them. The iron dragon circled before coming to lie next to the forest dragon. Heat built from him, radiating toward the egg. There came another stirring, and a shadow dropped from the sky. The ice dragon 
approached, landing and taking a place near the egg as well. Power radiated from him as well.

“What are you doing?” Jason asked the two dragons.

“The egg needs to feed,” the ice dragon said.

“You will allow it?”

“It must be done,” the ice dragon said.

Jason couldn’t tell whether the egg would draw too much power from them, though he had a sense that both the ice dragon and the iron dragon were willing to allow it. Both dragons pulled upon energy, buried deep, and it flowed from them and into the egg. That power flowed through Jason, filling him, and he knew what he needed to do. Both of the dragons pushed upon him.

He had no choice but to start forward and hold his hands above the egg. Power flooded through him, coming through the iron dragon and the ice dragon, even distantly through the forest dragon, spreading into the egg.

“Jason?”

He looked over to see Sarah watching him, her eyes wide.

“What are you doing?”

Jason shook his head. “I don’t know. The dragons compelled me to do this. I don’t know if it’s something I’m supposed to do or not, but I feel the egg trying to draw this power off me.”

“You need to be careful. I can see you glowing with power.”

“I can’t help it. It feels as if…”

Jason didn’t have a chance to finish. The energy built within him and the egg seemed to stir, the power within it building and swirling, drawing through him. Jason wanted to try to separate, but even as he attempted to cut back on that power and withdraw, pressure built again, squeezing on him to force more through him. There was no point in resisting. It radiated out of him, rising with intensity. He couldn’t back away even if he were to want to.

The egg was drawing on him.

This time, he could feel it drawing on him as well as the other dragons.

Somewhere distantly, he felt a rumbling.

For a moment, he thought it came from the earth dragons, but there came a crackling of energy all around. He glanced up, and although the sky was still a bright shining moon, a burst of lightning came down and added to the egg. The storm dragon had come.

“What’s happening?” Sarah asked. There was panic in her voice. Jason understood. He had no idea what was happening to him, only that he couldn’t move. Energy flowed through him, coming from all of the dragons as it built around him. It came from everywhere.

The egg started to take on a faint glowing, and it seemed as if the darkness swirled around, night swallowing the egg. Or perhaps the egg was swallowing the night. It pulled all of it in.

It started to tremble, the energy within the egg building to an intensity that Jason could scarcely stand. The other dragons remained near him, power pressing from them, mingling, the four misfits all binding together through Jason.

Still, Jason was aware of something more.

More power.

There was another misfit out there. Several others, actually. If he could call upon the earth dragons, maybe he could use their power, though he didn’t know if he could summon them and use the rumbling power that he knew existed.

He had to try. He focused on what he remembered from within the illusion, the power that he had felt from the earth dragon. Stored energy started to summon through him, drifting in a way that called upon even more power. Jason fought the urge to cry out. It came with a vibrant intensity, building within him. He couldn’t do anything other than let it build. It swirled through him.

He braced himself.

Strangely, the rumbling in the earth continued to build as if he had formed a connection between the earth dragon and this egg. Everything crackled around him. It seemed as if energy writhed within the air.

Heat built in his hand. He looked down to see that he was still holding onto dragon pearls.

“Jason!”

He glanced over at Sarah only to see her trying to get close to him, but the dragons had blocked her out, holding her back. William was back there somewhere as well, though Jason couldn’t see him.

He turned his attention to the egg, focusing on the power within it. The more he focused on the egg, the more he thought he could feel something rising within it, mixing with the energy that built within him. He had to push it out from him, feeding the egg. Power flowed in a torrent into the egg.

Then it stopped.

Everything felt suspended.

The crackling energy of the storm dragon. The illusion of the forest dragon shimmering around him. The heat of the iron dragon, a furnace of fire that blasted him. The cold ice dragon energy. Even the deep-seated rumbling coming from the earth dragon. All of that filled him, swirling around.

Jason could finally pull his hand off the egg. He backed away, watching it. There wasn’t anything different about it, only that shadows swirled around it. Energy still radiated from it.

He stopped near the iron dragon. Heat radiated from him but started to retreat, receding back to a soft glowing. Finally, the iron dragon slipped away into the trees. The ice dragon launched himself into the air, shooting higher and higher, calling cold to him. Jason could feel the energy of the ice dragon as it replenished, summoning it from the sky, his power 
restored again. He glanced over to see the forest dragon now asleep, the illusion still around her, though not as potent as it had been. Only the storm dragon remained distant. Jason recognized his power, but nothing else about him. He was out there, even if Jason couldn’t see it or see how the dragon held onto his power.

He watched the egg as he backed up. Power glowed from it.

“What happened?” Sarah whispered as she grabbed for his arm.

Jason couldn’t tear his gaze away from the egg. “I don’t really know. I can’t tell what happened. It was feeding, but…”

“You were glowing,” William said.

“I was channeling power from each of the dragons,” he said.

“From all of them?” William asked. “How?”

He watched Jason with a strange look in his eyes.

Jason stared. “I don’t really know. All I can tell is that I felt the energy coming from each of the dragons. Even from the earth dragon, though I don’t even know how that was possible.”

“What about the river dragon you saw?”

“I never had a chance to connect to that dragon. I don’t know if I would have been able to do so.”

He slowed his breathing, calming himself. The energy of each of the dragons lingered within his mind, little more than a memory. He could feel it and could feel that power. Jason wondered if he might be able to reach for the river dragon, but he would need to know more about her to do so.

There came a shimmering, a shifting of the illusion.

The forest dragon was changing it.

As he looked over at her, he realized that wasn’t the case at all. She slept, barely moving. Which meant that the shifting of the illusion came from somewhere else. It had to be an 
external force, pressure building on the illusion she formed.

Gradually, he recognized rumbling from beneath them. Earth dragons.

Which meant Lorren had learned of this egg.

And now he was coming.
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ason raced over to the forest dragon, touching her on the side, feeling her velvety scales. There came a surge of a connection between them, though she didn’t stir. “You need to wake up. The egg is in danger.”

She moved slightly, mostly her tail swirling around her, but there was nothing other than a lethargy to her. She had used considerable force to feed the dragon, on top of what she had used to help him with the iron dragon. Now she faded.

All of the other misfits had used considerable power.

Which meant they had to find another way to protect the egg—and the forest dragon. Jason wasn’t entirely sure what it was going to take, only that he refused to allow Lorren to get to the egg and the forest dragon.

The iron dragon slithered away as he disappeared into the forest. The ice dragon was high overhead, feeding on the cold and ice to recharge himself. Jason didn’t know where the storm dragon had gone, though considering he had little connection to the storm dragon, he wasn’t sure if he could even ask him for help.

He had to find some other way.

A rumbling continued around him, building with more and more power. The illusion crackled, and with more time, the illusion would fade, and then Jason had no idea what Lorren 
might do.

If he learned about the egg, Lorren would try to claim it. He would use it, the same way he had used the other misfits that he had with him. That
 was why he’d come. Jason could not allow it. He had to protect the egg before Lorren claimed it—or destroyed it.

Turning to Sarah and William, he motioned to the egg. “You need to help me. We have to protect the egg. I can feel Lorren coming, which means we need to get moving so that he cannot get it.”

William looked around, his gaze darting throughout the clearing. “Lorren is coming? You can feel him?”

Jason approached the egg, crouching down next to it. “I can feel the illusion starting to bend. The earth dragon is here, as well.”

They were distant, but getting closer. He could feel their presence and worried that if he waited too much longer, he wouldn’t have an opportunity to escape.

How heavy would the egg be? He lifted it, testing to see how heavy it might be, and was surprised by how light it was.

Sarah joined him. “How are you lifting that?”

Jason wrapped his arms around the egg, clutching it to his chest. It was massive, nearly as tall as him, but he could keep his arms wrapped around it. The surface of it was warm, and dimples within it pressed up against his face. “I don’t know. It feels light.”

“When they get to that size, we are no longer able to carry them. How are you able to do so?”

Several questions entered his mind. It surprised him that the eggs would grow in size. That was different than other animals that laid eggs. Why would dragon eggs be so different?

The air crackled with energy again.

“We need to go.” The energy shimmering around him persisted, growing with a vibrant intensity. It seemed to build 
even more, and if they did nothing, Lorren would get here before they had an opportunity to escape. The illusion around them faded, the air crackling as it did.

“I can call the other dragons,” Sarah suggested.

Jason looked around. They stood in a clearing, and he hoped it was a real clearing and not simply part of the illusion.

Sarah clutched her dragon pearls and power built within her before radiating outward. Gradually, there came the distant sense of dragons. Jason was aware of them and could feel their energy coming, sweeping toward them. It felt as if he were connected to them, and he realized that the dragon pearls he held in his hand represented those dragons.

The forest dragon started to stir, and when she opened her deep green eyes, she looked at Jason, meeting his. He reached toward her, holding a hand up, trying to reassure her.

“I’m going to protect the egg,” he said.

She breathed out, and the mist drifting from her nostrils billowed into the clearing. For a moment, the illusion solidified once again. It didn’t hold quite as profoundly as it had before, though Jason hoped that it would hold back Lorren for another moment.

“You won’t need to protect it for much longer. You did what you needed to do, Jason Dreshen.”

She stared again, and the illusion formed around her, her entire body shimmering. When it faded, she disappeared, blending into the forest. He lost sight of her.

That might be for the best. He wouldn’t have to protect her, not while also protecting the egg.

A shadowed form loomed overhead, and for a moment Jason worried it was Lorren, but then a second one appeared, and they spiraled down, joining them in the clearing. The illusion of shadows and moonlight, started to fade, but not so much that he could see past it. Moonlight still streamed down, though it was fading, dawn beginning to come. The opening in 
the canopy was real, and the clearing was exactly what he had seen. That much had been real.

The rumbling from the earth dragons continued to approach. He didn’t know how much longer he had before the dragons got here, but he would be ready. He focused on the iron and the ice dragon and whispered a caution to them. “Be ready.”

There came a faint murmuring in response, but nothing more. He didn’t know if the dragons could even respond or if they were too tired. If fatigue claimed them, Jason understood. They had fought, and then they had fed the egg. It was all too much.

The dragons landed in a flutter of wind. William scrambled up onto the back of a dark green one, and Sarah hurried onto a black one. Jason tried to hand the egg to Sarah, but she shook her head.

“I won’t be able to hold that,” she said.

“You haven’t even tried,” he said.

She shook her head again. “I think you have to do this, Jason.”

He could feel energy through the egg, some stirring of the dragon within it, but nothing more. The forest dragon claimed he wouldn’t have to protect the egg for much longer, but he wondered what more he might need to do for it. He could feel the power within it, the energy radiating outward. He hoped it wouldn’t hatch before they could escape. It would be even more difficult to hold onto a newborn dragon.

He squeezed the egg as he tried to maintain his grip, climbing up the black dragon’s back and settling onto him. He looked over at Sarah. “I’m ready,” he said.

The dragon took to the air with a lurch that forced Jason to squeeze the egg tightly, clutching it up against him. As the dragon gained altitude, Jason leaned forward, holding the egg up tightly. Every so often, he detected a rumbling in the 
distance, the earth dragon coming toward them. He looked down at the forest and made out a faint shimmering along the edge of it. It looked as if the illusion formed around the forest was faint, little more than a blur, as if to try to mask the presence of the forest. Had the forest dragon attempted to conceal the entirety of the forest? As he watched, that shimmering began to flicker and then faded completely. He felt a surge of power as it disappeared altogether.

Jason strained, looking for any sign of Lorren, but found nothing. He should be thankful, but it worried him. The forest dragon was down there.

“She will be fine,” Sarah said, turning back to him.

“I don’t know if she will. Lorren can break through her illusion.”

“She’s the most powerful of the dragons with illusion.”

Jason knew she was and that she could call upon even more energy and control than even the mist dragons, but that didn’t change his concern. She had spent considerable strength to feed the egg, expending herself, and risking danger. Perhaps he needed to stay behind in the forest to protect her.

A stirring in his mind fluttered through him, a reminder of the forest dragon. It was faint, though when it came to her, he rarely felt much strength when it came to their connection. Within that stirring, he recognized her urging him away.

He turned, clutching the dragon egg as they flew. Wind whipped around, the power of the dragon surging beneath him, and nothing more. There was no pressure, nothing to suggest he needed to be afraid of anyone chasing them.

He squeezed the egg and could feel it shifting. It was almost as if the egg itself trembled, but it seemed filled with power as well. The eggshell trembled. Every so often, a gust of wind fluttered at them, and he worried that it might pull the egg out of his grip, but then the egg settled, the wind died down to the roar around the dragon, and Jason held on.

They veered toward Dragon Haven.

While flying, he focused on the ice dragon and the iron dragon and recognized how tired they still were. They flew alongside, but he wondered if they could survive much longer if it came down to another attack. He doubted that they would. The sense of those two dragons was distant, and he knew he needed to try to get closer, but the dragons passed through the illusion surrounding Dragon Haven and made their way toward the clearing.

Jason sent a connection to the other dragon misfits to invite them into Dragon Haven, not only for their safety but also to protect the egg. Within the clearing, there were several other young dragons. A navy dragon, along with a pale yellow, the color of early morning sunlight, slammed into each other on the far side of the clearing while a deep maroon dragon curled up far enough away so as not to be trampled. A narrow wall surrounded the clearing, dividing this section off from the rest of Dragon Haven. The ground was trampled grass, from boots and dragons and the occasional wagon.

Jason climbed off the dragon’s back. One of the Dragon Guard was nearby, dressed in black dragonskin leathers, a slender, pale white dragon bone blade sheathed at his side. Jason didn’t know him, but as he watched, the Dragon Guard glared at him for a long moment.

Jason held onto the egg, and Sarah nodded to him. “You can bring it over here. When we have eggs, we keep them by the other dragons to ensure that they are protected.”

He looked down at the egg. “Did they feed the eggs while they were protecting them?”

Sarah studied the egg for a moment, her brow furrowing. “I don’t know. To be honest, I never noticed anything quite like that. The dragons couldn’t tell us, either. They just protected them.”

Jason thought about what he knew of dragon eggs and 
about what it would take to hatch them, to provide power within them, and to feed them the energy of their environment. That seemed to be the key, didn’t it? The ice dragon had fed upon the cold and ice of the northern mountain. The iron dragon had fed upon the heat of the mines. The forest dragon had fed upon the energy within the forest itself. Each of the misfits had done the same.

What could he offer this egg?

Maybe it was not about him offering this egg anything. The egg might have already fed on what it needed. Still, he considered what the forest dragon had done, the way that she had protected the egg by placing it within the clearing in the forest. That might have been what he needed to do.

“I think I need to bring it into the forest near the city,” he said, turning to the trees. When Sarah frowned at him, he nodded to the egg. “Think about where we found it. It was protected by the illusion, but it was also within the shadows of the forest.”

William, who had climbed off his dragon, joined him. “Why do you think that was?” He held out his hand, reaching for the egg, but didn’t touch it. It seemed as if the trembling within the egg started to shake a little bit more as William did that, though maybe that was only Jason’s imagination.

“It might be because the forest dragon tried to protect the egg, or it might be something more.” As far as he knew, it was only to nurture the egg, to feed it upon the forest itself. Maybe when this egg hatched, there would be another forest dragon.

He remembered the way the forest had felt to him, the energy within it that had come off the forest dragon. He might be able to create something similar, but even if he could, he didn’t know if that would be drawing upon his energy or on the energy of the forest dragon. Given how tired the forest dragon was, Jason didn’t know if such a thing would even be safe to do, or if it would drain too much from her. It might be 
necessary to wait longer and give her a chance to replenish her energy before he summoned the illusion. Only, if he did that, he worried that he would deplete the dragon egg of what it needed.

Turning to Sarah, an idea came to him. “Do you have other dragon pearls I might use?”

“Of course. Why?”

Jason turned his attention back to the egg. “I think I need to see if there’s a way to borrow energy in them to create an illusion. We need to protect this from Lorren. By taking it to Dragon Haven, we can use the Dragon Guard to help us defend it.”

“Your illusion is connected to the forest dragon,” Sarah said.

“It is, but I still think I can use the energy of the other dragons to help create it.” Maybe not just create it, but solidify it. Though he was connected to the forest dragon, along with the ice and iron dragon, he could still use power from the other dragon pearls. He thought it would allow him to use that power to solidify the illusion rather than drawing upon the forest dragon. If so, then he could do what was needed without straining her. At least until her strength returned. Then he would use what she might be able to offer.

They headed into the forest, and the others followed. He found the egg seemed to grow increasingly heavy the longer that he carried it, though it might be simply the bulk that made it difficult. He paused in a clearing not far from where they had landed. As he looked around, glancing at the sky and seeing the rising sunlight coming up that still left the forest floor cast in shadows, he set the egg down.

“Why here?” Sarah asked.

Jason shook his head. “I don’t know. This just feels right.”

William wrapped his arms around himself, as if hugging himself. “It feels dark.”

Jason frowned. That wasn’t his sense of it at all. Of course, maybe it wouldn’t be. His connection to the dragon was different. His connection to everything around him was different. Maybe even his connection to the egg was different. He could feel power around him, the connection that was here, and it felt right.

He stepped away from the egg, holding on to the dragon pearls Sarah had given him, and began to pull upon power. As he did, it flowed up through him, filling him. It came slowly at first, but as he pulled upon more and more energy, he found the illusion growing and building. He re-created what he had seen within the forest with the forest dragon, summoning as much of that familiarity as he could. It wouldn’t be perfect. He didn’t know everything that the forest dragon had done, but he had a feeling about what she had created. He even added moonlight overhead, swirling shadows around the center of the forest.

Something trembled within the egg, and Jason realized it wasn’t quite right. The egg needed something more. It wasn’t just the illusion the egg needed. He needed it to be solidified so that this was more like reality that had shifted and now existed here.

That was a different use of power, a more complicated one. Jason could do it, but could he do it without the forest dragon? Normally when he used that kind of power, it was borrowed energy from the forest dragon herself. Now he refused to borrow from her, which meant he was going to have to use the power of these dragon pearls along with what existed within him.

He focused, thinking about the illusion, and then thinking about how he needed to shift it as well.

Gradually, it solidified. Within that shifting, he felt the egg starting to ease. Still, there was something not quite right.

He set the dragon pearls around the clearing, creating a 
triangle around the dragon.

“What are you doing?” Sarah asked.

Jason looked up. He had been arranging one of the dragon pearls near a tree. “It feels like I need to leave these here,” he said. “The illusion is feeding off them.”

“Feeding?” Sarah arched a brow.

Jason shook his head. “Not quite the same as what happened with the dragons, but similar.” It was similar enough that he thought he needed to be careful. It could be possible that the dragons would have enough energy drawn through these pearls to overwhelm them, weakening them. “We can ask the dragons.”

“The dragons have control over the pearls,” Sarah said. “If they’re getting too weakened, they could just separate their strength from it.”

Jason wasn’t sure if that would even work. He had felt the way the egg had pulled on power from him, through the other dragons, and wondered if the egg might be able to overwhelm the dragons associated with the pearls.

Stranger still was that the comment revealed to him just how little he knew about the dragon pearls. His connection to the dragons was so different than the way that Sarah reached for power, different enough that he didn’t really understand it or how that magic was used.

As he got to his feet, looking at the egg, he couldn’t shake the feeling that there remained some trembling within it, as if the egg reacted to him.

He settled on the ground across from it, studying it, and felt power within it. Sarah took a seat next to him, and William joined them too. They sat for a long moment, all of them looking at the egg. Energy radiated from it to Jason. Moonlight shone down from the illusion overhead, and shadows swirled around the clearing, as if to attempt to wrap the egg itself in them.

After a while, Sarah took his hand. “What are you going to do?”

“Maybe sit here for a little while and ensure that the egg is settled.”

The longer he sat there, the more that he began to worry about the egg. There had been an incredible amount of energy poured into it, given to the egg and the dragon inside from each of the misfits. What would that mean?

He let out a heavy sigh as he twisted in place and looked at the others with him. He could feel the ice and the iron dragon, both of them near enough that their power flowed from them and radiated to him. Their strength gradually returned, though it was coming to them slowly. Even the forest dragon was there in the back of his mind, safe.

Jason wondered about the storm dragon. He had been summoned by the forest dragon to feed the egg, which told him something. It suggested the storm dragon was responsive to these other misfits and recognized the connection to them. He should have known that.

Would they even be able to keep the egg safe?

Lorren would come for them. If he had learned about the egg—and given that he had gone to the forest, Jason suspected that he had—he would try to reach this egg. He probably had felt the power coming off the other misfits as they had fed the dragon.

Jason wanted and needed to keep the egg safe. This was his misfit. This was his responsibility.

Only it wasn’t just Lorren they had to worry about. He worried about the Dragon Souls. He worried about Jessica and what she might do. He worried about Lorach and whether they would pose a real danger to Dragon Haven.

The illusion protected them, but how long would it last? Lorren had shown him that there were limits to how well any illusion would hold, and limits to what Jason could do with it.

Eventually, he would need to take more action.

As he stared at the egg, he wondered if that action was on behalf of the people of Dragon Haven or on behalf of the dragons. Maybe it didn’t even matter. All that mattered was that he would do whatever necessary to protect both. He had to. It seemed to him that was the reason he had come to Dragon Haven.
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ason was tired. He had spent the better part of the last day making preparations, his own unique protection for the dragon egg, and one he didn’t even know if it would be fully effective. He had traveled far beyond the borders of dragon haven, placing illusions, shifting reality as much as he could, all to convince Lorren to chase another egg. He needed to buy time until he could find Lorren, figure out how to stop him, and then Jason could make sure that the misfit egg was safe.

Only then.

Until that time, he would keep placing illusions. Let Lorren chase those illusions. Jason could do it as long as the forest dragon provided him the strength. The mist dragons might give Lorren the ability to look past those illusions, but there were limitations to it, as well. Jason intended to overpower them, and intended to continue placing illusions until he was satisfied that Lorren would not find the egg.

He’d already begun to feel one of the illusions crack, Lorren uncovering it as he searched for the egg. It brought a dark satisfaction to Jason.

Now it was time for him to head back to Dragon Haven.

Jason ran into Kayla as he made his way through Dragon Haven. The city streets were mostly empty, though there were 
a few people out, strolling leisurely along. Most people within Dragon Haven had no idea that Lorach posed much of a threat. To them here in the city, he supposed that was true. Fewer people would even know anything about Lorren, and would not know they needed to fear anything. Perhaps that was for the best.

He passed a massive dragon sculpture, finally catching up to his sister. She glanced over at him, smiling.

“Mother says you spoke to her,” Kayla said.

Jason slowed for a moment. His sister had always been helpful with their mother while she was sick. Now that she was no longer sick, what would Kayla do? Her entire life had been wrapped up in that, and without it, Jason worried that she would not have a sense of purpose.

“I spoke to her. Did you?”

Kayla shrugged. “She doesn’t want to talk to me about it. She says that whatever she said to you was between the two of you.”

“I suppose that’s true,” Jason said.

“She says that whatever she did was to protect us.”

Jason breathed out. “They had tried to protect us, but it feels like the way they did it was impossibly difficult.” Why force them to the mountains? Why that life? And when his father had died, why stay?

He had to forgive.

Not that there was all that much to forgive, other than her silence over the years about what he could and should be—and what he needed to know about himself.

“You can let Mother know that I would appreciate having further conversations.”

Kayla arched a brow at him. “You don’t think you can tell her yourself?”

“I have a feeling that she would hear it best from you.”

They headed a little farther along the hall before she spoke 
again. “I hear you have been out dragon hunting again.”

Jason looked along the street. Even now, he could still feel the hint of power from the dragon egg, though it was faint. “Not hunting dragons. I’ve been trying to find more misfits.”

Kayla leaned toward him. “I hear there’s somebody else who does the same thing.” Her voice was soft, and she flicked her gaze in either direction, as if someone else along the street might suddenly hear her and say something.

“Lorren,” Jason said. “That’s his name. He is powerful, and it seems he knows how to create misfits.”

Her face wrinkled as she frowned. “Why would he want to do something like that?”

They reached the entrance to the building where his family made his home, and stepped into the halls. “Several reasons, though I suspect he did it to attack the Dragon Souls.”

Her expression hardened. “If he’s willing to attack Dragon Souls, then we should work with him.”

“He’s also willing to… attack dragons,” Jason said.

Not just attacking. Killing. Murdering.

That was what Lorren had been willing to do.

All for power.

For the misfits.

“What?”

He continued through the halls, moving past a series of dragon artifacts. Some were sculptures, some were paintings, and one was even a carpet with the form of a dragon worked into the weave.

“He doesn’t seem to care. He thinks he’s freeing them.”

“I’m sure that angers you,” Kayla said.

Jason glanced over at his sister. “You have no idea.”

She sniffed. “I have some idea.”

They stopped in front of a door, and Jason pressed his hand up against it. He could feel energy radiating through it as he borrowed from the iron dragon. It was more potent than what 
he had felt from the dragon before, as if ever since the iron dragon had nearly died, he’d become greater. It was a strange thing to be aware of, though he was certain of it. As he surged power through the door, he could count the number of people inside. He wondered if he might be able to determine even more if he pushed even more power. It seemed strange that he would be so attuned to it.

“What are you doing?” Kayla asked.

“Trying to see how many people are on the other side of the door.”

Her breath caught. “You can do that?”

“I didn’t know if I could, but it’s strange. I can feel them on the other side. It’s…” He shook his head. “I wish I could help you understand.”

Kayla nodded to him. “That’s actually something that I wanted to talk to you about.”

Jason withdrew his hand and turned to his sister. She was biting her lip, and a nervous energy caused her to shift her weight from one foot to the other. “What is it?”

She took a deep breath and met his eyes. “Ever since we’ve been here around the dragons, and with everything that happened to you, I can’t help but wonder if I might have the same ability.”

“Which ability is that?”

“I want to know if I can connect to the dragons,” she said hurriedly. “I don’t even know if I can, but the more I see you doing with them, and the more I have learned about dragons, the more I realize they aren’t what I grew up thinking they are.”

“You know why that was,” Jason said.

A cloud crossed over her face. “I know why we think that it was, but…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that I wondered if you might help me find a connection to the dragons the same way that you formed one.”

It was a reasonable question, and given what he had gone 
through—and what he knew of his family now—he suspected he should have asked that question before now. There were many things he should have done before now.

He reached into his pocket, pulling out one of the dragon pearls that Sarah had given him. This one had a faint greenish shimmering to it. “Have you seen one of these before?”

“Is that a dragon pearl?”

Jason nodded. “It is. It is from a Dragon Haven dragon, a smaller green one, and I suspect friendly enough for you to work with.” He squeezed the pearl for a moment, sending a pulse of energy through it as he connected to the dragon. He could feel energy radiating through the pearl and then back to him. Through that connection, Jason sent a desire to the dragon, wanting the dragon to work with his sister. He couldn’t tell whether or not the dragon would respond, but it seemed as if he got an answer in return. “If you find the dragon, you can see if you might be able to learn anything from him. The first step is testing whether there is any sort of connection. You will feel it deep within you.” He remembered when he had first learned about his connection to the dragon pearl and the way that it had triggered power within him. He wouldn’t have been that much older than Kayla was now. “If you feel that, you will be able to start on the path to understanding dragons.”

“And if I can’t?”

“It doesn’t mean that you won’t have the ability,” Jason said. “It just means that might not be the dragon for you.”

He debated whether or not to tell his sister that she was descended from Dragon Souls. Knowing that she was, just like Jason, it was entirely possible that she could learn to work with dragons. Here he had worried that she wouldn’t have a purpose, but perhaps that was misguided on his part. Kayla absolutely had a purpose. She needed to understand whether or not she had a connection to the dragons the same way Jason 
did. He suspected that she would.

She took the pearl from him, staring at it. “Thank you,” she whispered. After a moment, she looked up. “What about the dragons you call the misfits? Can I try to connect to one of them?”

Jason started to smile but realized she was asking a serious question. “Why would you want to do that?”

“I don’t know. There’s something about them. They seem so much more… More, I guess. Interesting.”

Jason chuckled. “Don’t let the other dragons know that you said that about the misfits.”

“What did I say?”

“That they aren’t interesting,” he said.

She turned her attention back to the dragon pearl, cupping it in her hand. “I didn’t mean it like that,” she said quickly.

He smiled. “I know you didn’t.”

“Do you think one of your dragons would let me try to work with them?”

Jason shrugged. “I could ask them.”

“You would do that for me?”

“You’re my sister. Of course I would.”

She smiled, holding on to the dragon pearl, and tipped it up to the lantern set into one of the nearby walls. “I’ll see if I can’t find this dragon and talk with him. If you would talk to the other dragons…”

Jason smiled again, nodding. “I will do so. I can’t make any promises, but if you can, it would benefit us here.”

As soon as he said it, he hated that was the way that his mind started to work these days. Was everything about a benefit? Unfortunately, it might be. How could it not be when they needed any edge they had to defeat Lorach, along with Lorren?

Kayla held tightly onto the dragon pearl and hurried away down the hall. It was strange to think of her actually trying to 
reach the dragons, let alone one of the misfits, but she had changed considerably in her time within Dragon Haven. She might even be successful with it. Knowing what he did of the dragons, and knowing of his own connection, maybe she was meant to share the same connection he had.

Jason turned his attention back to the door, resting his hand on it, and felt for the energy inside. If he was right, there were several Dragon Guards inside. A few others, as well. He held his hand in place, focusing on what he could feel.

Finally, he pushed the door open and stepped into the room, unsurprised by what he found. There were five Dragon Guards here. Henry as well, though he stood along the side and watched.

Jason joined Henry. “What is it?”

Henry tipped his head as he nodded to the Dragon Guard. “They found something.”

“Lorren?”

Henry glanced over, shaking his head. “Not Lorren, though I understand you came across him.”

Jason chuckled. “Did Sarah or William tell you?”

Henry shrugged. “Sarah. Are you surprised?”

Jason shook his head. Sarah rarely kept anything from Henry, not that Jason wanted to conceal anything from him anyway. She had known him a long time, and he had trained her. It made her closer to Henry than to almost anyone else within Dragon Haven.

“Is it true?” Henry asked.

“Is what true?”

“That you nearly lost one of your dragons.”

“I nearly lost him.” Jason let out a slow breath.

Sarah had told him that, but thankfully she hadn’t told him the rest. He hadn’t been sure whether Sarah would reveal the presence of the dragon egg. There was an illusion around it, and he hoped that keeping that illusion in place would protect 
the egg, though he didn’t know if it would. He wanted to protect the egg, which meant keeping it from those within Dragon Haven as well. Still, with the power he felt coming off the egg, he suspected others also recognized it and might be able to detect something more within it. If so, there was only so much that Jason could do to keep it safe.

As he stood talking to Henry, he felt another illusion shattered.

He placed almost two dozen of them, all throughout the surrounding land, and all using the speed of the ice dragon to do so. Somehow, Jason would have to use those illusions to force Lorren to go where he wanted so he could stop him. Jason had no idea what that was going to take, though.

How long would he need to protect it, though? If it was anything like a traditional dragon egg, it might take months, though considering how it had fed and the power Jason detected in it, he didn’t think there was anything traditional about it. Which meant that the egg might hatch far sooner. Especially given what the forest dragon had said to him.

“He used the earth dragons to trap the iron dragon beneath the ground. They softened the ground and surrounded him.”

“I heard he did the same with Dragon Souls.”

Jason nodded. “Five dragons. I don’t know if the Dragon Souls were captured as well, but the dragons were lost.”

“Bastard,” Henry whispered.

Jason glanced at him, but he didn’t get a chance to ask anything more because one of the Dragon Guard turned to him. Jason recognized Max. He was broad-shouldered and had a thick gray beard, and was dressed in a combination of dragonskin and heavy furs, as if he’d come from the northern mountains. It was as if he had taken aspects of the Dragon Souls and mixed it with aspects of how Jason had lived.

“I have been waiting for Olar and Cherise to arrive, but seeing as how they have not, perhaps it is time for us to 
proceed.”

“Where are they?” Henry asked. “I was supposed to meet with them yesterday.”

Max frowned. “I don’t know. I thought that you would have known.”

That was strange. In the time Jason had been within Dragon Haven, Olar and Cherise had never left. They ruled within Dragon Haven and served as something of the leaders of the rebellion, even though the Dragon Guard truly served that role. Why would they have gone? And where?

He glanced over at Henry and saw no expression on his face.

Maybe it was nothing.

“What did you find?” Jason asked Max.

He flicked his gaze to Henry before turning back to Jason. “We followed Lorren as well as we could until we found a sense of his dragons and trailed after them.”

Jason frowned. “How far did you trail after them?”

“To the edge of the forest.”

“Which forest?” Henry asked, not looking in Jason’s direction.

Could the Dragon Guard have known about the forest dragon and her forest? Jason didn’t think so, and given her ability to cast an illusion around it, he thought she was protected, though there remained the possibility that they could have learned something about it anyway.

“To the edge of this forest,” he said.

Jason breathed out slowly. “I found him near Varmin.”

Max frowned at him. “Why so far?”

“I think he was trying to draw me. Or Dragon Souls. I don’t even know any longer.” It could even be that he’d been looking for evidence of the egg.

Max’s gaze darted to Jason’s hand. “That’s where you found that dragon?”

Jason nodded. “Buried beneath the ground in the mines. He was in a cell that they used to trap him and keep him from escaping.”

Max glanced behind him at the other Dragon Guard before turning his attention back to Jason. “Interesting.”

“Why?”

Max shook his head. “Because he’s been moving along our border, at least as much as we can call it our border. There’s a periodicity to it.”

“He’s searching,” Jason said.

“Either that or it means he’s doing something with the Dragon Souls,” Henry answered. He watched the Dragon Guard, and Max nodded.

“That is our thought as well. We don’t know exactly what it is, only that it seems he is tracking Dragon Souls. Presumably, to attack them.”

Jason had seen it. He knew what would happen were Lorren to attack more of the Dragon Souls. It wasn’t so much about them as it was their dragons.

Max nodded. “This is a good thing,” he said. “We’ve been concerned about the buildup of the Dragon Soul presence along our borders, trying to decide what to do as we struggle with how to confront Jessica, but we might not need to do anything, anyway. If Lorren is taking care of it, then we don’t have to worry.”

“He’s killing their dragons,” Jason said.

Henry looked over, shaking his head slightly.

Jason frowned. “We can’t let him continue to harm the dragons. Even if they are Dragon Soul dragons, we can’t allow Lorren to destroy them. They don’t deserve that.”

“I know you think you can save them, but can you save all of them?” Max asked. “As far as I can be concerned, those dragons are lost.”

Jason stiffened. He could feel power flowing from the iron 
dragon. “They’re lost until I free them,” he said.

“And how many have you freed?” Max asked, turning to him, crossing his arms over his chest.

“A hundred. Maybe more,” Henry said.

Max glanced over at Henry before turning back to Jason. His stance shifted as he uncrossed his arms and reached for the sword sheathed at his side. “A hundred, and yet there are still more than that. Nearly four times as many. Do you really think you can free all of those dragons?”

Jason knew more than four hundred dragons remained. There were probably a thousand in all of Lorach, and to defeat the Dragon Souls, he would have to free their dragons first. “I don’t really know, but we owe it to the dragons to try. If we allow Lorren to destroy them, then what have we become?” He swept his gaze around the room, looking at the others. “The entire purpose of Dragon Haven is to rescue dragons and allow them to live openly. If we destroy them, then we become them.”

“We have an opportunity to finally defeat Lorach. We aren’t going to abandon that out of fear of what could have been. We called you here to see if you would help, but I can see that it will not be the case.”

Jason looked at them both, frustration filling him. This wasn’t about Lorach. Not entirely. He needed to stop Lorren. He was the real threat now. Only after they dealt with Lorren could they stop Lorach. Couldn’t they see that?

It was a strange thing for him to think, especially as when he had first met Lorren, Jason had wanted nothing more than to work with him so that they could defeat Lorach.

Now he could think of nothing more than stopping Lorren for him to save additional dragons.

“Have you even talked to the dragons about this?”

“The dragons don’t have any input on this,” Max said.

That surprised Jason more than anything, especially given 
his experience in Dragon Haven. The dragons were practically worshipped here. Why would they change that now?

“They will if you ask them. They should. Take the time.”

“It is decided.”

“By who? Cherise? Olar?” Jason hadn’t seen them in a while and wondered where they’d gone. It wasn’t like them to be gone this long.

Without them, the Dragon Guard had a plan. They were going to use Lorren for his violence, and despite what Jason might say and object to, there wasn’t anything more that he would be able to do to convince the Dragon Guard otherwise.

Lorren would continue to attack the Dragon Souls.

He would take the fight to Lorach.

There was a part of Jason that still questioned whether or not Max was even right. Given everything Jason had experienced with Lorach and everything they had done, he couldn’t help but question whether Max and the Dragon Guard were pursuing the best path.

Knowing what he had felt when the dragons had died hurt Jason. He had felt their pain and agony. More than that, connected as he was to the iron dragon now, he recognized how the misfits wanted to protect the other dragons.

“No,” Jason said.

Max glared at him. “You don’t have any input in this.”

“Don’t I? I’m the one who’s freed dragons. I’m the one who’s actually been into Lorach. I’m the one who has—”

“Revealed the presence of Dragon Haven. To an Auran, I might add.”

“And then bound him to me.” The words hung in the air a moment. “Do what you need to do, but I’m going after the Dragon Soul dragons to rescue as many as I can and to stop Lorren.” As much as he hated it, Lorren had
 to be stopped. He posed too great a danger to the dragons they worked with.

Max sneered at him. “You won’t be able to do anything to 
rescue them. If they’re moving in the forest where we have seen them—”

Jason took a step toward him. “What forest have you seen them moving through?”

Max frowned. “You haven’t heard?”

Jason shook his head. “I haven’t heard anything about Lorach forces moving. Or seen them.”

“As I said, they were moving along our border. They are coming this way, sweeping steadily toward us. If we do nothing, Lorach will eventually reach Dragon Haven.”

Jason glanced over at Henry, who rubbed his hand across his scraggly beard. “I didn’t have the opportunity to tell you that hundreds are moving this way.”

How had he not seen the Dragon Souls in his travels? They had been there, which meant that he should have seen them.

Hundreds meant that it was a significant portion of the Dragon Soul dragons. Enough that it would be too hard to rescue them all. He’d faced hundreds of dragons when he had been in Lorach, though that was when he had been distracted, trying to protect the storm dragon. If he didn’t have his focus diverted, maybe he could save more.

Knowing what he did about Lorach, he suspected they were approaching methodically. He could imagine the way they were sweeping through the forest, making their way toward them.

Maybe he didn’t
 have time to stop Lorren. They might have to deal with Lorach first.

Which was what Lorren wanted.

“Looking for Dragon Haven,” he murmured. Or the egg. He couldn’t tell the others that. Maybe Henry, but certainly not Max.

Maybe Jason was
 responsible for bringing Dragon Haven into danger.

Max nodded. “That is our thought as well,” he said. “The 
Dragon Guard has run interference, slowing them, but as you can see, having Lorren and his dragons attack would be beneficial to us.”

Jason squeezed his eyes shut, his mind racing. He focused on the ice dragon, wondering if he might be able to see anything. He circled, flying high overhead, and he borrowed his eyesight. When he did, there came a surge of color.

Jason looked for movement, focusing on energy, on anything the ice dragon could see. There were shades of energy in the distance. Dragons. Dozens of them. Dozens upon dozens of them.

Thankfully, none of them were close. Not yet. Still, as he looked through the ice dragon’s eyes, he could see them and the way they swept toward them, moving ever closer. There was energy within them, and before long, they would reach Dragon Haven. When they did, the illusion would no longer be effective.

The egg would be in danger.

He had to stop them. Stop Lorren.

Protect the egg and the misfits.

“They’re coming,” he whispered.

“You can see them?” Max asked.

Jason opened his eyes and looked at Max. “I can connect to the dragons I bond to and use their eyesight to see.”

Max pressed his lips together in a tight frown, glancing at Henry, who nodded. “How long have you been able to do this?”

“For a while,” Jason said.

“If you can do this, then you’d be beneficial to us as we try to protect Dragon Haven. You could alert us of their movements.”

“I’m not going to help you harm other dragons,” Jason said.

Max clenched his jaw. “Even if it means sacrificing others?”

“There won’t be any dragons sacrificed. They are things we 
can do to protect the Dragon Soul dragons. I know it can be done. If you give me an opportunity, we can help those dragons, saving as many as possible.”

Jason had no idea how many could be saved, but he had a sense that if it came down to it, he could use his connection to the ice and iron dragons to protect more of them. The key was getting there and rescuing them before Jessica or other powerful Dragon Souls could intervene. Along with Lorren.

There were ways he could move unseen. The ice dragon could fly high enough that they wouldn’t even know. He could streak along like ice lightning, and Jason could borrow that power. The problem was that he might be the only one who could travel with him.

He had a sense from the iron dragon of understanding and a willingness for Jason to work with the dragon.

“Do what you need to do. I’m going to stop Lorren and then save the dragons.” Jason turned. When he did, Henry grabbed his wrist.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Henry whispered.

“I’ve got to stop him before he hurts more.” Misfits, he didn’t add.

“All by yourself?”

Jason glanced at the Dragon Guard. “I won’t be by myself. I will have the other misfits with me.”

“That’s too dangerous.”

Jason shook his head. “If I don’t do it, then no one will. The dragons will be attacked by the Dragon Guards, or by Lorren.”

Henry pulled him closer. “Why? Why help them?”

“This isn’t about Lorach, if that’s your concern. It’s about Lorren now. All I’m trying to do is help the dragons. They’ve been used in this. I need to stop him first, and the Dragon Guard can deal with Lorach” He frowned at Henry. “Remember what you experienced working with dragons in Lorach? Remember how you felt about them? Think about how 
little you would’ve cared were the dragons to attack. Would you have protected yourself or the dragons when Lorren attacks?”

Henry shook his head. “You know the answer as well as I do.”

Jason nodded. “That’s why I have to do this. No one else is going to.”

“That’s not the whole reason.”

Jason squeezed his eyes shut. “Lorren is who I might become, Henry. I need to stop him to prove it can be done my
 way, not his.”

“You’d never become him, Jason. You care too much.” Henry looked Max, then nodded to the other Dragon Guards. “Keep them away from the border. I’m going with him,” he said, nodding at Jason.

Max frowned. “You would risk yourself for him?”

“I would risk myself for what he represents. He is doing what we claim we do for the dragons. We claim that Dragon Haven is about the dragons. If we don’t offer them any protection, then how can we make that claim?”

Jason nodded to Max before turning and leaving.

Once outside, he glanced at Henry. “There something else you need to know about,” he said.

“What?”

“Something else we found when we were gone. The other reason that we have to save those dragons and keep Lorach—along with Lorren—from coming through here.”

Henry cocked his head to the side.

Jason just nodded. “I will show you.”
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J

ason stood in the middle of the clearing with the egg, power drawn through the dragon pearls creating the moonlight and the swirl of shadows while masking the presence of the trees nearby. Strangely, he could feel the pressure of the trees and recognized the energy within them, though he was not aware of anything more than that.

The dragon pearls still held power, maintaining the illusion. Jason worried about how much longer it would last and whether there would come a time when it began to fade, knowing that he might need to replace the dragon pearls if it did.

Standing here, he could feel the energy of the illusion and attacked the contours of it. He didn’t need to add anything to it, but he solidified it, focusing its power.

He nodded to Henry.

“Here?” Henry whispered.

“Don’t you see it?” Jason asked, turning to the egg.

Henry stepped forward. He must have parted through an aspect of the illusion, for his breath caught. “What is that?”

Jason approached the egg. It was larger than it had been when he had been here before, and it seemed to pulsate softly. It hadn’t done that before. As he approached, he could feel the energy within it. There was something strange about 
the way it pulsated. Darkness swirled around it, flexing, almost as if it were causing the shell of the egg to move. Was that part of the illusion? Jason probed at the illusion and realized that he wasn’t entirely in control of it anymore. He could feel energy from within the egg, and it seemed almost as if it were breathing.

He tore his gaze away. “We came across this in the forest after we were attacked by Lorren. I don’t know if Lorren is aware that this is here. I think he might be, though.”

“How would he have been aware of it?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know if he simply has female dragons or if he has some way of detecting eggs.”

“All of Dragon Haven is in danger,” Henry said.

“Not all of Dragon Haven is in danger. Besides, the city can protect the egg. I couldn’t leave it where I had found it before. Lorren isn’t coming after this egg. I’ve made sure of it.”

“How exactly have you made sure of it?” Henry asked.

“I’ve placed other illusions. He has removed three of them so far.” Three of the nearly two dozen. It bought them time, but not nearly enough. “And I can keep placing more. It’s how I can protect the egg.”

“You have proven yourself to us, Jason. If you believe that this is necessary, then it’s necessary.”

“You will help protect it?”

“It is a dragon.”

“It is. A misfit.” Jason could feel something coming off the egg and knew that it was potent. “Possibly a powerful misfit, though I won’t know that until the dragon hatches.”

“How many people know of this?”

“William and Sarah. That’s it.”

“The illusion is strong enough to hold it?”

“As far as I can tell. It seemed strong enough, and I used these dragon pearls to solidify it. Now that I am recovered, and the forest dragon has recovered”—Jason could feel her 
energy distantly and could tell that she was strong enough, though she didn’t push out too much of the illusion—“the illusion holds.”

“It’s hers, isn’t it?” he asked softly. Henry crouched down near one of the dragon pearls before reaching into his pocket and pulling out two more, which he handed to Jason.

Jason took a deep breath. “Yes.”

“Use the pearls as you need to protect this.”

“Sarah claims there is something different than other dragon eggs,” he said.

Henry nodded. “There is. At the same time, there’s something almost deadly beautiful about it. I can feel it, and I’m not exactly sure what it is.”

Jason had the same sense. He made a circle around it, watching as it pulsated. It was more than just the egg itself. It was pressure that pulsated as well. It swirled around him. Had the egg matured? Given the size increase, he suspected the egg would be too large for him to carry. Perhaps the way that it had fed upon the other misfits had changed it that much.

“I don’t know how much longer it will be until it hatches,” he said.

“You want to keep it from Lorren.”

Jason nodded. “He can bond to misfits. He uses them. But he won’t have this one. I don’t know how he forges a connection to them or convinces them, but I refuse to allow him to do the same thing with this dragon.”

If Lorren were to connect to this dragon, Jason didn’t know if he could free it.

Jason probed, touching upon the energy within the egg. He could feel power working through it. Maybe he could use that power to understand it, and possibly even bond to the dragon before it hatched. Maybe he could attach to the dragon and prevent Lorren from doing so.

“The illusion is impressive,” Henry said, making a circle 
around the inside of the clearing. “It was bright and sunny, at least within Dragon Haven. Within the outskirts of the forest, it was a little bit darker, but this looks like deepest night.”

“I don’t know why they created that illusion. I suspect it matters for the egg, though I don’t know why.” Jason sighed, looking around the illusion. “I can hold on to this, and if the forest dragon helps, she can help hold it as well, but I worry about Lorren. He can break through illusions. The mist dragons give him that ability somehow. If he does, I don’t know what he might accomplish with this dragon.”

“And the dragon pearls?”

“They give me the power to shift reality.”

“What do you mean by that?” Henry asked. He had been crouching in front of the egg, holding his hands out in front of him, but he pulled them back and stood, turning his attention to Jason.

Jason realized that he hadn’t shared aspects of his control over illusions with Henry before. “I mean I can turn an illusion and manifest it as reality. I take that power and turn it so that it feels as if it is real.”

Henry frowned. “Such a thing shouldn’t be possible.”

“It is power from the forest dragon.”

“Are you sure it is nothing more than an illusion, then? I’ve seen that dragon and the way that she draws power. She can camouflage herself unlike any other creature.”

“I don’t know. She asked what an illusion is other than believing something that is not.”

Henry crouched down near one of the dragon pearls. “You think that by altering reality, you can protect the egg and prevent Lorren from breaking through the illusion.”

“For a time. Eventually, I fear that he might be able to overpower it. When I was with the forest dragon, and she was holding onto the illusion, Lorren managed to break through it. That is why we need to do what we can to protect this egg.”

Henry stepped over to the egg, holding his hands up. He could get within a step of it, but no closer. “May I?”

Jason nodded. “It’s not my egg.”

Henry glanced over at him. “Strangely, I have a sense that it is. Something about it keeps me away.” He pushed on his hands and couldn’t get any closer. “There’s a pressure coming from the egg. I don’t know how to explain it, only as if I feel as if it’s trying to prevent me from getting too close.”

Jason remembered what William had said about the forest being unpleasant. Could he add to it? Maybe that aspect of the illusion would keep others from finding the egg and approaching it.

He focused on the illusion, thinking about the power worked within it, and tried to add to it. He used the power of the dragon pearls, adding those that Henry had given him, trying to build up pressure that would force anyone else away.

He’d never attempted to repel someone from getting close to another within an illusion, and he wondered if it would work. He held onto more and more power, sweeping through the illusion, pressing through the dragon pearls.

Henry cried out.

“What is it?” Jason asked.

“Something is pushing on me. It’s unpleasant and painful. Is it the egg?”

Jason smiled to himself. “Not the egg. I think that was me. I wanted to know if I could augment the resistance and push people away.”

Henry grunted. “I would say that it’s working.”

Jason solidified that connection and locked it in place.

“I’m not going to be able to stay here much longer,” Henry said. “I feel as if I have to move. We should go.”

Jason took a step toward the egg, finding that the resistance didn’t push him back, though as he was responsible for the illusion, he wasn’t surprised by that. He hoped it would be 
strong enough to hold and protect the egg, but there wouldn’t be any way of testing it.

He probed with power, stretching into the egg, and didn’t feel any latching of the power, and no attempt to feed. Perhaps the egg didn’t need it anymore.

Henry started away from the clearing, and Jason lingered for a moment before following him. As they passed through the boundary of the illusion, Henry glanced behind him. He shook his head. “That was interesting. I’ve been around you when you’ve created illusions before. This is different.”

“I think I added more layers to it,” Jason said.

Henry frowned. “I’m not even sure that it’s a matter of adding layers to the illusion. It’s what you are adding to it. There’s elements that I can feel and smell and even experience emotion within it.” Henry shook his head. “I have been around others who have created illusions, but those were nothing like this. When Thomas does them, it is quite different.”

Jason chuckled, thinking about the illusion master. It had been a while since he had worked with him. “The way I create illusions is different than Thomas.”

“The way you create them is much more dangerous than Thomas.”

They reached the edge of the forest. In the distance, the clearing with the dragons was nearby, and a sense of the iron dragon was more prominent. Jason probed, focusing on that energy to summon the iron dragon. With a swirl of power, the iron dragon slithered through the outskirts of the forest, joining him. Heat radiated from him, leaving his body glowing.

Henry pulled a dragon pearl from his pocket and squeezed it. With a surge of energy, Jason detected what Henry did, the way he connected to his dragon. A dark shadow formed as the dragon began to descend.

“I don’t know if you intend to go now, but knowing you, you weren’t going to wait.”

“I wouldn’t rush off quite yet. Besides, I am waiting for help. I doubt Sarah would be thrilled if I departed without her.”

Sarah was indeed along the street, making her way toward them. She was dressed in her dragonskin cloak, prepared for travel.

“How did she know to meet us here?”

“I connected to her through the dragon pearl,” Jason said.

Henry grunted. “I think your connection to dragon pearls and mine are radically different. Perhaps you will teach me someday.”

Jason snorted. “I’m happy to teach you anything that I can.”

“Unfortunately, I wonder if there’s anything you can teach.”

When Sarah joined them, she looked at Jason, then Henry. “What’s going on?”

Jason told her about the Dragon Guard, about Lorren and the Dragon Souls’ movement.

“That’s what they were doing near the forest,” she said.

“Who?” Henry asked.

“I suspect it was mostly Lorren and his dragons. They must have detected the egg again.” Even knowing it was likely didn’t make that easier for Jason to hear. Jason had no idea if he would be able to prevent him from reaching it. If he started to attack…

“That doesn’t change the fact that Lorach has been moving our way,” Henry said.

Jason closed his eyes. He could practically visualize the movement again, even though he didn’t use his dragon sight. “They were moving south. Sweeping toward us. I don’t know if they can find Dragon Haven, but they will try.” With Jessica, he feared she would succeed.

“Lorren’s presence there makes sense,” Henry said. “He has already shown you what his purposes are.”

“That’s not what he’s after. He’s after the egg, and I have to 
stop him before he finds it.” He looked over. “That’s not all, though, and you know it. I can’t let Lorren destroy dragons, and we have to keep Lorach from reaching Lorren and his misfits.” Jason didn’t want to even consider what might happen if Jessica discovered enough power to control those dragon misfits.

“Then we go,” Henry said.

“What about my parents?” Sarah asked. “I haven’t seen them in a while. I don’t know where they’ve gone, but I know they are concerned about Lorren. And Lorach.”

“We haven’t spoken to them,” Henry said.

Sarah turned, glancing behind her but bit her lip, a troubled look on her face. “Maybe that’s for the best, too. I doubt they would be pleased. Just the three of us, then?”

“It might be easier to stay hidden that way,” Jason said.

She nodded. “You’re probably right. Well?”

“Just like that?” Jason asked.

“I don’t want you to sneak off without me again. Not like you did with the storm dragon. At least this time, you are getting the help you need.”

“With hundreds of dragons coming toward us, I think we need to go.”

“Let’s see if we can’t diminish those numbers a bit,” she said.

Jason climbed onto the iron dragon and waited as Henry climbed onto his dragon. It took only a moment before Sarah summoned hers, and then they departed.





22









T

he dragons circled high in the sky, staying as high as was safe. Jason could feel the ice dragon over him, circling. Every so often, he would pause, borrowing from the ice dragon’s eyesight, and use that to know more about where they were and whether there were Dragon Souls nearby. So far, he hadn’t determined anything.

This was where he’d seen evidence of Lorren moving. Which of the illusions had he gone after?

“How close are we?” Sarah called.

Jason shook his head. “We still have to go a little way.”

They were searching, and unfortunately, he didn’t know if he could stay with Sarah and Henry. Ultimately, he suspected he might need to join the ice dragon to hunt. For now, he would stay to learn what they might find.

There was something out in the distance, though, as he focused on it, Jason couldn’t tell exactly what it was. Not the illusion of an egg, though. He borrowed from the other dragons, using their power, but still could not understand. Sarah watched him, and he could see a question in her eyes, though it was a question he did not have an answer to. How could he when it would explain what he was doing?

Distantly, he could see the dragons moving above the forest, though it was from the ice dragon and his borrowed 
vision. There was only a day or two, no more than that, before Lorach and the Dragon Souls would reach them. The moment those dragons reached the border of the forest, the people of Dragon Haven would no longer be safe.

“You see something,” Sarah said, guiding her dragon closer.

Jason nodded. He glanced over at Henry, who rode astride his dragon, keeping his body bent low as he looked out over the distance. “They aren’t far from here,” he said. “But I feel something.” Could it be another misfit? It wasn’t Lorren, but he don’t know quite what it was.

He closed his eyes, focusing on what he detected. There was power. Potent power.

A misfit.

“I think we need to see what this is before we deal with Lorach and Lorren.”

“Why?” Sarah asked.

“It seems like this is closer than anything else. And it might be another dragon. If we don’t get to it first…”

Jason didn’t know how to finish. He didn’t know what this was, only that the longer they flew, the more certain he was that he detected something here. It was within the boundaries of what he considered to be Dragon Haven.

He tapped on the iron dragon and the dragon veered off, barely needing any guidance. He seemed to know what Jason could feel, a shared sense between them tracking what Jason detected. They streaked toward the ground, flying above the forest, the strange sense guiding him. A glistening blue lake called to him. That was what he detected.

Jason didn’t recall ever having visited here before, though there was something familiar about it. They landed along the shoreline, rocks dropping off a cliffside until it reached the water’s edge. The day was calm, and the water was flat. Sun shone overhead, reflecting back at them, revealing the image of the two dragons along with the iron dragon’s glowing heat.

Jason approached the rocky edge overlooking the water. The air was cool and crisp, though there was something more within it. As he stood there, he recognized power and familiarity.

“Have you ever been here before?” Jason asked Sarah as she approached him.

She shook her head. “We are careful about how far we venture from Dragon Haven. This is far enough away that we haven’t been willing to spend time out here.”

“I have,” Henry said.

Jason glanced over at him. “What lake is this?”

“There was a time when this was a part of Lorach, though it was long ago. They called it Rostal Lake. I don’t really know much more about it than that.”

“This was a part of Lorach?” Sarah asked.

Henry swept his gaze around him. “All this was a part of Lorach at one time. Before there was a rebellion, most of this was claimed by them. Even if they didn’t live here, Lorach claimed it.”

Sarah stood at the rocky overlook, hands pressed on her hips. “I didn’t realize that.”

There was something strangely familiar about this place. Jason had no idea why he should feel that distinct sense, but he closed his eyes, searching for what he detected and why he should feel something.

It came from within the water.

He took a seat, dangling his legs off the rocky ledge, and began to pull his boots off.

“What are you doing?” Sarah asked.

Jason nodded to the water. “There’s something here.”

“You think you need to go into the water to detect it?”

Jason glanced over his shoulder at Henry. “We found an egg in a river. I need to see if that is what I’m detecting.”

He had no idea whether that river even connected to this 
lake, but if it did, then that would explain what he detected. He hoped the dragon lived and that it hadn’t been influenced by Lorren. Once his boots were off, he pulled off his cloak, setting it alongside them. He remained in his dragonskin.

He glanced back at the iron dragon. “I won’t be long.”

He jumped.

When he pierced the water, it was cold, and it swirled around him. He ignored it. He had known cold his whole life, and there was no challenge from it now. Less so than it once had been, especially with his connection to the iron dragon and the heat that flowed through him. He took a deep breath while bobbing in the water, focusing on the energy here. He thought about the shell and what he had felt.

Jason plunged beneath the water.

For a moment, he panicked. He wasn’t a swimmer. In the mountains, there was very little freestanding water other than the stream that was almost too cold for anyone to touch. Jason had never had an opportunity to swim.

He knew there was something here. It was power. He could feel it.

He had to reach for it.

He stayed beneath the water. He didn’t attempt to swim. His lungs burned, and he didn’t know how much longer he could stay. Probably not much longer before he would have to surface, gasping for air. He could use the iron dragon to blast out, but if he did so, he might lose his opportunity to gain a connection to whatever dragon was here. Now that he was underwater, he felt increasingly certain there was a dragon.

He tried calling the dragon from his mind. He had been near the egg. He had seen where the dragon came from. He had touched the shell. He should know that dragon.

There was something else he thought he should be able to understand. It was more than just helping the dragon. It was a matter of reassuring it that he wasn’t going to harm it.

He probed outward, using a hint more power that flowed into the lake. As that power swept away from him, he could feel a shifting. It reminded him somewhat of the shifting of an illusion, though this one slipped past him. He didn’t hold back and used everything in his power to probe outward.

Energy was here. He had to find it.

His lungs burned.

Distantly, he could feel power. He recognized a connection. Using that, he propelled himself forward, gliding through the water. He wouldn’t be able to stay underneath the surface for much longer. He would need to take a breath.

An idea came to him.

He could use the forest dragon. Though he didn’t want to draw too much power off her and weaken her, now that she was no longer directly guarding the egg, it might not be a problem. He used her power and created an illusion of a pocket of air around him, then shifted it and created that reality.

He took a breath.

There was a part of him that questioned whether it would work, but as he breathed in and relaxed, the illusion held.

Now he swam through the water, gliding and propelled by the power of his dragons toward the energy that he detected. The water around him was dark, making it difficult to see anything. He probed, using the power of the dragons he had bonded to, and tried to feel for something else. The iron dragon pushed power through him and helped illuminate the darkness.

There was something here.

A darkened shape in the water moved quickly near him.

Jason thrust with the iron dragon energy, using it to try to propel himself toward it. It wasn’t enough. Adding that of the ice dragon, he blasted forward.

As he neared, he realized the translucent shape in front of 
him was a dragon. It was almost translucent, and different than any other dragon he had seen before. The energy he had detected here radiated from this dragon. He created a spiral of water around him, using a hint of illusion mixed with it, wanting to keep the river dragon—lake dragon?—from escaping before Jason had an opportunity to connect to him.

The swirling power held.

The dragon stopped fighting. It turned toward him, and deep blue eyes that seemed to swallow the water looked at Jason.

“You are the river dragon,” Jason said. “I found your egg.”

The dragon blinked.

Jason tried to focus on the dragon, wondering if he could communicate with the dragon, but he didn’t know whether the dragon could speak underwater. He could feel power, though.

“My name is Jason Dreshen. There are others like you.” He created an image of the iron dragon in front of him, then shifted it to the ice dragon, then the forest dragon, and finally to the storm dragon. All were misfits that he knew. He held off on using the mist dragon or the earth dragons; he didn’t know them as well. “I want to help you.”

He had no idea whether the dragon even needed his help. Water swirled around him, flowing from his connection to the other dragons.

“Have you been approached by any others?”

The dragon swirled, increasingly agitated.

“That was what I thought. I won’t hurt you. I want to help.”

Could the Dragon Souls have tried to come here? Worse, what about Lorren? Jason held onto his connection to the other misfits, flowing toward the water dragon.

It came out slowly, flowing outward. Pressure began to build, and Jason pushed harder, straining. It was almost as if the dragon were fighting.

He tried something else.

He held onto the energy of the forest dragon. He used that connection, that power, and thought about whether he might be able to draw on a new connection. He let power flow from him for a moment before releasing it.

Maybe the water dragon hadn’t been influenced. The dragon seemed capable of resisting Jason’s attempt to probe, which meant that it should have been able to have resisted Dragon Souls. The dragon should have been safe.

What about Lorren?

“I was testing whether you have been influenced,” Jason said.

The dragon watched him, and he had no sense that the dragon understood. He took a breath, frustration filling him. There had to be some way to communicate with the dragon, though what was it going to take? It had to come naturally. He knew that. When he spoke to the other dragons, he had done so in their environment.

Which meant that he had to release his illusion.

As soon as he did, he heard the dragon rumbling. There was a strangeness to it and energy that flowed within it, and something almost like a wave that washed over him. As it did, its energy built within Jason. Power flowed with it, and he embraced it. The dragon started to swim, swirling around him. Within that swimming was a stirring. The sound that built allowed Jason to hear the dragon.

“I can protect you,” he said.

He didn’t know how he could even speak underwater, but his words came out, and he heard them.

“There is no protection. Only danger.”

“Who came after you?”

The water dragon did the same as Jason and created an image. The image formed, building, and a figure took form. The dragon reacted, water flowing around him with more violence. The dragon had been assaulted by Lorren.

“You were able to fight him,” Jason said.

“They were not going to use me,” the dragon said.

“No, they’re not. I’m glad you held out. If you like, I can help you. I help others.”

He had no idea if the dragon would accept any help from him, but he held on to the power of the other dragons, though his lungs started to burn. He didn’t know how much longer he could stay beneath the water. He was going to have to take a breath, but if he called upon another illusion, he ran the risk of alienating the dragon. He needed the dragon. If this dragon could keep Lorren from attacking, having a connection like that would be beneficial.

“Let me show you the others. Friends. You can follow me and I’ll make sure you’re safe. Please.”

Jason started to swim. He propelled himself, feeling for the energy of the dragon, though he wasn’t sure at first if it was going to follow.

The dragon followed.

Jason surfaced and took a gasping breath of air. A burst of energy carried him all the way to the shore, and he propelled himself out, resting on the rocky ledge. He borrowed heat from the iron dragon and water washed away from him, turning to steam.

Sarah looked down at him. “What happened?”

“The river dragon is in the water.”

“River?” Henry asked.

Jason nodded. “I think it’s the same. I spoke to the dragon, but I don’t even know if he’s going to follow me. I think Lorren intended to use him. He was strong enough to fight. He’s different. Lorren tried to get to this dragon, but couldn’t.” He certainly had moved away from here, which meant that the dragon was safe. He couldn’t control this one, which gave Jason some hope that Lorren wouldn’t be able to control the egg if it were to hatch.

When. Not if.

All of a sudden, a dragonlike face appeared above the water. It seemed to be made of water, trailing toward the surface, glistening in the sunlight.

Henry gasped and Sarah only stood there. Jason could feel the power coming off this dragon. The water dragon. That was probably the best way to regard it. It might’ve been born of the river, but it was made of water. Maybe that was what gave it the energy to defend against Lorren.

Jason reached for the power of the misfits, probing toward the water dragon. He needed to understand the water dragon, much like he understood all of the misfits. As he probed, he realized that might have been a mistake. The dragon resisted.

He attempted to push a message through. He wanted the dragon to know that he was working with the others, and he felt a stirring within him of the ice, iron, and forest dragons that surged, as if trying to reassure the water dragon.

“I pushed too hard.” And Jason knew better, but knowing Lorren was out there, and Lachen, had him acting in ways that he wouldn’t have otherwise. Having a dragon like that which could deal with Lorren, and which wouldn’t fear what he might do, would be a benefit, but he didn’t have a sense this dragon was willing to do that.

Power burst from the dragon and washed over Jason.

He didn’t fight.

There was no purpose in doing so, but more than that, he thought he needed to allow it. As it did, he embraced the energy the dragon swept through him. It worked over him. There came a cold chill that faded, slipping through him and then was gone. The dragon disappeared with it, slipping beneath the surface of the water and then away.

“I guess that is it,” he said. He stared at the water, noticing rippling waves across the surface. He could see where the dragon moved, the way that he undulated through the water. 
He could feel power, even though he didn’t think he could use it. He had done everything that he needed to. “With as few misfits as there are out here, I keep thinking that I can gather them, but maybe I’ve gathered all I can,” he said.

The water dragon wouldn’t be the last of the misfits, but he might be the last of them created the way Lorren used. At least, until Jason found a way to create more. Then again, he wasn’t sure he even wanted to. He didn’t know if creating misfits was good for the dragon or whether it only created a different kind of power. If he were to do so, if he were to create that kind of power, modifying the dragons to change them, he didn’t know if it turned them into something they were not meant to be.

For a moment, there came another rippling, and within that echoing sense, Jason wondered if the dragon were responding to him, attempting to communicate, but then there was nothing. Just an emptiness. Not the violence of the storm dragon, but almost as bad. The water dragon didn’t want to work with him. Not that Jason could even blame him. He had already done enough. He had fought enough.

Jason pushed power out to see if he might detect anything more, but there was nothing.

Instead, he squeezed energy from himself, letting it radiate out. Jason couldn’t help but wonder if he could find a way to ensure Lorren—and Lorach—wasn’t able to harm the misfits. There might not be anything he could do. It might even be too late. The power sweeping toward Dragon Haven might be more than they could withstand. With as many dragon as were coming toward them, and the danger Lorren posed, he couldn’t help but worry that they were already outmaneuvered. Dragon Haven would no longer be safe.

Where would they go? There were plenty of free dragons that could carry the people of Dragon Haven away, but he wanted the dragons of Dragon Haven and of Lorach to live 
freely and to survive, not hide. Only, by running, they would be doing just that.

Using the dragon sight, he looked through the iron dragon’s eyes as he circled high above them. He couldn’t see everything the dragon saw, but there was movement. Lots of it.

And Jason knew where they needed to go.

He breathed out, feeling power flowing through him. He climbed onto the dragon’s back, and they took to the air, heading toward the border, toward Lorach, and toward Lorren.
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s they neared the Lachen dragons, Jason had a distinct awareness of energy building in front of him. It came from dragons, but it was something else as well—the strange misfit energy that came from Lorren’s dragons. There were hundreds of dragons. That was only part of the power he felt. The rest came from Lorren’s misfits. He somehow had to save both.

He braced himself by holding onto the ice dragon power along with that of the iron dragon. He mixed the connection as he soared above the forest, the colors blurring past him.

He found Sarah watching him.

“We aren’t far,” he said.

“Are you sure about this?”

Jason nodded. “We need to—”

He cut off. There came a surge of power. He didn’t know what it was, only that he could feel the buildup of a kind of dragon power that he had never felt before. An explosion of energy, though he didn’t have a sense it was directed at them.

Henry twisted, leaning off the side of his dragon, looking down at the ground.

“Can you see anything?” Sarah asked.

Henry sat back upright. “I can’t. Whatever it was had incredible power, but I don’t know what they’re using it for.”

Jason tried to determine what was out there, though the 
power and pressure continued to build. Whatever was happening would come again. As he looked over the side of the iron dragon, he could feel it rising. The suddenness of that buildup left him uncomfortable. It was Dragon Soul power, but not the kind that he had known before, and he didn’t think it came from the misfits.

Jason headed toward it.

Another energy rumbled alongside them as Lorren headed toward the Dragon Souls.

“That fool,” Jason muttered.

Henry looked over at him, frowning. “What is it?”

“I think he intends to attack the Dragon Souls.”

“That many dragons?”

There were several hundred. Far too many. Jason knew Lorren was powerful, but against this many dragons, the misfits would be overpowered. Even with what he’d experienced, he had a hard time thinking that the earth dragons and the mist dragons could withstand this kind of onslaught. They would be overwhelmed.

He wasn’t willing to allow any dragon to die. They to had intervene now.

“If I don’t do anything now, Lorren is going to destroy these dragons. We have to free them.”

But why here?

That was the real question he had. Why would Lorren have come here?

Not only that, but why would Jessica and Lorach have come here?

Could it be only that Jason had placed the egg illusion here?

That wouldn’t have drawn Lorach.

There was still that strange energy he detected. He had no idea what it meant, only that there was something about it that left him worried.

The ice dragon circled overhead. He could feel the power 
and energy of him, the cold coming from him, and he thought about the heat of the iron dragon, even the illusion of the forest dragon. If something were to happen to him, the dragons would still be safe. He had a shared bond to the dragons, not one that forced them to serve them.

“If something happens to me, be ready to act. Otherwise…”

Henry frowned, shaking his head. “I’m not going to wait here while you do something stupid.” He started to pull off.

“Where are you going?” Sarah called after him.

“He can’t do this alone. Neither can Lorren. If these fools think to take on Lorach, then I’m going to see if the Dragon Guard will join us, but I need to be closer to Dragon Haven to summon them.”

These fools.

Jason didn’t want to be a fool. He didn’t want to be like Lorren, either.

How could he be something different?

That was the answer he had to discover before Lorren started destroying more dragons and before Jason felt more death around him.

Energy rumbled in the distance with a buildup of power from the Dragon Souls.

The dense fog in the distance caught his attention, and Jason raced toward it. That was Lorren.

Tendrils of the mist streaked toward him. Lorren strode upward, somehow walking on those tendrils the same way as Jason would ride upon a dragon.

“You would use illusion against me? I will find that egg.”

“No,” Jason said. “I’m going to keep you chasing illusions—”

Lorren blasted him with another tendril of mist, and it came streaking toward Jason, forcing him to react, to press power out from him that froze the fog. He dropped for a moment.

Lorren reacted, catching himself, came streaking toward Jason.

Using the ice and the iron dragons, Jason sent another burst of power toward Lorren. The combination crackled together, streaking through him, ripping him with power.

Lorren disappeared.

Then Jason felt a strange shriek.

Dragons under attack.

He couldn’t wait.

Even if they waited, there was no guarantee that they would be able to act in time. No guarantee that the Dragon Guard would reach them. And if he waited, dragons would die. He had felt it before, and had almost felt it with one of the dragon misfits.

Jason turned to Sarah. “Stay up here. If dragons get directed off, I need you to help them.”

“And what about you? What happens if you get turned away?”

He smiled at her. “Then I’m going to need you to find a way to get to me.” Jason patted the iron dragon on the side. “This one isn’t your fight. Not yet.”

The dragon rumbled.

He climbed to his feet and used a burst of energy that carried him up to the ice dragon. He landed on the ice dragon’s back, immediately leaning down, whispering to him. Then they dove.

It happened quickly, shooting on a burst of ice lightning, carrying them to the ground as quickly as possible. Jason added to it, using what he could of the iron dragon to give them a burst of power. He pushed it out, blasting at the nearest of the dragons. It was a surge of power and a combination that allowed it to swirl, flowing over the dragons.

He felt resistance, but with as much force as he utilized, it fluttered only a moment before fading. There came a roar. Dragons scattered, and five of them took flight. There came other shrieks from the dragons. He couldn’t see it, only that 
there was something more taking place, the energy that Lorren was using. And he was targeting the dragons, harming them.

Jason had the distant sense of dragons tossing their Dragon Soul riders, and he hoped they acted quickly enough to keep them from restoring their hold over the dragons. If they didn’t…

The dragons took off.

Sarah was there, guiding them.

She headed toward the dragons, joining with them, sweeping them off and toward Dragon Haven.

Jason used a hint of ice and iron together, pushing through those five dragons again to ensure they were protected, and found that they were.

He turned his attention to the dragons in front of him. The ice dragon roared, power coming from him, energy building. That sense filled him. There wasn’t anything else that he could do. The ice dragon’s power exploded.

More dragons were down there. Jason had started to push when a flock came toward him. Dozens of them.

He braced himself.

Sitting astride the ice dragon, Jason started to call upon as much power as he could. He sent ice and iron energy through them, picking them off one at a time and healing them. The resistance swept away. Dragons were freed, one by one, and they tossed their riders.

Jason wasn’t fast enough. Dragons streaked toward him. They moved quickly, with Dragon Souls on top of them, guiding them. Several of the dragons had more than one rider.

Dragons of every color came toward him. Black, blue, green, yellow, red. All of them streaking, all of them building power. All of them filled with the energy of the Dragon Souls. Jason couldn’t see Lorren, but as he heard the shrieking agony of Dragon Soul dragons around him, he knew that Lorren continued his attack. It wouldn’t be much longer before he 
finished it. Then those dragons would destroy the Dragon Soul dragons.

Jason needed to save them.

First, he needed to protect himself.

Jason had to try a different approach. He shifted reality. He created a barrier around him, thickening the air and preventing the dragons from penetrating it.

The ice dragon roared. “How long will that hold?”

“I don’t know. I might be pulling on too much power. I worry she won’t have the strength to replenish her egg.”

More than that, if he didn’t act quickly enough, the illusion he needed to hide the egg would fade. Then Lorren would know how to find the real
 egg.

He had to move quickly. With the barrier around him, he could form the healing and swept power toward each of the dragons. It gave him a little bit more time, but they continued to come in an onslaught of dragon power.

There was an explosion beneath him. He needed to be here. Whatever he detected was the reason Lorach was here, and maybe even why Lorren had come.

“Be ready,” Jason said. “I’m going to need you to call power from above.”

The dragon roared, understanding filling him.

The ice dragon could use a different kind of attack than others, and maybe with the ice lightning, he could slow things. Jason pushed out a blast of power, and it exploded toward the ground. They descended, dropping quickly. He clung to the ice dragon’s back. Dragons followed them, circling. Jason tried to heal more of the dragons as they descended, and each time he did, they tossed a Dragon Soul rider. He still didn’t worry about the rider. All he cared about was the dragon.

Distantly, he had a sense of Sarah directing dragons away. He hoped she could work fast enough. He hoped that he could continue sending the dragons toward her. He hoped they 
could be enough.

When he had done this around Jessica, she’d managed to fight him. At that time, Jason hadn’t used the same technique that he used now. He had barely been able to withstand the storm dragon and hadn’t been able to mix the power as well as he could now. This time, he added all of the misfits together. He formed that barrier around him as he healed other dragons.

They neared the ground, sweeping just above the treetops. Power came from below, assaulting them. Jason could feel that power building, the energy in the air, slamming into them. He couldn’t do anything differently.

He held onto the barrier as much as he could. Power came toward him.

Another explosion of power built near him.

A fog in the distance caught his attention, and a faint, vague rumbling. Lorren was out there. His power targeted the Dragon Soul dragons, though Jason couldn’t get to them. He had to focus on what was in front of him.

Jason directed the ice dragon toward that power. Something burst near him.

They reached the ground. There were dozens of dragons near him, all of them turning toward him, but they didn’t move. Power flowed through the dragons. Jason could feel that energy, was aware of it, and realized there was something about it that he could use. There was more power within him.

Strangely, he’d felt something like that before.

It was a drawing sensation. The only time he had felt that before had been with the dragon egg and the dragon misfits. This time, there were only these dragons.

They circled a rocky plain with trees all around. The burst of energy he detected was focused downward, toward the ground. As he noticed it, Jason thought he understood.

There was an egg. The size of it was distinct, and had Jason 
not carried an egg from the forest to Dragon Haven, he might not have truly understood what it was, but he recognized it. More than that, he realized there was a strange power here.

He studied the ground. Why here?

Could this be one that Lorren had placed?

Doubtful. This was still in Lorach. Which meant this would be somewhere Therin had placed an egg.

It was a unique location. A chasm dropped off nearby, and heat and steam drifted up, combining with a faint mist around it. The combination would likely create a powerful dragon. Heat. Water. Mist. Earth. A combination egg.

Jessica and Lorach intended to create a misfit.

Not just any misfit, though. A powerful
 misfit.

And from what he could tell by the way that they were pushing power into the egg, they knew how to feed it the same way as the misfit egg in the forest had been fed.

Jason could feel energy building. Dozens upon dozens of dragons were pushing power out from them, the drawing sensation growing increasingly intense. All of it was feeding Jessica’s egg.

Jason didn’t need to get close to the dragon egg to know what was happening. He could feel it. Energy came from what they were doing, squeezing power out from them, which meant he was going to have to do something different.

He might have to interrupt what was taking place, but how could he do so?

Energy burst again. This time, something changed. There came a soft rumbling.

For a moment, Jason thought that it came from the earth dragons, but that didn’t seem to be what it was. It was gentle, softer than what he had detected before. It was coming from where they stood, power they were summoning into the egg.

The dragons turned toward him.

Jason pushed, sweeping ice and iron dragon energy through 
them. The first layer of dragons scattered as the power swept through them, freeing them and letting them race into the sky. Dragon Souls turned toward him, holding dragon pearls. The Dragon Souls were no longer bound to the dragons, but they still had the power that came from the pearls.

Dragon magic assaulted Jason. Had he not created the barrier around himself using the power of illusion, he might’ve been overwhelmed.

They streaked toward the ground, and Jason jumped off of the dragon, heading toward the egg. This was what the blue dragon had warned him about.

Where was that dragon?

He’d been searching. Had he been caught by Lorach?

Jason thougth he would have known, but with Jessica attacking, it was possible he wouldn’t have known. Now he had to get to the egg and keep it from Jessica before Lorren did. He could hide it. Maybe even with the other egg.

He couldn’t get to the egg. The Dragon Souls prevented him. Jason landed nearby, at the edge of a clearing, and tendrils of mist began to streak toward him again.

Jason crackled power from the ice dragon and shot it toward the mist dragon.

Lorren strode toward him. He was dressed in green and black, and the mist swirled around him, making Jason question how much of it was real or illusion.

“There it is,” Lorren said. “This is the egg you’ve been trying to keep from me.”

“We need to help this dragon, not harm it,” Jason said.

Lorren shot him a look. “We? You’re the reason they’re even here. Had it not been for you revealing these dragons, Lorach would never have known. They never would have attempted this sort of power. They would have been content. Instead, you showed them the power of these dragons.”

“I didn’t show them anything. I wanted to free the dragons.”

“Because you are ignorant.”

Could that be the reason that he attacked? He blamed Jason?

A roar erupted, and a dozen dragons dove from the sky, all darting toward Lorren.

He swirled back, enveloped by the mist.

Jason moved forward, getting out of the way, letting the Dragon Souls take on Lorren.

He would protect their dragons later.

For now, he had to deal with the egg.

He hurried forward, trying to reach the chasm, trying to find the egg itself, when he realized he wasn’t alone.

A darkened figure strode toward him, dressed all in black dragonskin, rage flowing from her. Jessica. Her hair flowed with the wind, power exploding from her. She was terrifying.

“You would dare interrupt me?”

“You aren’t going to control this misfit,” he said.

“Misfit?” She sneered at him. “There is nothing misfit about what I have created.” There came another soft rumbling, and she glanced over her shoulder. “And perhaps you can stay here and watch as I gain control over him. Do you realize how hard I’ve looked for a record of where Therin left the eggs?” She sneered at him. “This one finally has potential. The others… Not so much.”

Jason realized what she was saying. She had destroyed other eggs.

All this time and that was what Lorach had been searching for.

Not Dragon Haven. At least, not yet.

She had wanted the eggs.

She had wanted misfits.

She had wanted the power that they could offer her.

“I’m not leaving this dragon I’m not allowing you to harm any more of them. Not any longer.” He flicked his gaze to the sky 
and the swarm of dragons that flew within it. “This is going to be the end. I’m going to stop you. I’m going to stop Lorach. Whatever it takes.” Rage filled him at how she intended to harm another dragon, to control a misfit.

As that rage hit him, he forced it away.

It was that rage that drove Lorren.

He could not be like him. Jason had to be better.

Lorren had been twisted by anger. He had allowed that to influence how he treated the dragons, and he had allowed that to turn him into something else, someone willing to harm dragons rather than to protect them.

“What do you mean?”

“I know what Lorren did.”

At the mention of his name, her brow darkened.

“He is killing your dragons. He is killing your Dragon Souls. I would—”

Power exploded from her, causing the ground to erupt and flames to streak toward him. He had to hurriedly create a barrier of power around him, and nearly didn’t do it in time. His connection to the ice and iron dragons, along with a hint of the forest dragon, solidified that connection so he could prevent her from harming him any more than she had just done. Even then, he barely withstood what she did.

There was considerable power within her. Energy built up, slamming into him. He needed to separate her from her dragon, but he had no idea if he could. Other dragons started to surround him.

Jason focused on the ice dragon. “Be ready to call lightning,” he whispered.

The ice dragon roared gently.

Jessica turned her attention to him and pressed toward his barrier. “An interesting trick. Do you really think it will hold if I wanted to come through?”

“It will hold long enough.”

“Long enough for what?”

“Long enough for me to continue to free your dragons. And help this one.”

Jason swept power away, using it against all the dragons around him. He forced it everywhere, sweeping as far as he could, more power building. The more he pushed, the more he could feel it striking through the resistance of those dragons, overwhelming it.

Jason struggled, holding onto power. Dragons took flight, erupting into the sky, the energy around them shifting and fading. Still there were more. Each time he freed another five or six dragons, more pressed forward. He knew there were hundreds of dragons here, but this seemed impossible.

An illusion.

Jason could feel the illusion around him, and he shifted it. What he thought he’d been doing had not been that at all. The dragons he’d freed in the sky had been freed, but once he had landed, Jessica had protected them.

She laughed a dark laugh. “Very good. You see, once you demonstrated what you could do to free them, I needed to find an alternative strategy to ensure they remained under my control.”

Power built around him, more than he thought he could withstand. Jason felt it slamming into him, almost overwhelming the barrier he had placed. There was too much power. It hammered at him. It would eventually overwhelm him.

It was in the way Jessica created her illusion. She could pick at the barrier, drawing upon the dragons. There were too many dragons.

Jason was trapped. He reached for the ice dragon, feeling for power within him, but it wasn’t going to be enough. He could already tell that he didn’t have enough strength, and it took everything within him to withstand the power that was 
slamming upon him now.

“I might make you watch as I take this dragon,” Jessica said, grinning at him.

He closed his eyes, focusing on the ice dragon. “Call on the lightning,” he said.

The dragon roared, and power built. Energy crackled, and a massive bolt of ice lightning streaked toward him and then outward. When it cleared, Jason expected that some of the dragons would have been scattered, but nothing had changed.

Jessica had used her power to protect not only herself, but the other dragons around her. “Do you really think I would have been unprepared a second time?”

She started toward him and stepped through his barrier. Jason couldn’t stop her.

Suddenly, the ground rumbled.

“You will get to see my new dragon soon.”

The rumbling came again, deeper in timber. Earth dragons, but not the one she had just hatched. Somewhere distantly, one of the dragons shrieked. Then another. Then another.

Lorren hadn’t been close. He’d been battling with the Dragon Souls.

And he must have succeeded.

Now he came. His dragons came. Death came.

Jessica turned, frowning.

“Send them away,” Jason said.

She turned to him. “Why would I do that? I have you held captive here. I’m not going to release—”

“Because Lorren is here. He’s coming for the dragon you just hatched.”

She pressed her mouth into a tight frown. “If he’s here, then he will—”

Another dragon shrieked. This one was louder than before, filling his ears with a painful sound. People—Dragon Souls—began to scream. More and more dragons started to shriek.

Jessica turned away from Jason. Her power over him was gone.

Something was wrong. Jason could feel it, not only from the strange energy in the air, but in the ground beneath them, from the dragons that were out there, shrieking in agony. He could feel it in the dragon magic that flowed, even from his connection to the ice dragon. The strangeness that he detected was terrifying, and it was something he needed to stop.

He reached for the ice dragon, jumping onto his back, and they quickly took flight. They circled over the dragons. He could feel something changing. The air swirled with the strange mist of Lorren’s dragons.

“We have to stop it.”

The ice dragon shot a bolt of ice lightning, solidifying the air. Energy crackled around him, and he froze everything. Something shifted again.

Each time Jason solidified the air, he could feel the trembling of the ground, the way the mist swirled, the mist dragons using that energy to assault the Dragon Soul dragons.

Jessica raged with power. The dragon had disappeared. He could feel her influence, the way she attempted to try to call that dragon, and Jason strained for it, but she intervened.

She was powerful.

And she had connected to the dragon misfit that she had hatched.

It was an incredible display. He could feel energy radiating away from her, drawn from dozens upon dozens, possibly hundreds of dragons. Each time it did, energy exploded but still wasn’t enough. There was something more taking place. Lorren called upon power, a considerable amount of it, and sent it toward her.

Jason didn’t know what he needed to do.

Somehow, he had to help, though who should he help?

Jessica shrieked, and dragons around her screamed.

That answered it.

He tapped the ice dragon on the side. They streaked toward the ground, toward the assault. When he landed, he found Jessica with power flowing from her and swirling around her. The mist shimmered around her as well. The other dragons she had controlled had all disappeared. The Dragon Souls had scrambled, and now the air was filled with dragons. Jason didn’t think it was an illusion. They were retreating.

Jason had heard that sound before. He had felt the agony of dragons shrieking in the throes of death, and he had known the torment those dragons had encountered. Hearing it now, feeling it now, left him trembling with that power, knowing that he needed to do something—anything.

He had to stop this.

Jessica would attack Lorren, trying to claim his dragon misfits, and if she succeeded, she would turn that power upon Jason’s dragon misfits, and even upon Dragon Haven.

If Lorren were to succeed, he would destroy Lorach’s dragons.

Neither option was one he was willing to accept.

Which meant he had to act. Quickly.

It left him with Jessica and Lorren.

This was his opportunity.

Jessica watched him. “Is this your doing?”

“I wouldn’t harm the dragons,” he said.

“To stop Lorach, you would,” she said. Power swirled from her, heading toward him.

The mist interrupted it. Jason added a hint of power, freezing the mist again. Jessica glared at him. The ground rumbled.

She looked down. “You’re with him, aren’t you?”

“I’m not with him. I wouldn’t be with someone like him.”

Not even if it meant stopping her.

With the realization, he knew what he had to do.

He would have to help
 
Jessica if he wanted to stop Lorren.

She flicked her gaze over to the ice dragon. “You are. That’s how you know how to control these dragons. This is not over.”

The dragon hatchling crawled toward her. It was not anything like a dragon he had ever seen. Brown, with heat that radiated from it, and swirls of steam that flew around it. Jason hurriedly pushed power toward the dragon, trying to connect to it, but Jessica was there, intervening.

She glared at him.

“You don’t have to go with her,” Jason said to the dragon, not even sure if it understood him. “You can stay with others like you.”

“You will not keep this dragon,” Jessica said.

She used a swirl of power and grabbed the dragon.

With that, she jumped, bringing the dragon with her. She used incredible power with her jump, heat and energy exploding her into the air. Jason had once done something similar.

With it, she disappeared, joining the Dragon Souls as they retreated.

He could go after her.

She had a misfit, a dragon that would become powerful.

And he had the upper hand here. She was running. She was afraid.

If he stopped Lorach now, all of this would be over.

But it wouldn’t. Not with Lorren still willing to attack.

None of this would be over until he defeated Lorren.

That was what Jason had to do first.

To save the dragons, he would have to stop Lorren for good.

The ground rumbled again.

Jason turned. Lorren was coming.
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ressure built all around him and Jason focused on the energy and power that was out there, focusing on the mist swirling near him. He controlled the power coming from the ice dragon, sending it streaking out to solidify the mist. He had to use as much power as he could, trying to interrupt whatever Lorren might do. He had to stop him.

A layer of mist hung around the forest. He borrowed from the power of the ice dragon and solidified the mist. As soon as they did, he exploded it, trying to create steam and clear the air. It did so momentarily, but then the mist solidified again.

“You must do that again,” the ice dragon said.

Jason focused on the ice again, solidifying it, and then added a hint of power to explode it. Distantly, there came a rumbling from the earth dragons.

The ice dragon could neutralize some aspect of the earth dragon magic, but if there were many of them, it might not be enough. He didn’t want to risk the ice dragon the way he had with the iron dragon, when he had nearly died, but there might be something that Jason could try.

“It’s going to be risky,” he said to the ice dragon.

“I am ready,” the ice dragon said.

The mist streamed toward them, but this close to them, the ice dragon radiated cold, and the mist froze. The ground 
beneath the ice dragon started to crackle, ice rippling across its surface. The ice dragon solidified it. What would’ve happened had the iron dragon done something similar? He might have been able to use his heat in a way to turn the ground to molten rock. They hadn’t tried that, but he wondered if he should have.

The ground rumbled as the earth dragon attempted to slam into the ice. The mist seemed to be denser. Power was building around him.

Lorren was here
.

Jason reached for power again, although this time there was resistance, something pushing on him and on the power of the ice dragon. The ground trembled and the ice crackled. When it did, the air shimmered, shifting.

It was illusion.

Rather than fighting, Jason embraced the illusion, the power that came from Lorren, and added his own power to it. He wouldn’t fight it. He would instead call Lorren into it.

“What are you doing?” The ice dragon turned toward him, cold radiating from him.

“I’m trying to summon him here.”

“Is that wise?”

Jason grunted. “Probably not.”

He had to try to get to Lorren. He had to somehow trap him. He had to defeat him.

Jason twisted the illusion, adding the swirling wind, the snow gusting out of the mountains, the cold. He created everything out of the north, solidifying it. There was a resistance, then the illusion crackled around him. Lorren stepped forward. There was a dark grin on his face.

“This is where you acquired that wonderful dragon,” he said, turning to Jason. He held his hands up, and snowflakes danced upon his palms. Lorren had gained control over the illusion already. “The other may be mine, but that one is all 
Therin’s.”

It was vastly different than when Jason had faced Therin. At least Therin hadn’t been able to overwhelm Jason’s ability with the illusion. With Lorren, not only did he have control over the illusion, but he had more strength than Jason. He could use that and control the illusion, twisting it.

“You have interesting control,” Lorren said, turning to him.

Snowflakes rippled, turning to a shimmering rain. Jason attempted to regain control over the illusion but could feel Lorren resisting him. He strained as he reached through the forest dragon to summon energy, but failed.

Lorren stepped toward him. The rain shifted with him. “You have potential, but you are inexperienced. I’m surprised you eliminated Therin. Of course, Therin was often too arrogant for his own good.”

“You aren’t going to hurt the dragons.”

“I’m not going to do what?” The rain shifted and now began to spiral around him. There was a strange twisting to it. This time, Jason realized what Lorren did. He turned the rain into a violent mist, accosting Jason and preventing him from doing anything. “As soon as I’m done with you, I’m going after that one. I will have your dragons, and then I will claim the one she created.”

At least Lorren didn’t know anything about the other egg from the forest. At least he didn’t know about the one in Dragon Haven.

Lorren grinned at him. “And when all of that is done, I will go to Dragon Haven, and I will find the other. The one you have been trying to hide from me.” He sneered at Jason. “Did you think I wouldn’t know? Did you think the dragons wouldn’t tell me?”

Jason’s heart hammered.

Unless he stopped Lorren, that dragon, and that egg, were in danger.

Not only that, but Dragon Haven was in danger.

He would have to stop him.

This was not a man he could work with. This was not a man he wanted to be like.

He tried to grab for more energy and power, but couldn’t do anything other than what he had already done. Lorren assaulted him, power building and hammering at him, swirling mist and energy twisting around him. Jason tried to hold his hands out and brace himself against that power, but there was too much.

He held his hands away from him, bracing, but couldn’t.

There had to be another way.

It wasn’t going to be illusion. Lorren used his mist dragons in the illusion primarily. That was his connection to power. That was the way he overwhelmed Jason, who had to find a different way to overpower him.

Maybe heat would work.

He added heat, then ice, mixing the two. Given the way Lorren had control over the illusion, the moment Jason shifted one thing, Lorren shifted it to something else. It wasn’t going to work that way. Jason needed to try something more. There might be another way of reaching through the illusion and overpowering Lorren.

Heat, then ice, then the forest dragon.

He called on each of them, but none were enough. The moment he pushed out with one power, Lorren tried something else. Lorren took a step toward him, and everything shifted. He changed reality. The suddenness was jarring, but Jason barely reacted, pulling himself back into the icy landscape. He held onto it, forcing the ground to be solid, for snow and ice to swirl around him, and for the ice dragon to be here.

The power was significant. Jason struggled against it, straining, but Lorren used power in a way Jason couldn’t 
counter.

He had to call upon the forest dragon. She relied on a different technique for illusion than that of the mist dragons. It was similar enough that Lorren could overwhelm it, but this was the forest dragon. She was the master of illusion. Jason could borrow her power, fumbling through himself. He embraced that power as it built. He had to find the core of that energy.

He added hints of ice and iron, mingling them together.

There was another sense buried within him that he hadn’t detected before. The energy of it was there, one that he was familiar with, having recognized it when the dragon egg fed. It was electric. It left him crackling with energy, rumbling along his skin, deep within him.

Jason thought he understood. When he had been helping feed the dragon egg, he had pulled upon power from each of the dragons. That included the storm dragon. He called that power to him.

It crackled, bursting through the air.

Of all the dragons, the storm dragon was one of the most potent and difficult to overwhelm. It was the reason Jason had been concerned about the storm dragon and how he would interact with the others. Now that he could feel it and was aware of his power, he had to think there was some strength that he could use that he had not before.

Jason called that power to him. A bolt of lightning struck.

Lorren glared at him. “Nice trick.”

“It’s no trick,” Jason said.

He called another bolt of lightning, and it nearly blasted Lorren before he blocked and deflected the power. “You will provide me with that dragon. You could even be a part of it. You could help. Together we could destroy Lorach. I’ve seen the look in your eye. I have seen that you want to do it.” He flicked his gaze to the sky. “We can ensure the dragons are 
saved.”

Jason took a deep breath. Had Lorren propose that when they had first met, Jason might’ve been convinced. Even now, there was a part of him that wanted nothing more than to defeat Lorach that considered it. As much as he hated it, he thought that maybe they could work together.

But not like Lorren intended.

“I can’t do it like you. The dragons can be saved. Truly saved.”

“Not when they’ve already been tainted,” Lorren said.

That told Jason all he needed to know about Lorren. As if there were any question, Lorren answered it.

Tension built within Jason, a rumbling sort of energy. He had to add to it. He needed the power of the storm dragon, but also that of the ice dragon and his ice lightning, that of the iron dragon, and even the forest dragon. All of that energy was here, and it filled him.

Deep within him came another sense.

Power, but different than he’d ever felt.

A rumbling of energy. It took a moment, but he detected the pull of earth.

That dragon was there. Gifting some of his magic to Jason.

Lorren may have connected to the dragon misfits and forced them to serve him, but Jason had a different connection to them. He was a conduit for their power. He mixed them, including earth, and let that power explode.

It streaked toward Lorren. He held his hands up, blocking, as if it were nothing more than an illusion.

It was not.

When the ice lightning struck, followed by storm dragon lightning, the surge of power continued to build, heat, and illusion slamming into him, one after another. It crashed through him, a cascade of energy. Finally Jason relented.

He had to stop Lorren. That was the thought that stayed 
with him.

He called lightning down. A bolt of electricity. Ice lightning. Fire streaking from the sky. All of it mixed together, swirling within the power of reality and illusion coming together.

Then the ice dragon struck.

He used the powerful spikes of his body and shot ice outward. It pierced Lorren.

For a moment, he feared it might be nothing more than an illusion.

Lorren didn’t get up. Blood pooled around the spikes.

The dragons pressed power through Jason. He didn’t have a chance to control it. It came as a bolt of lightning, mixed with ice and fire, all of that melding together. Earth joined in, much as it had before, a true betrayal of Lorren.

All that power struck Lorren.

Jason was surprised that the dragons would use such violence, but realized why.

There was a layer of illusion over him.

They shattered the illusion, shredding it.

Then Lorren was truly down.

He continued holding his hand up as the mist swirled around him. The power he commanded from the mist dragons worked around him, but the onslaught of power coming from Jason’s dragon misfits continued to strike him.

Jason reached for the ice dragon, grabbing hold of one of the icy spikes on his back and pulling it free. He strode over to Lorren and jammed the icicle into Lorren’s belly.

Lorren stared at him, holding his gaze, his eyes wide before narrowing.

“Perhaps I had you wrong,” Lorren said.

With that, he faded, falling back and crashing to the ground.

The mist swirled around him for a moment before it began to solidify.

Jason held out the icicle, clutching it tightly. He had no 
interest in battling the mist dragons, but rather than that, he watched as the mist dragons solidified around him, forming a layer, and then the remaining earth dragons rumbled, pulling Lorren’s body underground. It left nothing behind.

The mist dragons started to dissipate, but before they did, they watched Jason for a moment before disappearing altogether from view.

Jason let out a heavy sigh and turned to the ice dragon. “It’s time to go back.”
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hen Jason reached Dragon Haven, he was relieved to find it still intact. With everything he’d encountered, and with how powerful Jessica had been, he wasn’t sure what would’ve become of the city. Thankfully, it was still there.

Sarah rode alongside him, looking down upon the illusion, and as they pierced through it, tension within her returned. “I still can’t believe you allowed Jessica to go.”

“It meant saving the dragons,” Jason said.

“Did it?” Jessica asked, turning her head and frowning at him. “Even after everything you’ve seen? Everything that she has done to you? To us?”

Jason took a deep breath, looking away. He understood the anger Sarah felt, but at the same time, he had chosen.

“Stopping Lorren meant saving the dragons. Jessica won’t kill them.”

“Only use them.”

Jason nodded. “She will. And we still have to stop her, but at least this way, we have something to save.” Had he not stopped Lorren, there would have been nothing left for them to save. Lorren would have hunted, killing, and slaughtering dragons until he had what he wanted.

Misfits.

That would have been all that survived.

The other dragons deserved to live, as well. Jason had seen they could be saved. Sarah knew they could be saved, as well, even if she refused to acknowledge it.

Jason had done what was necessary.

Now he would protect the egg.

Then he would have to find some way to reach the misfit Jessica had created. He would have to see if he could call to him, and perhaps even rescue him.

Now they had something else they could do. Dozens upon dozens of dragons were saved.

“You did well,” he said. “You protected those dragons as they were saved. What happened to them?”

Sarah frowned at him, and he sensed her frustration, but she shook her head, looking out upon Dragon Haven. “The others are elsewhere. I’ve tried to encourage them to stay here, but I don’t know if they will.”

The other dragons that they had freed had not remained nearby. It was part of the reason Lorren had grown so powerful.

They had passed the Dragon Guard on the way back and given word to Henry that the battle was over, but he had remained with the Dragon Guard, trying to ensure that any Dragon Soul that might remain was eliminated.

The illusion overhead remained intact, but that wasn’t the only illusion he was concerned about. He probed and felt that it remained unbroken.

As he climbed off the dragon’s back, Sarah nodded. Jason followed the direction of her gaze and saw William racing toward them, his eyes wide, his hair standing on end.

“Jason. Sarah. I’m glad you’re both back. I need you to come with me.”

They shared a look. “Why? What happened? Is the egg—”

William shook his head. “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with the egg, but…”

He grabbed Jason’s arm and pulled him. He had no choice to go along. Sarah followed him.

As they headed into the forest, William glanced over. “I wasn’t sure at first. When I came through here, I wasn’t able to detect anything. I couldn’t get that close. Then some sort of strange pressure built against me. All of a sudden, it was gone.”

Jason stopped, glancing at the sky. Lorren was gone, wasn’t he? “What do you mean that it was gone?”

“That’s just it. Had I not known what was here, and understood that it prevented anybody from getting close, I wouldn’t have even tried. That sense disappeared. I don’t know what it was, only that something changed.”

Jason frowned. There was no reason anything would have changed. No reason unless Lorren had somehow attacked.

Jason focused on the illusion and could feel the effect of it out there, faint but still present. Within the illusion was some other sense of power.

He followed William, Sarah chasing after them.

When they reached the illusion, Jason noticed it as a shimmering veil in front of them. He could see the illusion and was aware of it, but there was something else that was different.

He stepped forward. “It’s gone,” Jason whispered.

“What is?” Sarah asked.

He glanced over at her. “The power I placed here. It was meant to prevent anybody else from getting here.”

“That’s what I was saying. Something repelled me, and I assumed it was something you did.” William glanced over at him, and Jason nodded. “I could feel it. There was a circle of it as if it created a barrier within the forest. Then it disappeared. I don’t know what happened, only that I could get much closer than I could before. There’s still a pressure against me, but it’s different than before. Not nearly as unpleasant.”

Jason focused on that. If there was something here…

Power. Only what kind of power?

He probed with his connection to the dragons, now adding the connection to the storm dragon since he knew that he could. He probed outward.

“Come,” he said, murmuring to the other dragons.

He hoped they would respond. Distantly, he had an awareness of them coming toward him. The ice dragon dropped from overhead, and the iron dragon slithered through the trees. More power was coming as well. The forest dragon.

He frowned. That was unusual. She never came.

Thunder rumbled distantly.

That wasn’t the forest dragon.

The storm dragon was coming. He could feel the energy crackling from it as he streaked toward them.

When they all appeared, they came to rest in the clearing nearby. All of those dragons were filled with power. There was something more, a new energy that swept toward him. There was something… incredible… to it.

Power built from the dragons, radiating out from them, mingling as it swirled between them.

“What are they doing?” Sarah asked.

Jason had no idea. He could feel the power that they were using and mingling, but he didn’t know if the other power that he felt was coming from them—or from the egg.

That was it.

He turned to William and Sarah. “I’m not so sure that you should be here for this,” he said.

“Why not?” Sarah asked.

“Because I don’t know what exactly is going to take place. I can feel something, but it is dangerous.”

Enough that it made him nervous. He could feel power building, trembling.

He looked over at the other dragons, and they watched 
him.

“I’ll find you when I’m certain,” he said to Sarah.

She held his gaze for a moment, then tapped on William’s arm. The two of them backed away.

“If you see any of the Dragon Guard, warn them that they should stay away from here.”

As they disappeared back into the trees, Jason turned his attention to the clearing. There was a building sense of energy that mingled within the dragons. That sense filled him, though it came from everywhere around him. There was a singular source emanating from it, a darkness that swirled around.

For a moment, Jason thought that was simply the illusion he’d formed, but as he headed forward, he realized the illusion had shattered. There was no more remaining. Whatever he saw now was not his illusion. It came from something else.

He moved forward slowly, holding his hands up. He could feel the power coming from the egg. It was different than before, but also the same.

The iron dragon nudged him gently, and he moved forward.

In the distance, on the far side of the clearing, the storm dragon remained a nebulous dark cloud, almost impossible to connect to, though he felt the energy radiating from him. It was similar to what he felt coming off the ice dragon and the iron dragon. Even the forest dragon radiated considerable power, pressing toward him.

All of them wanted him to move closer.

As he did, nearing the center of the clearing, Jason was aware of the egg. He could feel it, but with the darkness swirling around it, he couldn’t see it quite as well.

Jason reached for it.

A thunderous crack echoed.

Jason watched the egg. Darkness emanated from it, followed by a loud roar. Something slithered past him, slipping 
around him, and then the shadows twisted and twirled, brushing up against him.

With a sudden understanding, Jason realized what this was.

The dragon.

He held his hand out. Darkness as black as night worked around him, slipping around his arm, through him, before disappearing altogether. He glanced up, but the illusion of the moonlit sky was gone.

He thought he understood. The forest dragon had helped create her misfit. Darkness and night. With the thought, he knew it fit.

Jason smiled. “A night dragon.”

The other dragons roared.
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The Dragon Misfits concludes with Night Dragon
!
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A true misfit may be the key to finally defeating Lorach, but only if Jason learns its powers in time.

Having stopped Lorren and saving the egg, Jason now faces his most dangerous threat as Lorach moves on Dragon Haven.

With the city under attack from a strange new power, only with an understanding of the misfit dragons will Jason—and the dragons—finally be free. When even Dragon Haven seeks to use their power, Jason is forced to make a choice between the people who took him in and the dragons he pledged to protect.

For Jason, long a misfit himself, the choice is more difficult than he ever imagined. One choice means Lorach will extend their influence beyond their borders and continue their reign of devastation, but the other means the misfits will be sacrificed.
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