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  To all of us who grew up

wishing for the wings of a dragon.
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  Prologue


Dragons never forget, but give them their pound of rhenus and they'll forgive. ~ Terrain proverb
Iwas named on my hatchday. 
The morning began when Mother left to attend her drakengard duties for Temojin’s premier. Her tangy scent permeated through my eggshell’s porous rhenus-reinforced limestone. After tapping on its surface, she said, “I love you,” in her human voice before her scent drifted away.
Father’s whispering draghi-voice, with his meandering thoughts always present in my mind, would soon rouse to consume my attention. In the small moments before he woke to begin his stories, I listened to bird songs, the throaty rumble of carts along the avenue beyond the castle, and the patter of human feet.
When his slumbering murmurs stopped, my heartbeat filled the deafening void. I jerked, tail slapping my eggshell. Why did his voice cease? Did it mean I’d hatch soon? Yesterday, Mother had informed me I had weeks yet in my shell.
Father? I draghi-spoke, my own draghi-voice thin and wavering like a nascent breeze.
Unfamiliar, pungent human scents filtered through my shell before their muffled steps shuffled close. My world rocked. The eggshell that defined my realm cracked, sending a tremor through my body.
Father! I tried again, but he didn’t answer.
I mewed, a pitiful sound that reverberated in my shell. I hoped the humans—though not the usual caretakers—would set my egg aright, but instead they yanked it apart. Sudden cool air sent a shiver under my smooth scales. Blinking my bleary eyes clear, I barked a protest as the blurry form of three humans shuddered into sharp focus. They towered over me.
I squinted past them. The world was similar enough to how Father described. The large oval window’s top arch matched my mind-image, though its flat bottom didn’t. The humans had spindly arms and legs as I imagined, but their torsos appeared thicker than they should. Or was that their clothing? Or armor?
The strength in my legs was slow to come, and I teetered on my limbs. I knew from Father’s stories that one day I’d be human, too, but right now, they stared down, and I up. One cocked an arm and punched my snout.
I cried out and sneezed, slipping on the slick sides of my broken shell. I landed on my side, and my legs tangled in my shell’s chalazae and the remaining albumen. Before I could extract myself, the humans lunged, strong hands forcing me prone to the cold floor among the shattered remains of my egg.
Instinct made me bite down on an arm, iron-blood filling my mouth. The human hollered, shaking vigorously to force me away. But I held on with all my strength until my fangs felt bone.
Another one said, “Damn drake.”
Then, something hard slammed into my head, sending me to oblivion.
Thus I was named on my hatchday.

      [image: ]For a time, I thought I was back in my dark eggshell, but then the world tilted, and I rolled into a set of bars. I yelped and sniffed. Iron mixed with carbon, wolfram, titan, and copper. I knew these metals the same way I knew my heartbeat. Each night as I grew in my shell, Mother had brought each close and recited the importance of each.
Where was she now? I had to find her. And Father.
Nearby, a dragon roared, the muffled sound pulsating through the floor, as if it had come through my eggshell. Attempting to blink away the pain throbbing in my head, I peered through the surrounding black.
WE ARE COMING, Mother’s draghi-voice boomed in my aching head.
We love you, Father’s softer draghi-voice followed.
I winced as terrifying rips coursed and groaned beneath me. The metal cage surrounding me rattled. Something shouted like a dragon—but not—and the world tilted again. My prison collided into something. As strong as it smelled, the cage must’ve not been completely made of enriched hardened alloy, because it broke on impact.
With a resounding pop, everything became three times louder, and my body bounced against the stinging metal rods in a space a hundred times larger than my egg. Twice more the not-dragon thundered, a biting scent of burnt iron following in their wake.
Mother answered with her own roars.
Humans shouted. Some screamed. Blazing light pierced through cracks at the same time as cold water puddled around my claws. The water smelled of salt—first rock—as Mother taught. I scrambled towards the light, scratching at the hard wood planks. My claws left pitifully shallow slashes.
The structure around me exploded. Fire engulfed everything, crackling flame licking along the ceiling I couldn’t breach. The cage lay scattered and saltwater rushed in to quench the inferno.
Then Father’s scent filled my nostrils. I didn’t need to see him to know him, but my first sight brought hope, and a tug so strong, it pulled at my chest.
He clung to the side of a ragged opening, splintered wood beneath his claws. In his dragon-form, he was thrice as large as a human. Reflected firelight played on his matte green scales, highlighting his magnificence as it rode along his iridescent spine fringe. His tail barb whipped in the air behind. He was more beautiful than I could’ve ever imagined.
Reaching in with his angular head, Father flattening his long scaled fringe, and twisted to allow his horns to fit past the gap. He snuffled at me.
Jump, daughter, he draghi-spoke at the same time I leapt.
I landed on his scale ridges, right above his nostrils, and glimpsed dark water lapping at the structure’s side—the sea!
Pale, silvery light from far above simmered on the water to the horizon. We were on a ship just like in Father’s stories! I climbed the flat space between his eyes, intending to ride his neck, but something slammed behind me. I twisted my head and froze in place.
Three humans piled through a smaller opening, holding long metal shafts. Thunder spewed from their hollow ends, sending glowing, hot titan pieces into Father’s forearms, and one long shaft of pure wolfram embedded into his chest. The impact loosened my hold on him, but I dug in my claws.
Together, the humans jerked on a cord connected to the shaft, pulling my father into the room.
He roared, the sound raspy and weak, and threw me into the water.
Brine forced its way into my throat and lungs. My legs flailed, and my head popped above the water. I choked on air and salt. The ship’s bulk loomed above. Splintered planks and corpses floated with me; the iron from their blood was heavy on a cool draft.
A shadow passed above—Mother. With red-tinged scales and wings the same girth as the ship, she was bigger than Father.
SWIM, she commanded.
Her majestic wings folded tight against her slim body, and she dove into the hole that had swallowed my father. I wanted to stay. But she had commanded, and I obeyed. To where I swam, I knew not. With four limbs flailing, I swam away.
Away from the fiery ship. Away from the acrid wolfram shafts. Away from the chaos.
After a time, I clambered atop a headless human body, a chunk of wood beneath it. Mother or Father must’ve bitten their head off. Digging my claws into the corpse’s soft flesh to secure my perch, I peered at the distant ship as cold water lapped at my short limbs.
The ship rocked and shuddered from the violence within. A gout of flame poured from small openings, followed by charred flesh. A whimper escaped me every time Mother or Father snarled and roared.
It all stopped, and another ship appeared behind the first. Humans from the new ship threw ropes to the burning one and they used them to travel across. From somewhere, water poured over the burning sections, quenching Father’s flames.
My whimpering became a keening wail when I realized, along with the other flotsam, the sea carried me away.
Then, I saw them. My parents in their human-forms. How I knew them from the others I don’t know, but I did. On the sinking ship’s deck, Mother carried Father. He was drenched in blood.
They disappeared. The angle had changed. Or the ship had turned. My wail grew into a scream.
I pawed at the cold water, and would’ve jumped in had I not seen a silvery creature snap at the water’s surface. It was big. My head and heart felt they’d burst with the cry I let loose as the ships drew farther away. Clinging to the dead human, I waited.
None of Father’s stories prepared me for this. He told of deserts, mountains, and seas; of adventure and duty; of an enduring bond between dragons and humans. Not pain and shouting and blood.
I waited.
Long enough for the cold to seep into my bones, setting my canines chattering. Long enough for night to end, and the sun to rise high above into a merciless day. The endless water held surprisingly little to remind the world of what happened, except for the flying creatures who feed on anything worth eating—birds. They were called birds.
They ignored me, and I waited. A creature in the water tugged on the body below me. I slapped the water’s surface with my tail and it darted into the deep. Kneading the soaked flesh, I trumpeted my sorrow, stretching neck and tail. My call wavered over the flat empty surface into a cold, forbidding world.
No dragons answered.






  
  Chapter 1


The rarest element on Terria is rhenus, a stable metal with an extremely high melting point. Silvery and iridescent, it is often found bedded with copper and molybdenum, and used to harden lesser ores. Monthly consumption of up to one gram is recommended for growing dragonettes to strengthen bones. Some curative properties. See medicinal uses. ~ Draghi Physicians’ Reference, Volume 1, 2nd Edition
Like begging dogs, a drift of humans gathered on the hot roadside, waiting to petition the castle's steward. Where any moment, he’d emerge from the servant’s door to announce the day’s labor needs. 
Blaze and I stood a short distance away. Two dragons in human-form; we shouldn’t have been there, but if I wanted a job—this was my chance.
The humans shot sidelong glances, probably already guessing what we were, but they left us undisturbed. To distract myself from the petitioners’ furtive glimpses, I concentrated on the cowbirds harrying a nearby lemon tree with their enthusiastic insect foraging.
With the sun at its zenith, the air was thick with moisture, but the cloying heat couldn’t prompt me to lower my hood. Instead, I tugged its frayed woolen edges tighter, covering my rhenus-filled scar over my partially-blind left eye.
The sea pounded the coast on the castle’s far side, echoing through the low conversations. On our way over, we’d glimpsed Paljin’s yellow flags bright against a blue sky, fluttering above towers jutting over a churning sea. The sight had made me feel nostalgic for a past I didn’t have.
“This will be worth it,” Blaze said, sunlight playing over her brown braids. She stood on her tiptoes, one pale hand gripped in my tan one, straining to see beyond the bodies obscuring her view.
My throat clenched around a biting retort. Since escaping Smoke and leaving the White Wastes, the Terrs and human-dragon society had been a disappointment—at best. Though I had spared her the worst details, I didn’t have the heart to remind her I’d gotten booted from Temojin, and the same could happen here in Paljin.
I squeezed her hand. To keep her safe from Smoke, I’d do anything, even if it meant begging for work.
“You’re meant for this,” Blaze said, adjusting her tunic and breeches.
She probably wanted to make as good of an impression with the steward as I did. Come to think of it, she’d have a better chance of acquiring a position on the castle’s staff than I would, except she was only ten years old—and we had her condition to worry about.
“Just like your parents,” Blaze continued, her hazel eyes sparkling like jewels. “You’re drakengard material, Damma.”
Drawing closer, I shushed her. “In public, use my given name.”
She scrunched her nose and burbled a funny noise, making it clear what she thought of my thief-bestowed name.
“Damn… drake?” someone asked, their voice raised but obviously uncomfortable shouting the common curse for dragons.
“Here!” I moved forward with Blaze in tow, but stopped at the human line, who all faced me with offended expressions.
Humans were always so caring on the surface, but they weren’t to be trusted.
I ignored them. To the steward, dressed in an impeccably cut char-gray tunic trimmed in Paljin’s yellow, I added, “That’s my name. Damndrake.”
The steward—by his odor, also a human—raised an eyebrow. “I thought perhaps my acquaintance had made an inappropriate jest.” He waved a small piece of paper.
“Not a jest,” I answered, keeping my features neutral.
Like our current innkeeper, and any other human I’d encountered, the steward would probably come up with a different name for me. I didn’t need to broach that awkward subject. They’d only ask me how I got the name.
He dipped his chin as a disapproving murmur coursed through the petitioners within earshot. A part of me appreciated their secondhand indignation, but I steeled my heart—they’d only disappoint me.
But Blaze beamed at them. In response, they cooed like pigeons.
How did she do that?
Concentrating on my goal, I eyed the missive in the steward’s hand. I hadn’t been aware the innkeeper had sent a note. What had he written about me?
We’d only spent a couple of nights at his dilapidated inn, the cheapest place we could find on Pal’s eastern edge. To help pay for our room and board, I’d hauled hay in his stable and performed other menial tasks. However, it wasn’t as if he knew who we were—though Blaze did have a knack for enamoring humans. My fingers itched to pinch the missive from the steward’s hand, but it wasn’t as if I could read it. Blaze might. She’d been trying to teach herself.
Along with the other humans, the steward scanned me from dark hood to scuffed boots, then his gaze flicked over Blaze. I pushed her behind me. “I’m seeking a job for myself. Perhaps in the stables? I’m strong.”
I knew nothing about horses or pigs or any other livestock humans kept. In the White Wastes, there had only been wild game and the bountiful sea, but I could learn.
“But aren’t you a dragon?” the steward asked and scrunched his nose at my metallic scent.
“Yes, but…” How to explain that I was an ignorant dragon with no idea what real dragons were like? I’d already been banned from Temojin for allegedly lying. And if Blaze was discovered for what she truly was, we’d probably be chased into the Blasted Sands.
It was all so… complicated.
“Here in Paljin’s capital,” the steward said, “respectable non-drakengard positions are reserved for humans. If you seek a place among the drakengard, you’ll have to secure an appointment with Commander Gale.” The steward inhaled, nostrils flaring and eyes narrowing. “Though I doubt you’d meet her standards.”
My left eye twitched, and I blinked to mask the movement. I hadn’t known that. The innkeeper had suggested coming here for a job. I’d told him Blaze and I were dragons, but I hadn’t mentioned I sought a drakengard position. While Blaze might think I belonged in their ranks, after what happened in Temojin, I didn’t think that’d be a good idea. All I wanted was a normal job—any job.
“She is a drakengard,” Blaze piped in her naive ten-year-old voice, drawing everyone’s attention.
I inwardly groaned, muscles tensing to whisk her away before she could say anything more, but the proud set of her freckled face stopped me.
She stepped forward, placing a hand on my arm. “Her parents were Haunt and Sabin on Temojin’s drakengard. They were—”
“Accused of abandoning their post,” a hard female voice said.
Everyone spun, and my gaze locked onto a dark-haired female standing on the servant’s threshold. The low, scaly musk emanating from her clearly marked her as a dragon. The steward yielded, stepping aside. Though a dragon, she must’ve held some rank above him.
She had to duck to fit into the door space, and though in shadow, the rhenus-coating on her armor shone with a dull iridescence. She must’ve been one of Paljin’s drakengard. By the epaulettes on her shoulder, I’d guess she had to be Commander Gale.
“That’s a lie,” I growled.
Blaze squeezed my arm, no doubt to shut me up. “Give her a chance,” she said. “My sister is drakengard material. You can tell.”
Could they? Compared to all the drakengards in Temojin and this dragon, I was small as a mite—in both my forms.
The drakengard quirked a corner of her lips at Blaze’s bold statement. “You might be drakengard material one day. What’s your name?”
Someone in the crowd muttered that the dragons were taking too long, but another human shushed him. I scanned the heads around us; more than before. We’d attracted an audience.
Great.
“Blaze,” my adopted sister answered for herself, nearly shouting. With a quiver in her voice, she added, “And this is Damndrake, the best drakengard—ever.”
My heart melted. I wasn’t. She knew that. Other than the vague notions my father instilled in me before I hatched, I didn’t even know what a drakengard did. But I’d saved Blaze’s life more times than I could remember, so of course she’d say that.
“The best?” The commander’s barbed expression suggested she didn’t believe those words. She pointed her chin at me. “What do you have to say? Do you think you’re good enough to join Paljin’s drakengard?”
Good enough?
If Paljin’s drakengards were anything like the ones in Temojin, they were all rhenus-hoarding narcissistic worms. They hadn’t lived up to the benevolent image I’d created from Father’s stories. But a position in their ranks meant enough coin to provide Blaze a life away from the White Wastes and safe from Smoke.
That was all that mattered.
I squared my shoulders and met the commander’s stare. At the same time, I let my hood’s edge slip, allowing bright sunlight to reflect off my rhenus-filled scar. It’d catch the dragon’s interest, though I hoped I could stave off showing my dragon-form for as long as possible. I didn’t want the same debacle that happened in Temojin to occur here. If I gave them some time to get to know me, maybe they wouldn’t lob accusations of fraud.
“I can show you good enough,” I growled.
There must have been something in my stance, or maybe my breath stank, because the humans shrank away, and the drakengard stepped from the door, allowing the petitioners to scuttle behind her as if I had threatened them.
Scale mites, I hadn’t even started shifting into my dragon-form.
“Stand down, dragon,” Commander Gale said. The curved, burnished kopis at her side blurred into motion, settling in her hand faster than I could blink.
I raised my hands, leaning back.
Blaze did the same thing, but pressed forward. I gripped her shoulder as she said, “See? Isn’t she ferocious? Wouldn’t you want her to protect Pal’s premier and territory?”
Commander Gale barked a laugh, easing the sudden tension that had sprung between us. “Fine. At dawn, report on the left turret. We’ll see if the rumors about you from Temojin are true or not.”
She holstered her weapon and spun, yellow-trimmed cape flaring. The humans parted, allowing her to return to the castle’s depths.
Though she couldn’t see me, I nodded consent and drew away with Blaze.
Behind us, the steward spoke to the humans, choosing among them for the afternoon’s extra tasks, most of which were specialized jobs, like mending embroidery.
“Yes!” Blaze crowed triumphantly, hanging onto my arm. We marched down the alley, heading towards the main street to the center of Pal. “You got a job!” she continued.
Sweat prickled my armpits, and I resisted the urge to run my hand through my hair. Though half my head was shorn, courtesy of a grizzly bear, it still helped to pull on what little hair I had when I got frustrated.
Blaze’s enthusiasm was entirely unjustified. She didn’t have to show her true form tomorrow morning and be inspected by a dragon horde.
“This will be great,” she prattled on, oblivious to my nervousness. Or maybe because of it. “You’ll show them what a good protector you are. And the pay will be better than working in a stable.” She rolled her eyes, admonishing me for being such a pup and mentioning such a humble job.
We turned onto the main street, avoiding a steady stream of horse-drawn wagons piled high with crates and barrels.
“Nothing wrong with being a stable hand,” I said over the clatter of hooves on the cobbled road.
“Can we stay in the city center?” she asked, her gaze on the darkened interior of a clothing shop.
I steered her away from the enticing wares. “I haven’t even started, bub. We can’t afford it.”
“Yet!” Blaze answered, and skipped ahead of me.
Suppressing a growl, I hurried after her, my eyes scanning the crowd of humans and dragons in human-form. We hadn’t seen any sign of Smoke since fleeing the White Wastes, but I didn’t think civilized society would stop him from nabbing Blaze.
Perhaps securing her behind those castle walls might.
As I trailed after Blaze, weaving toward the eastern inn, some of her enthusiasm leaked through, and I almost dropped my hood to bask in the sun’s warmth. People jostled us. Not hostile, but… Like we were normal.
Across the street, a kid pointed, likely at an unintended rhenus flash.
I dipped my head, lengthening my stride to catch Blaze. Concentrate. If I managed to impress Commander Gale, the drakengard position would eventually come with quarters, and then we could rest easy.
I’d have to keep my scales together long enough to ensure that happened. For Blaze’s sake, I’d have to.






  
  Chapter 2


Rhenipenia is the general term given to any deformity arising from a deficiency of rhenus, usually attributed to a dragon mother’s lack of nutrition, but could also arise post-hatch should the newborn receive insufficient edible rhenus. It is this physician’s opinion that all conditions of rhenipenia are preventable. ~ Draghi Physicians’ Reference, Volume 1, 2nd Edition
Blaze muttered something indecipherable before rolling over and snuggling deeper under the thin blanket. It was too early to rouse her from bed for my first day with Paljin’s drakengard. I tucked her in and whispered the instructions I’d told her last night: don’t shift and stay indoors. 
I couldn’t count on the innkeeper and his family to care for Blaze, but she’d do alright alone in our room. Yesterday afternoon, with the last of our coin, I’d bought additional paper and a charcoal stylus. Along with a discarded section of the Paljin Times, those should keep her busy until my return.
For Blaze’s sake, I silently promised to keep my mouth shut and follow orders.
Light from a guttering candle danced over Blaze’s delicate features before I snuffed the fading flame. With a murmured goodbye, I quietly left and ran through the city’s streets.
My plan to arrive early was partly to ensure I got there on time, but mostly so I didn’t have to fly. Though the city enforced a restricted airspace, I sensed the commander hankered to inspect my dragon-form. But if I beat her to our rendezvous, I could remain in my human-form and avoid the examination long enough to explain. Besides, the ache under my old chest wound predicted rain. The sooner I arrived, the better.
In the dark hours before dawn, only the night soil crew was out. Some were in dragon-form, so I assumed they were all dragons, though the stench made it hard to determine. Under flickering torches, their drivers limped about, gathering buckets placed beside closed doors or shoveling refuse piles left in the street. All the city’s waste proceeded into rickety wagons hauled by dragons.
Keeping to the street’s far side, I slowed to study the shambling crew. Each had a malformation in either tail, wings, or limbs. The same for the dragons in human-form, which translated to shortened legs and crooked arms or spines. Though physical challenges hindered their range of movement, they worked with muted grace and surprising efficiency.
In Temo, Blaze and I had noticed a few beggars on the streets in similar condition, but at the time, my focus had been on petitioning Temojin’s premier, and maybe learn of any remaining members of my family. I hadn’t given the misshapen dragons much thought, though they had prickled my mind. With all my scars, they hadn’t seemed so different from myself.
Had they fought off predators as I had? How else had they gotten their injuries?
The lead dragon caught my stare, his golden eyes boring into me. He raised his snout in my general direction, baring fangs and lifting his tattered neck fringe. He snorted, seemingly in disapproval. They all stopped, watching as I quickened my pace and averted my gaze.
While we weren’t desperate enough for me to take such work yet, if I had to, I would. It’d be a small price to pay to keep Blaze safe. Of course, I’d rather not, so I’d better keep my scales in order.
During dinner last night, I had kept my excitement from Blaze, but a small hopeful lightness tingled my limbs. What would Father or Mother have thought of this opportunity? Long ago I had abandoned the search for my parents, but that didn’t stop me from thinking about them every day. If they were alive, and somehow learned of me, I hoped they’d be proud I was at least trying to make it as a drakengard, even if it was in a neighboring territory.
When I reached the castle embankments, I took the alley to reach the steward’s door we’d waited at yesterday. It was pitch-black beneath the castle’s stone walls. Low mutterings and a cart wheels’ scrapes surprised me—probably farmers delivering their wares.
Thick dark clouds above masked any moon or starlight. I gathered my magic and mentally directed it to my eyes, morphing my head into a grotesque mix between my forms. It strained muscles and tendons to do so, but my human eyes were weak in the low light. 
Peering down the alley, I watched as the farmers continued past the steward’s door. They moved to another section of the castle.
Wanting to reach the tower’s platform before dawn, I shifted my hands and feet, sprouting rhenus-tipped claws, replacing fingers and toes. A bone-deep ache pulsed along my limbs, but I shrugged it off. If I had fully shifted, my dragon magic would’ve whisked my clothes away for safekeeping, but with a half-shift, only my boots disappeared. My human limbs thankfully continued to sport clothing.
I scuttled across the wall, darting across slate roofs, and weaving past windows. In moments, I approached the watchtower’s base: a circular stone turret attached to a shorter and wider square structure. Both had crenellated tops, offering sheltered viewing platforms. When I topped the upper, thinner promontory, I paused on its outer wall, listening to the crashing waves far below. The sound reminded me of my youth; so much of it had been spent scouring the shores for signs of my parents.
Shaking the thought away, I focused my gaze on the graying horizon. With one last check to ensure no one paced the watchtower, I eased between two merlons, morphing my limbs into their human-form. Adjusting my hood to hide my scars, I wrapped my cloak about me and waited for dawn.
The perch had an unencumbered shoreline view. Pal—the capital city of Paljin—stretched into the hills. Unlike Temo, Pal didn’t have a city wall. The clustered homes petered out as the land rose, and became choked with oak, ash, and yew. In the far distance, a luminous, faint line marked a snow-covered mountain range.
Below, the night soil carts’ torches continued to meander through the city’s streets. I caught disagreeable whiffs along with scents from the city’s other industries: a distant leather tannery, nearby smithies, a fish market adjacent to the castle, and what must have been directly below—a bakery.
When we first encountered a baker in a small town deep in northern Dajin’s territory, Blaze had drooled on her boots and vowed we’d never leave a land so rich.
Cared for by the Semalik, a Shura tribe of the White Wastes, I hadn’t been exposed to delicacies from a bakery. The Semalik deliciously roasted all manner of fish, seal, and caribou wrapped in seaweed, but the delectable fluffy pastries? Never. The raw ingredients to do such magic didn’t exist in the snowy tundra.
I snorted at the unfettered delight Blaze had shown after her first mouthful of bread. Come to think of it, I probably had the same goofy look on my face, too. Rummaging under my cloak for the coin bag secured to my belt, I groped at it, wondering if I could afford a sweet bun for Blaze.
Empty. I’d forgotten I spent our last coin on paper and charcoal. I rubbed my face, hopeful that this job meant I’d be able to buy whatever she needed—or wanted.
Dawn arrived by increasing shades of lightness. It preceded someone’s steps thumping as they marched up the inner steps. Wooden trapdoors in the platform’s stone floor banged open, and a male dressed in Paljin’s colors and wearing rhenus-plated armor emerged. In the gray light, his red hair shone like a beacon, and his scent identified him as a dragon. His skin color was pale, almost pink to match his hair.
Before I’d met Smoke and Blaze, since I happened to have the same coloring as the Semalik in the White Wastes, I’d thought everyone, human and dragon alike, had dark-brown skin like my own. But coming down into the Terrs truly disabused me of that notion. Skin coloring was almost as variable as the hue on dragon scales.
The drakengard froze when his blue gaze snagged on me.
I straightened my spine and smoothed my tunic, though he couldn’t see it beneath my cloak. With a curt nod, I debated whether it should’ve been a standard drakengard salute: left fingertips to temple.
“What’s the hold up?” Commander Gale’s hollow voice wafted from below.
“She’s here, ma’am,” he said, his gaze unwavering.
“And?”
He grimaced and cleared the opening. As he turned to offer a hand to his commander, his yellow cloak flared. Dramatic.
After jumping unassisted onto the flat stone roof, she asked me, “Early?” Her gaze scanned the horizon as if an answer was at sea. “How did you get up here? No reports of an aerial approach, and there’s no way you could’ve gotten through the gates.”
Scale mites! That hadn’t even occurred to me. Of course the castle was under watch, and I’d effortlessly bypassed them.
“I… um…” I shouldn’t lie, but my half-shifting unnerved people. “The steward allowed me in.”
My stomach clenched at how high her eyebrows shot up at my blatant lie.
She shared a glance with her attendant before approaching, and stopped an arm’s length away. Her attendant flanked her right shoulder, and they both took their time inspecting me.
Staring at her shoulders, since that’s where my gaze naturally fell, I tried to calm the shake in my hands and knees, hoping the morning’s breeze would dry the nervous sweat prickling my armpits.
She clasped her hands behind her back, eyes narrowed. “If I discover you’re lying, I’ll flog you myself.”
Pinched scales. The day had barely started, and I’d already screwed up. I cleared my throat, mind racing on how I could fix this. “You won’t, ma’am,” I said, hoping I’d somehow be able to intercept the steward and beg for corroboration.
She cocked her chin, her gaze boring holes into my left eye. I could tell it was distracting her, so I shrugged my hood to reveal a bit of my rhenus-clad skull. Her gaze re-focused onto my pate, and her nostrils flared. Though I could hide the worst of my scars under my clothes, I couldn’t mask the pungent metallic stench of my rhenus-drenched body.
“Good,” she finally said. “Not even on the job yet, but you arrived early and showed some initiative. Better than most of my other dragons.”
I quirked an eyebrow, both at the comment and the fact she didn’t mention my rhenus. Her dragon attendant scraped his boot and rolled his eyes.
His commander twisted to face him. “I saw that.”
He stiffened and stared out over the sea. She slapped his cheek hard enough he had to adjust his stance. The smack’s sound bounced off the merlons.
Scale mites. That was harsh. But what could I do?
During our travels to Temojin, we’d heard of drakengard-strict discipline. It hadn’t bothered me, since nothing rivaled what the pa’an, the Semalik’s spiritual leader who had raised me, would’ve done. Blaze, on the other hand, had been horrified.
With a small shake to ease the shame, the commander’s subordinate muttered an apology and quickly resumed his ready pose. She ignored him.
“As you’re already aware, Damndrake, I’m Commander Gale. And this is Flame. He’ll provide a castle tour and explain what will be expected of you. After which, I’ll inspect your dragon-form and administer some tests. In a week’s time, should you complete those tests to my satisfaction, you’ll be expected to provide an allegiance oath to our premier. Any questions?”
Though I’d expected a scan, I inwardly winced at the mention of tests. What would I be tested on? In Temojin, I hadn’t gotten this far in the hiring process, so I had no idea. I shook my head, resisting the urge to tighten my hood.
Commander Gale lifted her chin. “Speak when spoken to.”
“No, ma’am,” I said, answering her. “No questions.”
She squinted. “Remove the hood.”
Of course. The platform was way too small for our dragon-forms, especially for all three of us, so she likely wanted to gawk at my scars in human-form. I fully lowered my hood, fixing my gaze on the horizon. Even in the morning’s low light, the rhenus scar covering my left eye and half my skull probably gleamed with its characteristic iridescent sheen.
The commander’s eyes widened, and Flame whistled. He whispered, “That can’t be fake.”
“Quiet,” she ordered, then stepped closely. “The rumors from Temojin say you foiled your dragon-form in silver, trying to pass it off as rhenus. Is that true?”
“No, ma’am,” I said, leaning away.
“Where did you acquire all the rhenus? It’s not from your family’s horde.” Her hand rose as if she’d try to touch it.
I flinched and clenched my jaw. I’d explained this to Temojin's physicians, but none believed me. I doubted Commander Gale would, either. Even so, I told her the truth. “I ate it. Like any other dragon would.”
The commander barked a laugh. “Then how did it end up on your head? You must’ve had a master smith fashion such a thing. How does it stay in place?”
Without permission, and knowing it might earn me a slap, I flicked my hood in place. How could I explain that my body oozed rhenus when I bled? They wouldn’t believe it. Pinched scales, Commander Gale would claim it was fake and force me from Paljin—just like in Temojin.
“I don’t know, ma’am,” I answered, tempering my voice. “I can’t explain it. I suppose, my dragon magic.”
Her nostrils flared, but she hummed a noncommittal response. “Can you assure us it’s not stolen?”
Temojin’s commander had also accused me of theft. “Not stolen, ma’am, absolutely not.” And if I told her the White Wastes held enough rhenus to clad them all, she’d laugh and accuse me of lying—just like in Temojin. Was this destined to repeat itself everywhere I went?
Her face hardened. “If I discover otherwise, I’ll descale you myself.”
“You won’t discover otherwise, ma’am.”
She smiled. “I like you, Damndrake. Don’t make me unlike you. I’ll inspect your dragon-form later. Until then, you’re under Flame’s command.”
With a swirl of her cape, she left, descending the steps into the tower.
In her wake, Flame and I stared at each other.
When her steps faded, Flame’s posture relaxed, and he sneered. “We’ve heard about you. Some sort of myth. A legend. More like a fraudster.” He pointed at my left eye. “Do you have more fake scars like that one?”
I resisted the urge to smirk. How would I fake a scar? Whatever I answered, he’d probably say I lied. I pressed my lips together.
Flame snorted. “Be that way.” With a flick of his red mane, he gestured at the opening. “After you.”
My neck itched knowing he’d be at my back. Regardless, I descended the steps into Paljin’s castle, hoping I wouldn’t regret this.
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Wind moaned through Paljin castle’s crenellations, drawing my gaze to the gray afternoon sky. With my good eye, I squinted at seagulls skimming the black stone turrets while Paljin’s yellow flag fluttered in their wake. Gathering rain chilled the air, and my scars ached. Assembled with drakengards in the castle’s open courtyard, I shivered in my thin cloak, waiting for Commander Gale’s verdict.
After Flame’s rushed tour of the public chambers I’d be expected to guard, he had left me alone in a labyrinth of dark corridors linking the cellars beneath the castle. Trying to find a way out and failing, my heart raced. If I missed my inspection with the commander, I’d be reprimanded.
While scurrying along the catacombs, I ran into a chambermaid. In the dark and close quarters, at first glance, I saw a white blob careening towards me. Startled, I’d half-shifted.
At the sight of my grotesque mix of forms, the chambermaid had screamed loud enough to pierce ears. Flame suddenly appeared. The empty corridors filled, and the castle was in an uproar.
If I was lucky, Commander Gale would probably regulate me to the stables after a good beating.
“Are you listening, Damndrake?” Commander Gale asked.
Snapping my gaze onto her blue stare, I suppressed a wince.
She’d already batted my head in reprimand immediately after Flame detailed how I couldn’t control my forms. Beneath her silvery, smooth rhenus-coated steel plates, the commander’s leather armor creaked as she leaned over, waiting for my response.
“Yes, ma’am,” I answered, adjusting my hood, my left eye twitching. “Scaring the human staff is a punishable offense. But—”
She struck out with dragon-speed, her arm a blur. With a crack, her slap echoed across the stone courtyard. Blood leaked from my inner cheek, and the taste of iron tinged with rhenus coated my tongue. The commander shook her hand, face contorted to control a yowl that seemed to choke her.
Someone laughed.
I’d been expecting the blow, but not the ridicule. I bared my teeth. Though I tried to suppress my magic, a lifetime of instinct took over. My body began shifting, head fringe bulging beneath my hood, fang-filled snout distorting my face. Before my magic fully took hold, Commander Gale shoved two fingers over my nostrils and pinched.
With a yelp, I rose on my toes in her grip.
“What is this… this?”
She appeared ready to throw me into the street for the night soil carts.
“How in all of Terria are you even doing this? You are either a dragon or a human. Not something in between.” Her earlier amenable demeanor was gone; her mouth bunched as if she’d spit, but instead she added, “Since you can’t control yourself, you don’t have a place on my drakengard.” She freed my nostrils. “Leave.”
Blinking back tears, I stood stunned, my features slowly settling into my human-form. My left eye twitched. Though the chambermaid had screamed so loud she’d probably hurt her vocal cords, she hadn’t lost control of her bladder. She hadn’t been that scared.
“Leave?” I croaked, my gaze flicking to Flame who stood nearby.
He smirked. Had he embellished the severity of what had happened? Behind me, a few snorted and chuckled.
Without another word, my now-former commander turned on her heel and strode towards the door leading into the castle’s stables.
“Commander,” I said, following her yellow-fringed black cape. “I’ll make amends. Whatever you ask. Whatever the human wants. Please, I ask for a chance—”
She spun. “That was your chance. I read the reports from Temojin and thought you deserved to show us something different. At one point, your parents may have been drakengard material, but you weren’t born with a civilized disposition, were you? You must've inherited their lesser tendencies.”
I stared at her boots. No matter how many times I denied it, they’d never believe  my parents hadn’t deserted their post.
“Learn to control your shifting, Damndrake. Even with all that rhenus…” She sniffed; a flash of greed or envy flitted across her dark eyes and broad cheeks. “You won’t last long with humans if you can’t manage your forms.” Commander Gale pointed at something behind me. “Your exit is right over there.”
As if I didn’t know.
She hesitated for a moment, then dug in her belt. “The steward asked that we ban you from the city. I hadn’t thought it necessary, but you proved you can’t control your forms. Maybe it is for the best. If any drakengard finds you in Pal tomorrow, they’ll escort you past the city’s walls. Good luck, dragon.”
Flipping a single copper coin in the air, she left me with the wind and a smattering of Paljin’s drakengard crew. I stared at the coin. Compensation for the morning? Or pity? Either way, she was right. Maybe this was for the best.
“Disappointing,” Flame said, coming up and tugging on the edge of my tattered cape. “We won’t get to see the infamous Damndrake in all her rhenus-coated glory.”
I hissed, drawing away from him. My gaze darted among the drakengard, all in their rhenus-reinforced armor. Even with the overcast sky, rainbow light played over the hardened metal.
“Don’t touch her,” another one said, disgust riding his face. “It’s not real rhenus. It’s some trick. The scar over her left eye is probably a painted, perfumed prosthetic. No one could have so much rhenus attached to their human-form. Right?”
I scowled. About ten drakengards milled around the courtyard, bearing witness to my shame—and they blocked the exit.
They wanted a fight?
“Let’s see it,” another shouted from the courtyard’s opposite wall. “Let’s see your dragon-form.”
She was tall and muscular. I hoped that wouldn’t translate to a brawny dragon. Sometimes it did, sometimes not. I clenched my fists, determined not to give them the satisfaction of forcing me to shift.
“Yeah,” Flame said, darting in to pinch my thigh, but I smacked his hand away. He cringed, shaking his hand. “Come on. Show us. Afraid the silver foil will fall off?”
A shutter from a window above slammed open. Commander Gale leaned out. “I said, leave.” She jerked her head.
Flame stepped away, and the crew dispersed.
Sighing, I suppressed a grimace, nodded at my half-day commander, and turned towards the castle’s outer wall.
What would I do now? More importantly, what would Blaze say?






  
  Chapter 3


Rhenus: The most valuable metal in all Terria. It is used primarily for armor (for humans and dragons in human-form) as well as wyvernfast construction. Also, a dragon dietary supplement. Its use is heavily regulated by the Greater Terrian Geological Society (GTGS). ~ Tactical Weapons and Armory, 10th Edition
Grimacing at the darkening sky, I left the castle, and afternoon rain pattered onto my cloak. I wrapped the thin fabric about my frame, silently cursing the restricted airspace above cities. It meant I faced nearly an hour’s walk to the inn. Though I’d regret the resulting spectacle, the inn was seconds away by wing. 
Down in the Terrs, because of my rhenus and Blaze’s condition, we spent more time in our human-form than not, which set my skin itching. To be fair, in the northern snowy tundra, the cold often forced us to avoid our dragon-forms. The frigid air crystallized poor Blaze’s scales; they broke off, leaving her in pain and as vulnerable as a worm. My excess rhenus kept my scales intact, but the snow and ice made it difficult to travel in dragon-form, let alone fly.
An errant gust carried the scent of a drift of humans, their woodsy musk so intermingled they were likely family. I glanced up from the muddy path in time to dodge a boy no older than Blaze as he darted by. His father carried a canvas bundle emanating earthy herb and vegetable aromas. He barked a command as another of his offspring sprinted after his brother, splashing mud on my breeches. Their mother muttered an apology as she hurried after them.
Standing aside, I offered a tight smile and bowed my cowled head to hide my scar. I cast a longing glance at the small family as they disappeared in the growing damp mist. A tightness gripped my chest and my hands trembled.
I envied those boys with parents to holler after them. I only had fading memories of mine, and though it was a waste of time longing for them, I did. For the past ten years, though, it had been all about Blaze. I let out a long breath. She was family now, and I was the only person who could keep her safe.
But how would I do that now? First, Temojin refused to accept us and now Paljin. I’ll be rejected from all the Territories. And what if Smoke heard of my failings? He’d hound us even here.
He probably hadn’t expected our move into the Terrs. Among so many humans and dragons, I hadn’t caught Smoke’s noxious scent in months. Without his relentless pursuit, I had started to hope I could earn some coin, settle down, and provide a safe and stable life for Blaze. But I ruined every opportunity.
If I hadn't reacted the way I had with the maid in the castle… Curst skies, I was useless.
I moved on, anxious to escape the cold rain before it completely soaked me. At least we were near the eastern gates. It’d only take minutes to reach the oak and maple forest beyond and find shelter for the night. I clenched my jaw thinking of it, but it’s not like we hadn’t experienced sleeping out under the stars before. I snorted. That’d been the norm for most of Blaze’s life.
But she deserved better.
Mud encased my leaky boots, and they squelched as I stepped inside the inn. A low fire lit the common room, though dim light from the outdoor gloom seeped in. The space was unoccupied.
Except for Blaze.
She sat cross-legged before the wide hearth, bent over some loose scrolls on the floor. Long brown hair obscured her face, but I imagined her lips pressed in determination. With help from the innkeeper’s wife, if anyone could learn to read by sheer will, Blaze could. Though, she’d have less time to do it now that I didn’t have a job and we were banned from the city.
Not Blaze. I was banned.
Maybe we could live outside Pal’s walls? There were farms nearby. Though I knew nothing of horticulture or animal husbandry, I was strong in my human-form. Surely, I could get a job hauling hay. If I hadn’t been banned from the city, I’d hound the night soil wagons. Whatever. We couldn’t keep traveling, only to get chased from every territory.
She must've felt the weight of my gaze because she stood. “Damma!” she exclaimed, running to embrace my midriff.
Returning the hug, I swallowed a lump in my throat.
“You’re all wet!” she sputtered, squirming away. Breathless, she added, “How was your first day as a Paljin drakengard?” She jutted out her chest.
I cringed.
“Welcome back,” the innkeeper said, moving into the room from the kitchen. He didn’t use my name.
When I’d first introduced myself, he laughed uncomfortably, probably thinking I made a crude joke. What parents would name their child a common dragon-curse? My parents hadn’t named me on my hatchday, but that was a sad story no one wanted to hear.
With the wisdom of youth, Blaze had informed the innkeeper he could call me Damma instead, like she did. That hadn’t sat well with him either, so he chose to call me nothing. If we stayed long enough, though, he probably would’ve named me something, like most humans.
“Raining outside, is it?” the innkeeper asked. “We’ll either be filled to the brim at the workday’s end or empty. How bad is it out there?”
Glad for the interruption, I sidled past Blaze, patting her head as I went. “I suspect the former,” I answered. “It’s damp, but it wouldn’t deter your patrons. The wind hasn’t picked up yet.”
He huffed. “Then you might want an early dinner.”
“Yes, that’s a good idea.” My gaze shifted to meet Blaze’s eyes, but I couldn’t hold it and stared at the fire instead. The copper coin Commander Gale offered wouldn’t cover our expenses, but I had to know how deep we were in. “And I’ll need to settle our bill.”
Blaze gaped, but kept silent, her tiny body deflating. She guessed already. Of course she did. What gave it away?
“You’ll be leaving tonight?” the innkeeper asked, moving behind the bar.
“Immediately after our meal,” I answered.
He beamed. “Great to hear you’ve been offered a spot on the castle’s grounds. I thought they were short on space?”
Unwilling to dispel the innkeeper’s erroneous assumption, I nodded.
But Blaze understood. With her eyes wide, she muttered, “I’ll get our things,” and ran up the stairs.
I’d been told not to expect quarters at the castle, and I’d repeated that to Blaze, so as to dampen her hopes. And she knew my propensity for losing any job involving humans. Which was all of them, of course.
“What’s for dinner?” I asked, keeping my voice light as I listened to Blaze’s thumps coming from upstairs. What on Terria she gathered, I had no idea. We had little gear other than the clothes on our backs. But like a good dragon, she probably vented her frustration on furniture instead of humans. Or me.
“Lamb stew,” he answered, waving me to a seat in the great room as he moved into the kitchen. He eyed the ceiling in concern. “I’ll get your bill.”
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“How did it happen?” she finally asked, keeping her gaze on the bowl.
Since coming down with our two packs, it was the first thing she’d said.
“Does it matter?” I asked in return, keeping my gaze on the inn’s patrons. I didn’t want to explain that the chambermaid had frightened me, and I’d reacted with a half-shift. Taking a deep breath, I steeled myself and cleared my throat. “We have to leave the city.”
“You’ve been banned again?”
Thank clear skies, the chatter from those nearby almost drowned out her small voice, keeping our conversation private. Most patrons were human, though I caught the scent of a couple of dragons.
I shushed her and took a long drink of beer. “Not so loud. We have another problem.” My knee danced faster.
She blinked, probably wondering how many more problems I could muster in one day. Though I was fourteen years her senior, sometimes Blaze was the adult.
“Problem?” She stuffed some stew-soaked bread into her mouth, chewing quickly and eyeing a bread roll on the edge of a nearby table.
I’d no doubt that any uneaten food on our neighbor’s tables would end up in our packs. I didn’t like her pilfering, but her crimes were nothing compared to mine.
“The bill was… larger than I expected. We need more coin.” I didn’t have the heart to tell her all we had was the copper Commander Gale had tossed, and it wasn’t nearly enough.
Blaze snorted.
Empty pockets was a common state. For most of Blaze’s life, money hadn’t been an issue. Though an unforgiving place for dragons, the White Wastes had been rich in game. And rhenus, of course. We had plenty of access to rhenus ore.
But in the Terrs, we needed copper and silver coin to survive like civilized people.
“I’ll have to sell a scale before we leave.” As soon as I said it, my knee stopped bouncing.
It was out; I could accept it now. It’d hurt. Extracting a dragon scale was no easy feat, worse when I did it to myself. But it wasn’t the first time. Probably not the last.
Blaze’s brown eyes widened and filmed over with unshed tears. She stretched across the table and touched the back of my hand. “Are you sure?”
I gave her an apologetic wince, unwilling to explain why the inn’s bill was so high. Who knew the fancy paper and charcoal stylus she had innocently requested from the innkeeper had cost so much?
And I couldn’t hand over an entire adult-sized rhenus-clad dragon scale to the innkeeper. With the scale’s worth a hundred times over the bill, I doubted he had enough to offer change. What I really needed was a banker. Or someone with enough coin on hand. But who? And how’d I find them before tomorrow morning?
Over the conversation din, someone shouted, “Damndrake!”
Flame. He and another dragon approached our table, pushing past other patrons to hover above us. The crowd momentarily quieted before turning away. It was two drakengards dealing with dragons—that was no human’s business.
“Still within Pal’s perimeter, I see,” Flame said. He plucked the beer from my hand and drained it. “Was our commander's order unclear?”
I gritted my teeth, left eye twitching, muscles bunching for a fight, but then I frowned. Drakengards were well-paid. How much these two carried on them was anyone’s guess, but combined, it might be worth half the value of my scale. Probably a bad idea, but selling them a rhenus-covered scale was my best chance at paying off our bill before we had to leave the city.
Forcing a smile, I said, “No.” I stood, rolling my shoulders and flexing my fingers. “Perfectly clear. We’ll leave as soon as my sister finishes eating.”
Blaze clutched the bread on the table and glanced about for a safe exit.
I flicked a hand, trying to convey I wouldn’t start a fight. In dragon-form, I could’ve draghi-spoken directly, but as we were, I had to rely on vague human gestures.
“While she’s enjoying her meal,” I added, as neutral as I could muster, “you wanted to see my dragon-form, no? I have a better proposition.”
Flame’s eyes scanned my body. I was covered from head to foot to hide all my rhenus-filled scars, so there wasn’t much to see but he leered anyway.
“Better?” he said. “We’ll be the judge. Show us.”
I nodded towards the inn’s entrance. It’s not like I could shift into dragon-form here. I’d punch through the walls and ceiling. Leading the drakengards into the night, I racked my brain for a distraction big enough to allow me to shift to dragon-form, pluck a scale, and return to my human-form before they saw how I really looked.






  
  Chapter 4


After dragons joined human society, establishing gards provided dragons with gainful employment. Most prestigious is the drakengard, tasked with protecting urban populations. Second is the terrogard, whose main concern is the establishment and patrol of territory boundaries. Last, is the firegard, which has no territory restrictions as they serve humans and dragons alike. Other minor gards may be established by individual territories to address human needs as they arise. ~ Draghi Governance Guidelines
The next morning, Blaze counted our newly acquired coins, dropping each individually into our money bag. Their metallic plinking accompanied the rain. We sat under a massive oak tree, the ground beneath not yet thoroughly soaked. Dark clouds brooded above, promising more to come. 
“Did you hurt anyone?” she asked, eyes fixed on the gold and silver.
I snorted. “No. And they got a bargain. For the amount of rhenus on my scale, I could’ve gotten twice the coin from a banker or the market.”
Blaze flicked her tangled hair aside. It had loosened during the night when we huddled beneath a tree’s burnt hollow. The worry on her brow had eased, but her small lips pressed together like a wizened old lady. “Did they see your dragon-form?”
Frowning, I motioned her closer and took a comb from my pack. I picked at her knotted hair, preparing to braid it.
“They would’ve seen it sooner or later,” I answered. If I hadn’t been fired, I would’ve had to endure their stares at some point. “But no. I’m clever. I distracted them. And once they saw the dragon-scale…”
“That’s all they could see,” Blaze finished, holding stiff against the comb. “We should’ve brought more rhenus before leaving the White Wastes. We could’ve sold that instead.”
No. If I'd known about the global rhenus scarcity, we would’ve stayed in the White Wastes. Maybe. The region’s frigid temperatures meant Blaze would never grow properly, and Smoke always managed to find us in the snowy expanses. But now our—my—excess rhenus presented a problem I hadn’t anticipated.
“We brought enough,” I said. “For you to eat. A thimble a day for the rest of your life ought to be enough. A hundred years or so? We’re good.”
There was no other way to replenish our supply in the Terrs. We couldn’t waste our cache by exchanging it for coin that I could presumably earn.
I worked a close braid tight against her skull, the white of her skin showing between the strands. My own dark brown fingers blended in with her hair.
“But that’s the second scale you’ve plucked,” Blaze said, voice accusatory.
“And they regrow.” Slowly and painfully, but they returned, though with less rhenus. I tied the end of her braid with a length of cloth and pushed her away. “Stop fretting. Once I find another job—”
Blaze tsked. “We can find jobs easily enough. It’s keeping them that’s the problem. You lose them as fast as you’re hired.” Turning, she teased the comb from my hand and waved it at my close-fitting cowl. “Your turn.”
I grimaced, but ignored her comment about losing jobs.
Before relinquishing, I scanned our surroundings. Though we were tucked under a tree, the path wasn’t far from where we sat. We had an unfettered view of a low valley outside the city. Sparsely populated, but rooftops poked above the canopies—which meant we could be observed. Blaze had seen me in all my glory, so I wasn’t worried she’d goggle at the rhenus half of my head. But others might.
Blaze smiled. “Please?”
Sighing, I said, “I’m relenting because you’re cute.” I lowered my hood and shook out my damp black hair.
Blaze beamed and scrunched up her nose as she positioned herself behind me. “It stinks! Is that mold?”
I growled. “Just braid it.”
She continued to make disgusted noises, muttering about my lack of personal hygiene.
To distract her, I offered, “We should head to Da.”
“Da? That’s weeks away, isn’t it? Why can’t we stay in Paljin Territory? I thought you said we only had to leave the city?”
“Yes, but last night…”
“What?”
How to explain the greedy glint in the drakengards’ eyes? And they had wanted to gawk at my dragon-form. They’d even shifted their own forms, trying to force me to comply. But the common dragon etiquette of assuming whatever form the highest-ranking dragon took wasn’t ingrained in me, so I hadn’t.
“I don’t think we should hang around Pal anymore.” I didn’t want to alarm her, but since Dajin Territory was on the border with the White Wastes, we could easily escape to it. Because now it wasn’t just Smoke after us, but maybe every dragon in the Terrs. “Da was bigger. There might be more opportunities to find a job.”
“We could go south again,” Blaze offered, her voice sweet and innocent.
“To Temo?” The taint of my parents’ supposed desertion had the Temojin drakengard and humans alike eyeing me like a traitor.
“No,” Blaze said, exasperation in her voice as she pulled on my hair. “The Blasted Sands.”
Not this again. “You know we can’t go there.”
“But—”
“It’s full of criminals, Blaze. Your parents might have broken the law, but not you.” Not any law warranting exile to the Blasted Sands. Not ever, if I could help it.
“But—”
“And it’s across the Pannotia Strait. Your wings aren’t even fully formed yet. You’d never make it.”
“You can carry me.”
“I’d never make it across. Not in one go.”
“We can take a ship—”
“Stop it.” I yanked my half-braided tresses from her grasp and stood. Stuffing hair under my hood, I faced Blaze.
With a storm on her face, she glared, holding the comb like a blade.
Easier to face sad-Blaze than angry-Blaze, so I grinned. “You really want to go on a ship? Recall the last time we were on one.”
Her face fell, and she hunched over the comb, glancing over her shoulder. She probably feared Smoke would sneak up on us at any moment. A lump formed in my throat for reminding her of that bastard, but she had mentioned it first.
I crouched on my heels. “I’m sorry, bub. I didn’t mean it that way.” But I had. I peered behind her, as if to scan the trees. “Smoke’s not out there.” Not yet, at least. “But we can’t go to the Blasted Sands. Just because your scales are white doesn’t mean you’re from there.”
Blaze sniffed, wiping at her hazel eyes. They were a bright green in stark contrast to the gray day. “What about my brother?”
Sucking in a steadying breath, I shook my head. “I’m sorry, bub. We can’t—we don’t know whether he’s still alive. Remember, Smoke lies. Every. Time.”
The rain’s patter had lessened, and nearby, a few hungry quail shuffled the damp litter. Blaze finally nodded, but her eyes brimmed with tears anew.
“Let’s focus on moving north, yes?” I continued, rubbing her shoulders. “Maybe it’ll be warm enough we can venture into the snow and scratch up more rhenus?”
Her brow furrowed. The icy White Wastes were harder for her to handle. Probably had to do with the amount of rhenus in my body, but every other dragon, except me, tended to freeze even in summer when snowdrifts held firm in the mountains.
“Since you can’t keep a job,” she said, voice so adult my heart clenched, “we could do with more rhenus.”
I snorted. As if it was her idea. Which I guess, it had been. Besides, she probably didn’t want me suffering more plucked scales. My hand eased over my inner thigh, where a wound the shape of a thumb-nail sized divot reminded me of last night. It had scarred over with rhenus quickly enough, but it stung.
“Good,” I said. “That’s settled. We’ll retrieve our cache and fly north—”
“Dragons!” Blaze jumped to her feet, pointing west towards the shore.
Five dragons approached on the wing. Two appeared suspiciously like Flame and his partner from last night—Breeze—that was the other’s name. But the largest I didn’t recognize. She was the size of a mammoth and belched fire.
“Up the tree,” I ordered. “Hide. And no matter what happens, don’t shift.”
She grunted and obeyed, snatching our packs before she climbed into the dense oak canopy.
I strode onto the wet, grassy expanse between the wide trees. Debating whether to shift now or wait until they forced me, I tried to remember what the appropriate dragon etiquette would be in this situation. They were all in dragon-form, so that meant I should be, too. Or would it be seen as a threat since they approached? So, should I wait until ordered? Before I could decide, they circled above, their leathery wings churning up a small storm.
Flame, with red-tinged scales, landed a hundred paces away, immediately shifting to human-form. One moment he was a dragon; then the air shimmered along his surface, and there stood Flame, his blue gaze riveted on me.
I clenched my jaw at the suddenness of his change. My deliberate shifting was so at odds with their near-instant transformation. It still bothered me to see how fast others did it—even Blaze.
Beside Flame, the other dragons alighted in close succession, their landings sending tremors through the ground. Breeze materialized as did three more I recognized from yesterday. They all wore Paljin’s yellow and black colors. The female had been the largest dragon, but in human-form she wasn’t much taller.
“Good Morning, Damndrake,” Flame started as if we’d known each other for much longer than a day. “Glad to see you can obey an order.”
I grimaced. What could I say? They were here to fight me in my dragon-form, extort more rhenus, or both.
“We aren’t here to harm you,” the she-dragon said, as if she’d read my thoughts. She smiled, but showed too many teeth. “I’m Cloud. And you know Flame and Breeze, of course.” She flicked a hand towards them.
I raised mine, silently begging the drakengards would ignore Blaze’s scent. “I promise I’ll leave Paljin by the week’s end. What do you want?”
Cloud’s grin widened. “Among our crew, a large wager has been set. Few believe Flame and Breeze, so we’re here to settle it. Where did you… acquire the rhenus?”
I blinked. Her question sounded like an accusation. “I didn’t steal it.”
She cocked her head.
Breeze, in human-form and his blond hair bouncing, began striding towards the
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