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      Thanks so much for picking up the final book in the Bramoria Trilogy! Strap in because it’s gonna be a bumpy ride all the way to the finish!!

      

      Don’t forget, you can get a free book when you sign up for my newsletter at www.blakerwolfe.com!
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      There were no guards at the entrance to the village, and the stench of smoke was thick in the air. Tyler lifted his sleeve over his nose and mouth to stop himself from coughing. The port city was decimated, and the wails of those who remained alive could be heard echoing through the streets. The light rain that had begun to fall wasn’t enough to cut through the smoke or the smell of burnt flesh that accompanied it. Already the streets had been churned to mud by many feet and all around there were destroyed carts, homes, decimated beasts, and bodies of those who hadn’t been fast enough to escape the attack. It reminded him of the Fossar attack, but somehow worse. At least the Fossars had been hunting, but the destruction he saw now was nothing but one man’s struggle for power. An hour before, Tyler had been feeling confident and ready to take on the world, but now that he was standing amid the chaotic aftermath of a dragon attack, he only felt helpless and angry. Deep in his gut, he knew it was Clay who’d ordered the attack and, in that moment, all he wanted to do was run him through with his blade.

      A man with soot smeared across his face and a fresh bloodstain on his shirt stumbled past, but Koto reached out and grabbed him by the arm.

      “What happened here?” he asked, trying to sound as gentle as possible. “Who did this?”

      “I-It was like a g-ghost in the n-night,” the man stuttered, his eyes going wide as he looked to the sky. “All smoke and flames it w-was, bearing d-down on us l-like a demon. The wings… they sounded like thunder.” He looked back at Koto. “There was n-no warning. It was like it came out of nowhere.”

      “But what was it?”

      “Only one thing it c-could be,” the man replied, glancing back toward the docks and the sea beyond. “A dragon… and a right n-nasty one at that. He’s been a d-dark cloud over this city for d-decades.”

      “You think Ryrris did this?” Tyler asked, stepping up to the man as well. “Has he done this before?”

      “No,” Koto answered before the stuttering man could. “Ryrris is a green dragon.” He glanced back at Tyler. “That means he spits acidic venom. He can’t breathe fire.”

      “Don’t m-make no difference,” the man said, pulling himself away from Koto. “He’ll be d-dead soon, anyway.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The man didn’t answer as he walked away, muttering to himself.

      “Clay did this,” Tyler said, letting his gaze fall to the ash covered soil. “I can feel it in my bones, but what that man said proves it.” He looked back up at Koto and Ninsar, brows furrowed together. “We have to stop him, no matter what it takes.” The leather of his gloves squeaked as his hands curled into fists. “This has to stop.”

      “We will,” Ninsar said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “But we have to save Tiragan first. Feel your anger, don’t let it wane, but channel it into the task at hand.” Tyler noticed the silver circlet upon her head, a gift from the Sage. “Once we’ve saved him, we’ll have the strength to take on the capital and its monarch possessed by madness.”

      “She’s right,” Koto nodded. One of his ears swiveled toward the center of town, catching a faint noise that the others couldn’t make out. “There’s a gathering in the square.” He gestured for the other two to follow him. “Let’s go take a look. Maybe we can find passage to the island where Ryrris lives.”

      Both Tyler and Ninsar followed, weaving their way through the half burned and broken buildings toward the center of town. More than once, they had to crawl under fallen beams or pass through a half-burned house to avoid debris in the street, but eventually they came to the center of town. The voices, which had been growing in volume, finally became clear as they stepped into the square. A large crowd of townsfolk had gathered, all of them looking worse for wear and more than a few of them in need of medical attention. At the center was a pile of crates that looked as if they’d been pulled from nearby businesses. Standing atop them were two men, both of their voices ringing out over the crowd.

      “I say we’ve spent too many years cowering under the supposed ‘might’ of Ryrris!” the man on the left shouted, a bloody bandage tied over one eye. “Nobody has seen that wyrm for nearly a generation and yet we send tribute to his island every full moon as instructed. And what do we get for our good faith? Burned homes and dead children!”

      Cries of anger and fury rose up from the crowd, their fists pumping the air.

      “Have we not been faithful in our duties?” the second man yelled, leaning against a wooden crutch that looked only a moment away from collapse. “Our gifts to the green serpent were supposed to protect Candlelight Harbor, but instead all we’ve received is ruination and the loss of our loved ones! No more!”

      Another raucous cry from the villagers.

      “I say we go to the island and kill that beast ourselves for what he’s done!” the first man cried. “Put an end to our sacrifices once and for all!”

      The crowd cheered.

      “We’ll go to that island and send him back to his maker!” the second added.

      Another cheer.

      “Now who will go with us to fight the great forest wyrm?”

      Silence.

      “Come now,” the crutch wielding man called, hobbling to the edge of his crate. “You’re sick of the sacrifices, aren’t ya? Tired of losing your livestock, your gold, and your loved ones to this beast?”

      There were murmurs this time, but still no volunteers. The wounded men looked to one another, the anger clear on their red faces. It seemed that, although the townsfolk were tired of their problems, they weren’t willing to face them. Not that Tyler could blame them. Killing any dragon seemed like an impossible task, even after everything he’d seen. So far, the only people capable of that were Clay and the Sage.

      “I’ll do it,” Koto called, stepping through the crowd with his hand raised. “I’ll get rid of your dragon.”

      “Who the hell are you?” the man with the eye bandage called. “Ain’t no Veordya from around these parts.”

      “I’ve been sent here at the behest of the king,” Koto lied, gesturing back to Tyler and Ninsar. “And these two are my fellow monster hunters.” He reached the crates and turned back to the crowd. “We are the most renowned slayers in all of Bramoria, and we’ve come to rid you of this evil once and for all!” Tyler kept his teeth clenched together, trying not to give away the web of lies Koto was spinning. “The king has heard of these attacks and your tribulations with the dragon Ryrris, and we are the ones who will put an end to it and give this great city back its freedom.”

      “How do we know the king sent you?” the man with the crutch asked. “You don’t look like much beyond your fancy swords.”

      Koto grabbed Tyler and wheeled him around for all to see. “Then why would a mage be here amongst you?” He gestured to the mage stone set into the chest of Tyler’s armor. “The mages of the academy only answer to the king. This is your proof!”

      Tyler felt Koto’s hand give him a small shove in the back. “Th-That’s right!” Tyler cried, stammering over his words. “From the academy. King’s doing. Indeed.”

      He could feel Ninsar’s gaze piercing through him but tried to ignore it. Puffing his chest out, he tried to look important and intimidating. He was starting to get an idea of what Koto was up to.

      “Well, there you have it!” Koto called out to the crowd. He turned back to the men standing atop the crates. “Now that you have your volunteers, what is it that you wish of us?”

      The two men glanced at one another before the one with the eye bandage stepped forward. “Kill the beast, that’s what we want.”

      “Ain’t no use letting him live. He’ll just come right back,” the other added. “Dragons never keep their promises.”

      “Go to the forest island of Bosque and don’t come back until the beast is dead.” He crouched down at the edge of the crate. “And you best be bringing proof back to the village.”

      “Oh?” Koto asked, lifting an eyebrow. “We work for the king, not for you.” He crossed his arms. “What’s in it for us?”

      “We’ve got gold.”

      “Gold is useless to those who serve the king.”

      “Slaves? Goods? Anything you want, just name it.”

      Koto shook his head. “No. We have more royal errands to attend to.”

      The man with the crutch reached into his shirt, pulling out a rough crystal-clear stone wrapped in too much copper wire and suspended on a brass chain. Koto’s eyes grew wide, but to Tyler, it just looked like a piece of quartz.

      “Where did you get that?” Koto asked, his voice low.

      “A mine in the center of the island Bosque,” the man replied.

      “Pure divicite…” His eyes narrowed. “Nobody has seen a piece for hundreds of years. Why would you give us such a priceless gift? What’s stopping us from delving into the mines ourselves?”

      “You’ll never find it. Not in that deep place. It took centuries to dig that far, and this is the last piece that was found before Ryrris took over the island.” He tucked the stone back into his shirt. “However, I’d be willing to part with it if you can get rid of the dragon for good. Then we can go back into the mine, find more of the divicite, and bring this sorry town the prosperity it deserves once again.”

      “Why not just sell it to the mages and keep the money?”

      The man scoffed, his brows furrowing in anger as he glanced at Tyler. “You know how the mages are. They don’t ask, they don’t pay, they just take.”

      Koto looked back at Tyler and Ninsar, his gaze hovering on their eyes for a moment before nodding his head. “Fine,” he said. “We’ll bring back the proof you desire in exchange for the stone.” His eyes locked on Tyler for a moment. “It’s our duty to help the people of Bramoria however we can.” He turned back to the crutched man. “What’s your name?”

      “Lahbrann,” the man replied with a tilt of his head. He reached out a hand, pointing to a two-story building on the edge of the square that was partially burnt. “And that’s my tavern. I’ll put you up for the night while Torcall here finds you a boat.”

      “Sure, take the easy job,” the bandaged man replied. “Won’t take you but a moment to give away a free bed.”

      “You can still walk, unlike me,” Lahbrann replied, clicking his tongue. He turned back to the crowd that had grown restless during their hushed words. “Torcall needs a volunteer to take the slayers to the island Bosque. Help him in his endeavor and you’ll be well rewarded.”

      He called over two younger men who helped him down off the crate, careful to keep his leg from knocking into anything on his way down. Taking his crutch back once more, he nodded to his helpers and waved his hand over his shoulder.

      “Come on,” he said. “I’ll show you to your rooms.”
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      The moment the sound of Lahbrann’s footsteps died away outside the door, Ninsar laid into Koto.

      “What are you doing?” she hissed, pulling the circlet from her head, apparently no longer in need of its wisdom. “You’re striking bargains with these people? You know we’re on a tight timeline, right? Tiragan is lying in a bed dying as we speak and you’re bargaining for a pretty stone?”

      “It’s not just a stone,” Koto replied.

      Tyler stepped up beside him. “Then what is it? You know what’s at stake, so it must be important.”

      He was quiet for a long moment. “Do either of you know what divicite is?”

      “Didn’t the Sage mention it?” Tyler asked. “I don’t think he ever explained it, did he?”

      Ninsar shrugged. “Don’t look at me. I don’t know anything about this magic shit.”

      “Sit down then,” Koto sighed, gesturing toward the beds.

      Both of them complied and watched as Koto began to pace around the room, running his fingers through his hair. Tyler thought he looked troubled, but Ninsar had her arms crossed and was tapping her foot against the floorboards in irritation. Finally, he stopped and took a seat on the opposite bed facing them.

      “Divicite is a rare mineral.”

      “So, it’s just about money, then?” Ninsar sniped.

      “You can’t put a price on divicite,” Koto said, lifting his gaze. “Because it’s the crystallized form of the pool inside the Divinarae. It’s pure condensed magic and what mage stones are made of.”

      Tyler glanced down at his chest and the stone set into the armor. “But… that’s not what mine is made of. Mine is my phone, or at least it used to be.”

      “It’s made of divicite. That’s the only reason it can tap into the weave of magic. Even the Sage would be rendered powerless without the divicite at the top of his staff.” His eyes locked on Tyler’s. “There is nobody in this world that can do magic without a mage stone, and nobody has seen a new one in centuries.”

      “What about the mages at the academy? Where did theirs come from?”

      “Those are all passed down, part of a collection that the academy keeps under lock, key, and spell.” Koto looked up at Ninsar. “Am I wrong?”

      Ninsar sighed. “No. You’re right, nobody has created a new stone in a long time. The only reason Zimu had one is because it’s a family heirloom and a well-kept secret. If the academy found out about her stone, they would take it away.”

      “But I thought stones could only be used or awakened by one person?” Tyler asked.

      “One at a time, yes,” Koto replied, holding up a finger. “But after their bearer dies, they can be reset if given enough time or by being dipped into the Divinarae.” He stood up once more, walking across the room to the window. “For many years, the Divinarae has been sealed away and the academy of mages have been forced to wait for their stones to be ready for new bearers. It has weakened their power within the world considerably. But since the pool has been uncovered once more, the academy has nearly doubled in size. There now exists more power within the capital than there has ever been.” He turned around, leaning back against the windowsill. “But a new stone, pure divicite, has incredible potential. Its magic has not been chosen and its abilities are unlimited.”

      “Okay,” Ninsar said, her voice lacking enthusiasm. “So, what the hell has that got to do with us?”

      “You and I both know that the moment the king finds out about a divicite mine, he will enslave every person in this city and force them to mine the divicite that he’ll use to create the biggest mage army in the world.” His gaze fell to Tyler, the fear clear in his eyes. “If your friend’s wish is to rule with power, the divicite coupled with the Divinarae will make it impossible for anyone, mortal or god, to stop him.”

      Tyler felt a cold fear surge through his veins. “Do… Do you think he knows already?”

      “No,” Koto replied, shaking his head.

      “How can you be sure?”

      “If he knew, that dragon of his wouldn’t have stopped where it did.” He glanced back out the window. “There wouldn’t be a city left and this place would be crawling with soldiers.”

      “So, we need to get this rock, then?” Ninsar asked, pushing herself up from the bed. “And to do that, we have to prove we killed the dragon?”

      “Yes,” Koto nodded. “Even one extra mage stone in his hands could be disastrous. You heard what the Sage said. He no longer has enough power to stop the king as it is. We can’t let him amass any more.”

      “I thought we were going to bargain with the dragon, not kill it.” Tyler pushed himself up from the bed as well, walking over the fireplace where a pile of logs sat cold and undisturbed. “It doesn’t feel right to kill something like that.”

      Koto crossed the room and stepped up beside Tyler. He reached out and grabbed him by the chin, lifting his face so that their eyes met.

      “Nothing will survive the king’s wrath if he gets a hold of the divicite.” His eyes flicked back and forth as he studied Tyler. “I know it feels like the wrong thing to do, but the entirety of Bramoria is at stake.” He sighed. “This time, doing the wrong thing to one creature is our only choice if we want to do what’s right for the world.”

      “I agree with Koto,” Ninsar added. “The sacrifice of one could save the many. As much as I don’t want to waste time dealing with these people, keeping the king from getting more powerful should be our top priority. Even if… Even if it means losing Tiragan in the process.”

      Tyler looked her dead in the eye, his jaw set. “That is not an option.” He stomped back to the bed, irate that she would even suggest such a thing. “Can’t we just go steal one of the boats tonight and get to the island? If this is the way, we need to finish it as soon as possible.”

      Koto held up his hands. “Don’t worry, we’re not going to lose Tiragan.” He stole a glance at Ninsar. “And we’re not gonna let the king get any stronger. This can all be done in a clean and concise way if we don’t lose our heads.” He dropped his hands to his sides and plopped down on one of the beds. “For now, we rest. The villagers will take us to the island in the morning with a functional crew. It’ll be faster and more amicable for everyone involved.” Koto caught Tyler’s huff and added, “It’s just one night. We still have plenty of time.”

      Tyler leaned back against his pillow, all his armor and weapons still strapped to his body. He wanted to argue with Koto, to make him see just how little time was left. The Sage could only hold Tiragan in his petrified state for two weeks and they’d already lost a day. In the back of his mind, he could hear each passing tick of the clock that brought his best friend closer and closer to death. It was enough to drive him mad, but he kept his lips tightly sealed. Unfortunately, Koto was right, getting sloppy with their methods would only cost precious time and there wasn't much to spare.
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        * * *

      

      The morning dawned cloudy and gray, a slight drizzle pouring down on the village and putting out the last of the smoldering embers buried within the piles of rubble. Tyler was up well before his companions, sleep eluding him for most of the night. For a long while, he stood at the window, his armor and weapons already strapped to his person. He leaned his head against the cool glass, feeling the impacts of the raindrops on the other side while his breath fogged up the panes below. Through it he watched the village come alive, the older generation wandering into the streets first and picking at what rubble they could handle, slowly trying to rebuild their lives one piece at a time. Over the next hour, they were joined by more capable hands, and with considerable effort, began to clear the streets and return a modicum of their previous functionality.

      He wondered how they found the strength to do such things. It was no secret, even to himself, that the smallest of inconveniences had been putting him over the edge lately. Between the problems with his mom, Tiragan, and Clay, there seemed to be a never-ceasing weight upon his shoulders. For the past few weeks, all he’d been doing was shifting them around, leaning the weight to one side, then the other, in the hopes that something would give and release him from the responsibility. But that wasn’t going to happen and the more he took control of the situation, the less he wanted it to just vanish. He’d come too far to have his problems just go up in smoke. Now he was counting on the satisfaction of solving them himself and the best part was, he finally felt like he could do it. Tiragan’s life would only cost them a deadly trick against a dragon. To an outsider it would seem like a long shot, but to Tyler it was the first time there’d ever been even a sliver of a chance to save his best friend and he wasn’t going to mess it up.

      Glancing over his shoulder, his gaze fell on Ninsar. They’d come a long way in a short time, and he knew she’d be by his side as they stepped into the dragon’s cave. She was one of the bravest and most capable people he’d ever met. His eyes shifted to Koto in the opposite bed and his heart skipped a beat. There was more going on between them than he was ready to accept, but it was clear Koto would have his back no matter what. He’d made a promise to Tyler that Tiragan would live, to hell with the cost. As much as Tyler knew it wasn’t fair to hold him to it, he had to admit it gave him hope. However, a part of him was frightened of the success. Once they saved Tiragan and stopped Clay, he’d have to face the growing feelings between him and Koto. For some reason, that was scarier than any dragon or mad king that Tyler could imagine.

      Shaking his head, Tyler pulled himself away from the window and made his way out the door, pulling it closed silently behind him. With a few coins in his pocket, he crept down the hallway and to the main floor of the tavern to find something to eat. The tavern keeper, Lahbrann, didn’t want to take his coin at first on account of their promise to slay Ryrris. With some insistence, he managed to pay the lame innkeeper and found a table in a far corner near the fire. Pulling out the book the Sage had given him, he flipped to the first page and began to read as he waited for his breakfast.

      The pages drew him in and soon all that existed were the words scrawled across the paper and the voice in his mind that read them aloud. It wasn’t until an outside voice pulled him from his thoughts that he realized breakfast was already on his table. He glanced up to see both Koto and Ninsar sitting down across from him.

      “Are you alright?” Koto asked, his usual worried countenance staring back at Tyler.

      “Yeah,” he replied, shaking his head slightly and snapping the book shut. “I… I just got caught up in that, I guess.” He reached out and took a piece of cooked meat from the plate in front of him. It was stone cold. “For a while, I suppose,” he said, rubbing the cold grease between his fingers. “I didn’t even notice the food was here.”

      “Well, I sure noticed,” Ninsar replied, reaching out and taking a little bit of everything from the plate. “I’m starving. We haven’t had good food for a while.”

      “The Sage’s palace had some of the finest food we’ve ever eaten,” Koto said, lifting an eyebrow in her direction. “This is just greasy tavern food.”

      “Yes, it is,” she said, waving a fried piece of meat in his direction. “It’s the best and the best for you.” She ripped off a piece with her teeth, her mouth full as she spoke. “And I’ll fight anyone to the death who says otherwise.”

      Tyler glanced over at Koto. “How many people die of heart attacks in this world?”

      “What does that mean?” He leaned forward across the table. “Do people in your world get attacked by their own hearts? Or is that some type of monster?”

      “Nevermind,” Tyler said, waving him off. “Forget I said anything.”

      Koto shrugged and pulled a few things onto his plate. He took a bite of bread before gesturing toward the book. “So, what are you learning about?”

      “Well, it seems to be just a lot of basics like the Sage said.” Tyler ran his finger over the edge of the leather cover, feeling the years of wear on the corners. “Some of it I understand, but the rest seems to be… intuitive. Sometimes I’m not even sure I’m reading, but just being shown the knowledge.” He shook his head. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Magic is an odd and complicated thing. There’s a reason mages do nothing but read.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t have a ton of time for that.”

      Koto opened his mouth to respond just as the familiar hollow sound of a crutch against the floorboards approached. Lahbrann stepped up beside their table, leaning heavily on the rickety brace.

      “I’ve found ya a ship for the crossing to the island Bosque,” he said with a small smile. “And a volunteer crew to sail it there and back.”

      “Are these men good fighters?” Ninsar asked, not looking up from her meal.

      “Not fighters, lass, but they’ll get ya to the island without a problem. We’re just humble villagers, not warriors and travelers like you lot. We’ll leave the dragon killing up to you.”

      Ninsar dropped a nearly spotless bone onto her plate before she turned to look up at Lahbrann. “You best hope your volunteers can at least wield a sword. Because if we fail, that dragon is coming for you. Best let the rest of the townsfolk know to be prepared.”

      A streak of fear shot across Lahbrann’s face, as if he’d never considered the option of failure. Taking a deep breath, he shifted against his crutch and nodded. “I’ll let them know. However, you and I both know we won’t stand a chance against the likes of Ryrris. We’re counting on you.”

      “In that case,” Ninsar said, pushing her plate away. “I think I’ll need more of this and a bottle of your best wine.” Her eyes narrowed as a smile curled over her lips. “Wouldn’t want your dragon slayers going into battle unprepared.”

      “As you wish,” he replied.
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      Tyler had never been on a ship before, at least not a wooden one with masts and sails and things. He’d been on a boat plenty of times, even out on the big lakes back home. However, he soon found out that sailing on a ship was much different than taking a jet-propelled boat out for a quick trip to an island. For one, the ship was much slower and required a lot more work to get it moving. The second was that it was tossed easily by the waves, causing a gentle rocking motion that was threatening to bring his breakfast up for a second appearance. Leaning against the railing, he tried to steady himself and ignore the slow rocking of the boat that made him want to hurl.

      “First time, huh?”

      Tyler looked to his left to see a young man, close to his own age, with blonde hair and piercing blue eyes. “How can you tell?” he managed to croak back.

      “Well,” the man chuckled. “You look about as green as my cloak, and I’ve never seen anyone try so hard not to be sick.”

      “Is it that obvious?” Tyler felt his stomach twist as the boat listed to one side, the wood of the ship creaking all around him. “Oh god… I really wish it would stop.”

      “Here,” the man said, pointing a finger out over the sea. “Look toward the horizon. See how it doesn’t move? If you focus on that instead, it’ll help calm your stomach.”

      Tyler lifted his gaze, trying to ignore the vertigo as he searched the horizon for something to stare at. His eyes came across a dark mound in the distance, obscured by the rain and the gray light.

      “What’s that?” he asked, lifting an unsteady finger.

      “That’s the island Bosque that we’re headed for.” The man leaned against the railing, rivulets of water wicking off his green woolen cloak. “And the home of Ryrris for the past few centuries.” He glanced up at Tyler with a shrug. “At least that’s what I’m told by the old codgers around here. They’ve got nothing better to do than sit around talking about ancient mysteries and the weather.”

      “I guess some things never change,” Tyler chuckled. “No matter what world you’re from.” The young man lifted an eyebrow, but Tyler quickly shifted the conversation. “So, what do these old guys say about Ryrris?”

      “Nothing I’m apt to believe.” He glanced up at Tyler, seeing a green but eager face staring back at him. He shrugged and turned his attention back to the sea. “They say he came to the island long ago, centuries or something, and drove the people off of it who lived there. Some say he came here to escape a slayer of great renown and others say it was to escape the other dragons who cast him out, leaving him to fend for himself. Or, if you believe those oafs in town, they say it’s because he wanted the divicite mine for himself, hoarding all the power within as dragons are known to do.”

      “Which do you believe?”

      “Eh. I think it’s just some dumb beast that’s living on an island.” He shrugged. “But the fear in the village is kept alive by the elders and even though they haven’t seen the green monster for decades, they still send a full-grown pig to the island each month to satiate his hunger.” He laughed to himself. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we landed on an island overrun with hogs and not a dragon in sight.”

      Tyler’s face fell. “I hope that’s not the case…”

      “Why?” the man asked, turning his back to the railing and leaning on his elbows. “What’s your reason for going after him? What did the villagers offer you?”

      “Oh, I’m going for my own reasons.” Even though the guy seemed trustworthy, Tyler wasn’t sure if he should mention they were getting paid in divicite. “I need to get something.”

      “And what’s that?”

      Tyler hesitated for a moment, giving the man a good once over. “I… I need some of Ryrris’ venom. For a friend.”

      The man burst out laughing, doubling over with his hand over his belly. “That’s a good one!” He leaned back and tilted his head toward the sky. “As if anyone would survive getting that close to a dragon that can breathe mist that will melt the flesh off your bones.”

      The dream flashed back into his mind once more, the pieces lining up a little too well to be coincidence. The Sage had asked him if he was a seer of some kind and Tyler was starting to wonder if he had powers he didn’t know about. Bramoria was completely alien to him, but when it came to dragons, it seemed his dreams were giving him a lot more information than he gave them credit for.

      “That sounds horrible…”

      “Yeah, and if that doesn’t get you, a single drop of that venom will end your life in seconds. Or at least that’s what those old bags say down at the docks.”

      “So why did you volunteer to come out here if you don’t believe Ryrris is real?”

      “Oh, I think he was real at some point, but I think he’s dead. I wanted to come along to see the body for myself and I heard that dragon bones make some of the best and strongest weapons in the world.” A smile curled across his lips. “I’m going to bring one home and make myself a sword.” He glanced out over the horizon. “The kind of sword that makes a hero.”

      Tyler recognized the faraway look in his eyes immediately. It was just like Tiragan. Stepping up beside him, he held out his hand. “My name’s Tyler.”

      The man took it. “Marc,” he replied, giving it a shake.

      “Good to meet you, Marc.” He pulled his hand back and crossed his arms over the railing. “Maybe we could use your help on this venture since you’re so keen to explore the island. Any idea where this Ryrris makes his home?”

      “I heard it used to be the forest at one time, but some think he’s taken refuge in the mines themselves. The elders say it's to protect the divicite, but I don’t think that actually exists. No, I think it's because any smart animal that didn’t want to get snuck up on would make a home there. It would be well protected from anyone or anything that came snooping.”

      “Where’s the mine?”

      “Somewhere in the middle of the island, I guess.”

      “Tell you what,” Tyler said. “Why don’t you come with us and if it turns out he’s already dead, we’ll find a bone to make your sword from.” He lowered his voice a bit. “And if he’s still alive, we could use your help taking him down.”

      Marc raised an eyebrow, but his smile gave him away. “Deal.” He reached down and patted the two swords at his side. “I think I can be pretty useful either way.”

      “We’ll be counting on it.”
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        * * *

      

      Even though a ship came to the island monthly, there were no docks or places to tie up the boat. Instead, it dropped anchor in shallow water some hundred yards offshore and a small rowboat was lowered to the water by the crew. After a quick chat with his companions, all three of them and Marc crawled down the ship’s ladder to the boat and set off through the choppy waters towards shore. As they drew closer, Koto took a place at the bow, directing them around reefs and stones that were too close to the surface to paddle over. Eventually, the boat beached itself on the rocky beach and brought ashore with everyone’s help.

      “Okay,” Tyler said, wiping the grime from his hands. “Marc is going to help us find Ryrris. Apparently, the villagers have some theories, so I figured it would be best to start our search there, right?”

      Both Koto and Ninsar looked at Marc for a moment, but then nodded.

      “Just in case,” Koto added, pulling his bow from his shoulders. “Everyone be on your guard. We don’t know what kind of creatures could be on this island. Once we enter the trees, Ryrris will have the advantage of being camouflaged, so keep a wary eye out.”

      “He’s probably dead,” Marc replied. “But feel free. I think the worst you’ll find on this island is pigs and poison ivy.” With that, he set off across the beach, clambering over the dark stones.

      Ninsar stepped up beside Tyler. “Are you sure we can trust him?”

      “I think so,” he nodded. “He reminds me of Tiragan. That seems like a good sign.”

      “Hmm. I suppose there are worse reasons to give someone a chance.” She reached up and ran her finger over the silver circlet on her head. “While we’re here, I might as well teach you a few things about being stealthy and sneaking up on your prey.”

      “Okay. Seems like a weird time to do that.”

      “The best time to do anything is the present.” She took a step forward, glancing over her shoulder. “And the best time to train is when there’s something at stake.”

      “You mean our lives.”

      “Precisely.”

      Tyler rolled his eyes, watching her follow after Marc. With a sigh he began to pick his way across the rocky beach, heading for the edge of the forest that covered the entire island. Being the first one there, Koto waited for him at the edge. He fell in step beside Tyler as they entered the forest, the sound of the waves nearly silenced the moment they were within the trees. The canopy overhead was dense, but the forest was cool and damp. It was a stark difference to the sweltering understory of the islands they’d woken up on a little over a week ago, but Tyler was happy for it. The last thing he wanted to do was sweat straight through his armor again.

      “So,” Koto said as they walked along. “Do you really think the kid is telling the truth? That Ryrris is dead?”

      “I don’t know,” Tyler replied, shaking his head. “It’s hard to tell, isn’t it? I mean, nobody has seen him for decades. Even the Sage said that Ryrris and him aren’t on the best of terms, so it’s not like they’re sending each other Christmas cards every year.”

      “Christmas?”

      “Bullshit holiday in my world where you go into debt for people you don’t like.”

      “Ah,” Koto nodded, pretending he knew what that meant. “I suppose it’s possible he could be dead, although I doubt it.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Dragons are pretty hardy creatures and they’re much smarter than the humanoid races.” He saw Tyler’s expression shift and nodded. “It’s true. Almost all scholars and mages agree on that fact. That’s how they’ve managed to stay so well hidden. As soon as they realized their pride could be used against them, they removed themselves as far from the world as they could.”

      “To the north, right?”

      “That’s what the Sage seems to think.”

      “But not Ryrris.” Tyler turned his gaze to Koto. “Do you really think he stays here just because he doesn’t like the cold like the Sage says?”

      “I have no reason to believe otherwise.”

      “I don’t believe it.”

      “Oh?”

      Tyler shook his head. “It’s too simple of an explanation. If there’s an entire society of dragons in the north, why would one of them choose a life of solitude on a lone island?” He glanced ahead to the others. “Do you think it could be because of the divicite mine?”

      “It’s possible… I suppose,” Koto lifted his hand to his chin, his brows furrowing.

      “Marc said that’s what the old people in town believe.”

      “He knows about the divicite?!”

      “No,” Tyler replied quickly, waving his hands in front of him. “I didn’t tell him about what Lahbrann showed us. He’s heard rumors of the mind, but he doesn’t think it’s real.”

      Koto breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. I wouldn’t want that getting out to anyone, even if it’s just a random kid. We don’t know who could be listening in for the king and feeding him information. Best to air on the side of caution.”

      “Agreed,” Tyler nodded. He paused for a moment. “I did tell Marc to lead us to the mine, however. If Ryrris is still here and the divicite really did come from that mine, that’s where he’ll be.”

      “I think you’re right.”

      “Part of me hopes I’m wrong,” Tyler admitted. “I’ll do anything to save Tiragan, but killing a dragon is a little bigger of a job than I anticipated.” He looked up at Koto. “I’m not the best fighter, you know that. I got lucky with those Toma. If the phoenix hadn’t saved me, I’d be dead by now.”

      “You’re a better fighter than you give yourself credit for,” Koto replied, placing a hand on his back. “And you’ll get better as we go. You just need more training.”

      “Speaking of training,” a voice said from ahead of them.

      Both Tyler and Koto looked up, noticing Ninsar had stopped alongside Marc and was waiting for them to catch up.

      “I think it’s time we started working on your stealth abilities.” She gave Tyler a once over. “Your footsteps are loud enough to wake the dead.”

      “Kinda like your mouth,” Tyler sniped, trying to hold back a smile. Eventually he gave in as she returned the expression. “Fine.” He glanced back at Koto. “I think I liked her better when she was ignoring me.”

      A hand grabbed the fabric of his shirt and pulled him forward.

      “Come on. You two can flirt later.”
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