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			Chapter 
1

			The air was nothing but smoke and ash, lingering over the room and covering everything in darkness. Forms moved in the haze like shapeless wraiths or spirits of the dead. When the iron-forged front door opened—which it rarely did—sunlight tentatively entered the room and fell upon the endless rows of swords and spears that lined the blackened walls, just waiting for blood. In short, Wilhelm’s Forge was a grim, fire-blasted hole—tucked onto the side of a bustling city street and ignored by the most sensible folk.

			But for Driele Reiter, it was one of the few places in Dracone where she felt like she belonged, and more importantly, where she could hide away from the crowds and be alone with her work. Dree was twelve but looked older: tall and lean, with arms as hard as the beaten steel that they formed. Sweat dripped freely down from her forehead and created rivulets on her soot-stained cheeks like fresh rain snaking its way through the dirt.

			Dree was a welder’s apprentice and had been for almost two years. It was trying work, but it also was a rare chance to design and build and think about something other than the memories—grainy images of moments she wanted to forget, or brilliant flashes of scarlet and smoke. She stood over the blazing hot forge, lovingly pulling her afternoon’s work out of the fire with a set of iron tongs and heavy leather gloves. She had already welded most of the contraption together with a torch, but she always liked to drop her creations in the fire at the end to smooth the sides into near-glass. It was the little details she admired.

			Dree and the other apprentice made many things in the busy metal shop: broadswords, tools, even gleaming, fire-resistant armor. But a few months ago, Dree had received a different assignment from her boss, the domineering Master Wilhelm, and one that she particularly loved: a toy. She had worked on it every free moment she had, when the swords and shields were done and she could return to her special project.

			It was a magnificent thing—a black iron dragonfly, each piece meticulously forged from casts of her own creation and then welded into place with a small torch. It was more intricate than anything she had ever made before, with almost ethereal quad wings, bulbous eyes, and delicate legs that the master himself would have struggled to make. After dumping cold water on the toy and eliciting a shower of steam, Dree carefully picked it up, smiling for the first time that day. She wore gloves, but she didn’t need them. Heat had never bothered Dree. In fact, even when the hottest fire danced over her calloused, leather-hard hands, it barely seemed to touch her. It had been that way her entire life.

			And look what that’s done for you, she thought bitterly, fighting off a sudden image that flashed into her mind like a fork of lightning. Smoke and ash, but not in a welder’s shop—the smell of burning furniture and wood and flesh. The screaming she still heard at night. And worst of all, a little boy who never left the fire.

			Dree shook her head, trying to get back to the present. She had created something beautiful, and she could allow herself some time to enjoy it before it was sold off to some rich, young Draconian for more than Dree made in a week. Maybe a month.

			“Finally done?” Sasha—Wilhelm’s other apprentice—asked scornfully.

			He looked like a welder’s apprentice: tall and strong with broad shoulders and a matching block chin. Dree didn’t like to admit it, but he was handsome—the heat seemed to have carved his face into stone, proud and rigid, while his eyes were a warm almond brown that moved from friendly to condescending almost instantly.

			Sasha had no love for toys. He wanted only to forge swords and spears and talk about how he would much rather be sticking them into a dragon’s black heart up in the mountains. It was one of the many things Dree and Sasha didn’t agree on.

			“Perfection takes time,” Dree responded quietly, running her fingers over the lattice wings. Despite Sasha’s comment, even Master Wilhelm would appreciate this.

			“And a toy is a perfect waste of time,” Sasha retorted, shutting down his forge.

			It was getting late, and the shop was closing for the day. Wilhelm would be in to inspect their work shortly—usually to bluster and curse and complain about his apprentices.

			Dree ignored Sasha. She was the better welder by far, but Sasha was the clear favorite. Wilhelm said it himself all the time. It wasn’t about their performance—Dree just had an unfortunate habit of getting into trouble.

			Of course, Sasha had no idea just how intricate the dragonfly really was. The inside was filled with countless tiny mechanisms of Dree’s own creation: gears and pistons and other things Sasha—and Master Wilhelm—couldn’t even begin to fathom.

			Dree thought of how her father would react if he knew she was creating such things. He would be furious. He didn’t want Dree doing anything out of the ordinary and attracting attention to herself. Her father was a brilliant man who was afraid to be brilliant. He was afraid of a lot of things, actually. You wouldn’t know it to look at him: He had Dree’s wild chestnut hair and piercing blue eyes, and he was lined with the shadows of muscles that had long since faded after too many years spent in an armchair. He’d hurt his back many years ago, bad enough that he couldn’t lift anything or even really bend. In fact, Abelard wasn’t able to work at all, and it was up to Dree’s mother to keep the house afloat. With five kids, that wasn’t easy.

			Dree had left school at ten to get a job and help out her mother. She remembered the day well. She’d barely managed to pull the huge cast-iron door open before sneaking inside, her tiny hands trembling at her stomach.

			She needed a job . . . now.

			Master Wilhelm appeared over her, eyes as dark as coal. He was a welder to the core—a belly like a keg and a much-singed salt-and-pepper beard.

			“What do you want, girl?” he asked, scanning over her ratty peasant’s clothes.

			“I want a job,” she murmured, unable to meet his hard gaze. “I can weld.”

			He guffawed, his belly shaking like her mother’s holiday pudding. “Are you mad?” he asked. “You look like a starving dormouse.”

			Dree stiffened. “I can weld.”

			Master Wilhelm stared at her, a hammer slung over his shoulder. “Is that so?”

			“I know fire,” she said quietly. “Give me a torch.”

			He paused for a long moment, and finally he shrugged and gestured to the forge.

			“I haven’t had a good laugh in a while,” he sneered. “Make me something.”

			He had returned to his work, still laughing, as Dree slipped on an overlarge apron and gloves, tied back her tangled hair, and started. Dree had never welded a day in her life, but when she’d set out for a job that morning, she knew she should play to her strengths. She liked to build, and she was born with fire. It was an hour later when she showed him her work. Wilhelm turned from his forge, sweat pouring from his scowling visage.

			His eyes widened.

			In Dree’s slender hands sat an exact replica of the palace, welded from scraps and yet perfect in its details. A flag stood on the highest peak, the metal welded paper-thin and bent as if blowing in the northern wind.

			He stared at it for a long moment, not speaking. Then he turned back to his work.

			“You can start tomorrow.”
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			Two years later, Dree was still working at the forge. Of course, Wilhelm liked to remind her that a forge was “no place for a girl,” as he had said constantly in those first few days. But Dree had proven her worth a thousand times over—creating shields smoother than the surface of the morning lake that bordered the city and intricate metalwork like locks, scales, and trinkets that Sasha could never hope to replicate—and so far Wilhelm had never had a reason to fire her. She just had to keep it that way.

			But neither Master Wilhelm nor Dree’s father was there at the moment, and she simply couldn’t resist showing Sasha exactly what a toy could do. Making sure her back was completely blocking Sasha’s view, Dree softly put her hand to the top of the iron-forged toy, where a little metal shaft led straight to the heart of the dragonfly—the engine. It just needed a bit of fuel to operate. A bit of fire. Luckily for Dree, the fire was always there.

			She just had to let it out.

			Dree’s hand rippled with delicate red and blue flames, which should have burned her skin but instead passed over it like warm water. The dancing fire raced into the dragonfly’s heart, and suddenly brilliant light shone from the many openings in the black iron, as if a lantern had been lit inside. Dree grinned wolfishly as the fire grew brighter.

			It was working.

			The lattice wings suddenly beat frantically, as if alive, and then picked up speed, moving in a blur. It shouldn’t have been possible—even Dree knew that. But dragons could fly, borne by fire, and just as she had guessed, so could steel and iron.

			The toy dragonfly lifted off the table, its quad wings almost humming, and then it tilted forward, buzzing across the forge and heading straight for Sasha, who finally realized what was going on.

			“What the—” he managed, ducking as the dragonfly raced over his head.

			He looked at Dree incredulously.

			“How did you do that?”

			Dree shrugged. “Like I said, perfection takes time.”

			She so enjoyed the look on Sasha’s face. It was well worth the risk.

			And then Master Wilhelm raced into the shop, panicked.

			“Clean up,” he barked, rushing over to a scattered pile of weaponry. “I heard that the Prime Minister is going to pop in.” He stopped when he saw his apprentices just standing there, confused. “Here!” he blustered, spittle flying from his mouth. “Move!”

			Dree had just started for the toy dragonfly, which was buzzing around the far end of the shop, when the front door swung open, allowing sunlight to flood the windowless forge once again. The smiling Prime Minister strolled in, flanked by two of his cabinet members, who were eyeing the forge with obvious distaste. They all looked impeccable as usual. Francis Xidorne was the shining symbol of the new Dracone—smart and cultured and trendy.

			His famous raven hair was long and curly, falling almost to his eyes. He wasn’t a tall man, but his gleaming black boots and their generous four-inch heels gave him more height and matched the half cape he sometimes sported. Even at forty-nine, only a few wrinkles lined the corners of his oft-smiling lips. While he didn’t wear the fire-resistant armor that was so popular among the younger generation, he did have a silver necklace with a lone dragon fang dangling around his neck, a sign of the thriving market of dragon paraphernalia and the larger trend of killing dragons in general. Dree despised dragon hunters, but she wasn’t about to tell Francis Xidorne that.

			“Welcome to my humble shop.” Master Wilhelm hurried over with a massive hand outstretched. “My apologies for the state of it—”

			“Nonsense,” Francis said. “That’s the point of these visits: to see how our city is bustling.” He looked around, flashing his sparkling white teeth—whiter than any Dree had ever seen. “And it looks like business is good.”

			Master Wilhelm was ecstatic. He loved the Prime Minister and was always going on about how he had turned Dracone around when he ordered that the dragons be hunted to the point of extinction and the path cleared for economic and cultural growth. It was that economic growth that had left Dree’s father behind, along with all the old Draconian families—the ones who had admired the dragons, the ones who had counted them as friends.

			“Yes, very good,” Master Wilhelm said, nodding and gesturing around the shop. “Orders have been pouring in, especially for weapons for our soldiers and the dragon hunters in the mountains. Excellent business, that. Never mind tools for building roads and houses and . . . Dree, come here and show the Prime Minister the toy you were working on today. Toys, if you can imagine! That’s how you know times are good.”

			Dree froze, watching the dragonfly out of the corner of her eye. This was not good. Francis smiled at Dree expectantly, while his two cabinet members just looked bored, whispering to each other and checking their gold-plated pocket watches.

			“Will you come over here?” Wilhelm asked again, his voice lower.

			Dree shuffled over, desperately trying to think of an excuse not to show Francis her toy. Sasha looked at her with a raised eyebrow. Toys weren’t supposed to fly around like that. Even the dim-witted Sasha knew something was wrong.

			“Well?” Master Wilhelm asked, sounding more and more agitated.

			Dree had no choice. She had to show them. She turned to where the dragonfly had been circling in the corner and stifled a curse. It was gone. Dree looked around wildly and then noticed in horror that the dragonfly was now hovering directly over Francis’s curly black head. Master Wilhelm’s eyes went wide when he saw it, and he looked between the dragonfly and Dree, horrified.

			“How?” he said.

			Dree was just going to retrieve the toy when the glowing fire in the dragonfly’s heart suddenly flickered and went out. It dropped out of the sky, thudded loudly off of Francis’s head, and smashed into the ground. One of the beautiful latticework wings snapped off, and Dree forlornly watched it skid across the stone floor of the shop.

			Francis gasped and grabbed his head, wincing as blood flowed through his manicured fingers. The two cabinet members rushed to help him, throwing Wilhelm dirty looks, and then all three men quickly exited the shop, with Francis managing one last forced smile and a “thank you for your contribution to Dracone” before disappearing through the door. Master Wilhelm turned on Dree, his clenched fists shaking like leaves.

			“Out,” he whispered.

			Dree frowned. She had expected yelling and screaming and maybe at least a mention of the fact that her toy was just flying, but not this. He couldn’t mean it.

			“I’m sorry—” she said.

			He pointed to the front door, his whole body trembling with rage. Dree had embarrassed him in front of his hero. She had never seen him so livid.

			“Get out,” he said. “And don’t come back.”

			Dree felt her stomach drop into her boots. “You’re firing me?”

			“That’s right,” he snarled. “Leave the gloves and apron and get out of my shop.”

			She snuck a glance at Sasha, who at least looked a little sympathetic, and then slowly put her gloves and apron on the closest table. What was her father going to say? They didn’t have much money as it was, and the family depended on her weekly wage from the forge. How were they going to get by now? Her mother would be absolutely furious—she’d have to work even longer hours at the steel mill.

			Dree grabbed her old leather pack and shuffled toward the exit, trying not to meet Wilhelm’s eyes. She’d worked dutifully in his shop for two years, and he was just throwing her out like a beggar at the door. She couldn’t believe it.

			“Take the bug,” he growled.

			Dree tenderly picked up the broken dragonfly and its wing, tucking them into her pack, and then heaved the door open, stepping out into the fading sunlight. It was a beautiful, clear evening, and the streets of Dracone were as packed and chaotic as ever.

			The door slammed shut behind her with a last fiery gust of smoke, the smell wafting over her nostrils.

			The city had many pungent scents of its own. It was a world in transition: Half-constructed buildings stretched toward the azure sky, bordered by shops and houses that were as old as the dirt they were standing on. Metal and wood joined together haphazardly in horse-drawn carts, while towering brick smokestacks spewed black clouds into the air. Dree stepped around a stray dog darting along the cobblestone street, chased away by raucous merchants selling beef and potatoes alongside dragon fangs and scales and hearts. Rich, young Draconians stood there, matching white fangs to fire-resistant armor they’d never use, all with scorched-off eyebrows, elaborate painted designs on their faces, and half-shaven heads.

			Dree thought it was all garish and bizarre, but that was the new Dracone.

			She looked across the sprawling city, to where her house was nestled in a maze of overcrowded dockside shacks overlooking the lake. That was where her father and three younger siblings were waiting. She pictured Abi’s face. She had let her sister down too.

			Dree suddenly turned the other way, toward the towering wall of mountains to the east. There was no way she was going home right now, she decided, pushing through the crowd toward the outskirts of the city, her eyes locked on one snowcapped mountain in particular, where a hidden cave sat perched on the slopes. She needed some time to think of a story to tell her parents about why she’d been fired.

			And more importantly, there was someone she needed to see.

		

	
		
			Chapter 
2

			Marcus felt something bounce off the back of his head. He sighed deeply. Judging from the relative size and weight of the object, he suspected it was an eraser, which meant Justin and Ian were throwing things at each other from across the back of the classroom as usual. He heard muted snickers, but that was probably more of a “fortunate coincidence” kind of laugh than the result of a deliberate attempt. He hoped, anyway.

			Marcus wasn’t generally the target of any bullying, but he wasn’t the kind of guy they would apologize to either. He was stuck somewhere in between popular and completely invisible, which was fine by him. Actually, fully invisible would have been great too—he’d had more than enough attention growing up.

			When you were part of the most inexplicable disappearance in state history, you learned to live with questions and cameras and closed curtains. Marcus had even learned to live with the constant stares and the laughter and the older kids pushing him into walls and lockers. But Marcus had never learned to live with the names they had for his father: spy, turncoat . . . traitor.

			Students had spat the names at him as he walked down the hallway, and while the teachers of course didn’t say anything, even they looked at him like he was a product of something corrupt and contagious. Eventually his uncle Jack—a close friend of his father’s who had taken over custody of Marcus—had moved Marcus across Arlington to a new school for a fresh start. He had been able to slip into relative obscurity here, and Marcus liked it that way. He could continue his research in private.

			Brian, Marcus’s best friend, glanced over and smirked. He was slightly more popular than Marcus—though that wasn’t really saying much—because he played football, which his dad insisted on despite Brian’s strong preference for video games. His sandy blond hair was always artfully messed up, which wasn’t fooling anyone, and he had a strong fondness for monochrome golf shirts. Brian was on an unending quest for total popularity, but he was held back by the fact that he was a little chunky and had a bit of an ongoing acne issue. Not to mention he—like Marcus—was completely useless with girls. Brian usually got hives whenever he was near a girl, and Marcus never got close enough to any to find out how he’d react.

			Their high-strung math teacher, Mrs. Saunders, was droning on in the background about multiplication tables, while Marcus lazily stared out the window, barely hearing a thing. He knew all that stuff anyway: Math and science were definitely his strong suits. He was a three-time winner of the State Physics Bowl and had won the Math Bowl twice. In the last Physics Bowl, he had presented a quantifiable theory to explain the spatial distortions in a wormhole—the second- place participant had built an electric conductor. Needless to say, it was a short deliberation. Most of the judges didn’t even fully comprehend Marcus’s theory—they just knew that it was well beyond anything they understood. He got a ribbon.

			Too bad that didn’t impress girls. If Marcus could catch a football, maybe they would talk to him. But considering he had string bean arms and the general athleticism of an armchair, he doubted that was going to happen anytime soon. Not that it mattered.

			He had more important things to worry about.

			Marcus gazed out the window at the ominous tide of storm clouds approaching on the horizon, bubbling and bursting with electrostatic power as they swept across the sky. The October air was warm and muggy, even in the air-conditioned classroom, and he knew that they would probably get a heavy shower in the next hour or two.

			But will it actually be a full thunderstorm? Will it happen again?

			Today was the first of the month . . . the end of the line. If it happened, he would finally know.

			Marcus fiddled with the old watch on his wrist, the faded gold polish revealing dark chrome beneath. It didn’t even work—it hadn’t in almost five years. But Marcus still wore it every day as a reminder. He stared at it thoughtfully, wondering as always why his father had left it behind. He’d only ever taken it off once in Marcus’s entire life.

			The night he left.

			Marcus was just turning back to the front of the class when he accidentally met eyes with Lori Tarmen, a quiet brunette whose style fell somewhere between emo and hipster, and who had been in Marcus’s class every year since he’d gotten to his new school. Her eyes were big and dark and framed with the longest eyelashes he had ever seen, and Marcus felt himself flush with embarrassment. He quickly turned away again.

			But when Marcus snuck another glance a minute later, she was wearing a wry smile, keeping her eyes locked on the board. Marcus wondered if Lori knew about his dad—about the yearlong investigation and the allegations and the label that Marcus was stuck with for life: a traitor’s son.

			His arms started to prickle, the hairs rising, and he felt an intense heat pressing on his skin from the inside out. He knew he needed to calm down . . . and fast. But the anger and resentment were always there, waiting to erupt. Traitor. Deserter.

			They were all liars.

			“She definitely has a thing for you,” Brian whispered.

			Marcus rolled his eyes. “How did you even see that?”

			“I see everything.”

			Mrs. Saunders glanced back from the chalkboard, and they both fell silent just long enough for her to return to her notes. Three people were actually copying them.

			“I’m sure she’s just being nice,” Marcus said.

			He doubted any girl would have a crush on him—especially a girl as pretty as Lori. Girls liked football players and musicians and rebels, not gangly science geeks. And even if she did like him, Marcus could never talk to her anyway. Just the thought of talking to a girl made his stomach tighten. Better to avoid the humiliation.

			Brian snorted. “Because you’re so good at reading women.”

			“I read them fine,” he replied quietly.

			“You’re a quitter.”

			“And a survivor. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have daydreaming to attend to—”

			The words were barely out of his mouth when an announcement came over the loudspeaker, eliciting groans and sighs as a deep voice boomed out across the classroom.

			“Attention, classes.” The familiar Texas drawl of Principal Fedak came through the speakers, sounding concerned. “We have just had a call from the school board, and it seems the storm today is going to be a bit . . . stronger than expected. Severe thunderstorm warnings have been posted, and so we have decided to end classes an hour early today so that everyone can get home before it hits.”

			The groans instantly turned to high fives and cheers. But not for Marcus. He turned back to the classroom window, his gray eyes widening.

			Brian saw his intent expression and took up the groan. “Don’t start.”

			“Teachers,” Principal Fedak continued, “please ensure that all students leave in an orderly manner. Class dismissed.”

			So much for orderly. The class rose like a tidal wave, conversations erupting in every corner. Justin started doing a jig at the back, and Ian threw an eraser at him. But despite the uproar, Marcus was completely quiet. Another storm. And another big one. The countdown was over. Eight years . . . eight storms. But why?

			Brian stood up and started packing his books, eyeing Marcus carefully.

			“You’re looking a bit . . . agitated again,” Brian murmured.

			Marcus waved a hand in dismissal and shoved everything into his backpack, already starting for the door. Students were quickly filing out as Mrs. Saunders sighed and cleaned the blackboard, her equations long forgotten. Brian scurried after him.

			“Remember what we said about staying calm—”

			“I am calm,” Marcus snarled, jostling through the doorway.

			A few weeks earlier there had been a little incident with Marcus’s Xbox. He had been playing a shooter, waiting for Brian to come over and join him, when a particularly annoying online gamer had managed to kill Marcus’s character yet again. By the time Brian had actually arrived, the Xbox was little more than a pile of scrap metal.

			Of course, what Marcus didn’t explain to Brian was that he had only smashed the Xbox up after to cover the fact that the entire game system had sort of caught fire and melted at the same time as Marcus’s character died. He would have blamed it on a system defect or something, but he couldn’t help but notice that the controller had completely melted in his hands as well . . . and he hadn’t even felt it burn. That did not seem normal.

			And it wasn’t the first time either. Something was very wrong with Marcus, and it was getting worse. But he wasn’t going to tell Brian that. He wasn’t going to tell anyone.

			Marcus hurried to his locker. He had to get home and check the dates. He wanted to know for sure. Snatching his beat-up skateboard out of his locker, he turned to Brian.

			“I am not going to break anything,” he promised.

			Brian raised an eyebrow. “Fine. Vids tonight?”

			“They just said there was a severe thunderstorm coming,” Marcus replied, throwing his backpack over both shoulders and tightening the straps.

			“Oh yeah,” Brian said. “Well, we’ll play it by ear.”

			Marcus snorted and headed outside. Brian took the bus, since he lived on the outskirts of the school district, but Marcus lived just a little too close and was stuck walking—or more often, skateboarding. It was still muggy, but a strong wind was gusting across the city now, blowing hot air that felt like it was flying straight out of the Sahara. Marcus took a worried glance at the sky. The storm clouds were coming faster now. He had to hurry home or he was going to get soaked.

			He threw his skateboard out in front of him and hopped on, turning out of the parking lot and onto the adjoining sidewalk. Marcus looked like a skateboarder, though he didn’t hang out with that group: his raven hair was unkempt and bordering on too long, almost reaching the top of the matching thick-rimmed glasses that sat perched on his lightly freckled nose. He had a whole closet full of faded graphic Ts and plaid button-downs, as well as jeans that were probably a bit tight, if only because he hated shopping too much to buy new ones. He also wore his favorite shoes like usual: orange-striped Adidas that were definitely due for replacing.

			He was pretty good on the board by now, and he raced down the sidewalk, fixated on the brooding gray clouds that were sweeping across the sky.

			Marcus was just about to turn the corner when a green sedan drove by with a familiar face staring out the window: all curling lashes and full lips and dark eyes. Marcus knew he should probably keep his own eyes on the sidewalk, but he met her gaze for just a moment, and as she drove away his skateboard rode up on the grass and abruptly stopped. Unfortunately, Marcus didn’t.

			He went flying, his arms flailing everywhere, and then he thudded onto the grass. His right cheek smacked against the dirt. As he watched the car drive away, Marcus hoped she hadn’t seen that pathetic display. A group of seniors driving by certainly did though, all of them laughing uproariously. Marcus groaned and picked himself up. He knew girls all right—he knew they were bad news. For him, anyway.

			Marcus was soon on the board again, which was a good thing because the storm was moving impossibly fast. It was already dark out, and a flash of lightning lit up the sky above him. This was going to be a particularly bad one. A haze rolled in, obscuring the Arlington skyline, and Marcus picked up his pace. He was going to get drenched.

			He was just turning onto his street when a fork of lightning split the sky, momentarily breaking the haze and illuminating a tumultuous cloudscape. Marcus looked up, bracing for the rain, and then almost toppled off his skateboard again.

			There was something in the clouds.

			It was there for just a moment—as black as night and sharply angled like a massive bird of prey. It was gone almost immediately, but Marcus thought he saw a blazing red eye at the front, gazing downward. Marcus stared up at the swiftly moving clouds with a mixture of curiosity and alarm. What was that thing?

			With a giant clap of thunder, the rain broke in a great, freezing sheet, and Marcus quickly jumped back on his board and started for home. As he rode, he felt an uncomfortable tingle moving up his spine.

			Whatever that thing was, it was still watching him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 
3

			As soon as she was out of the city, Dree felt her foul mood lighten. She couldn’t stand to look at any more wealthy, young Draconians with their heads shaved into Mohawks or archaic symbols, dragon fangs dangling from their necks. It was almost as bad as staring at the thriving food stands knowing she couldn’t afford to buy anything. Everywhere she looked, she saw her parents’ disappointed faces or her younger siblings starving in the alleys. She saw failure.

			But here in the rolling green hills outside of Dracone, she felt alive. There were worn cobblestone roads leading to the many smaller towns and farms that surrounded the city, but Dree quickly left those behind and cut straight through the tall grass, heading up into the hills and letting the scent of fresh pine and mountain snow wash the soot from her nostrils. Multicolored birds flitted past her, along with little yellow butterflies that rested on the tips of grass like daffodils. She smiled as she looked up at the mountain.

			Her second home.

			Dree climbed higher and higher, until the city was a mottled spot of brown on the plains—a sickly puddle. The gleaming palace rose from the middle of the city, seemingly untouched by the utter chaos around it. Francis would be there now, probably with a block of ice perched on his head. Dree scowled and kept moving, leaving it all behind.

			Soon she was climbing a steep slope. The grass thinned and was replaced with scraggly clumps of yellowed weeds. She was sweating and happy for it—the exertion was taking her mind off of the incident at the forge. Finally, Dree pulled herself up over a rocky ledge that protruded from the mountainside. A cave was nestled there, hidden by thick brambles and by the shape of the mountain, which blocked the view from the city. It was probably the closest remaining dragon cave to the city—the last place in Dracone that the hunters were looking.

			A massive figure moved in the darkness, casting an enormous shadow over Dree.

			The sight would have been terrifying to most people, but not Dree. She had been to this cave hundreds of times over the years, and the shadow was a welcome sight.

			A lopsided grin split her face as Lourdvang emerged from the cave, filling the entire entrance. His glistening black scales rippled and shimmered as he walked, his entire body lined with powerful muscles. Lourdvang’s wings were furled closely to his back, but Dree knew that they extended some twenty feet on either side of him, like the wings of an enormous bat. He was every part a dragon: frightening and deadly. But Lourdvang’s face spoke to a different past—one that humans seemed so keen to forget.

			His snout held a mouth of jagged teeth, but he didn’t bare them. His eyes were a brilliant blue, brighter than the lake, and they tracked Dree’s expression with a warm and cunning intelligence. When he saw her, a line creased his forehead in a frown.

			“You got in trouble again,” he said, the words rolling off his tongue in a low, rumbling growl that was accompanied as always by a trail of black smoke.

			The smoke was a trait of his particular species. Dracone was home to four different species of dragons, separated into autocratic clans by the color of their scales and the inherent abilities that went along with them.

			Lourdvang was a Nightwing. Nightwings’ hides were as dark as pure ebony, or shaded purple, and their personalities just and fair, though by now they mostly hated the humans who had turned against them. Once they had been close with humans and were the dragons most often used by riders like Dree’s father.

			There were also emerald dragons—Outliers, the wildest of the four types—which unleashed bubbling, acid-green flames that burned like molten steel, melting and incinerating anything on contact. Outliers were also the least intelligent dragon clan, and in recent years they constantly attacked humans on the outskirts of Dracone, always hunting for food . . . and for vengeance for their kin that had been killed by dragon hunters. Only the most daring riders had ever partnered with them, and it often ended in tragedy.

			The third species were the golden dragons, Sages, a rarity since the rise of dragon hunting. Sages were the polar opposites of the Outliers: they valued peace and harmony, and they never attacked humans or other dragons. Dree wasn’t even sure if they could breathe fire. They instead had the power to provide those who looked at them with feelings of contentment and joy, and still they were hunted. Dree was enraged whenever she heard of a Sage being killed. There were few left, and it was said they had fled far from any human settlements.

			Finally, there were the red dragons, Flames. Flames were the ancient enemies of humans and other dragons alike, and they were dark crimson, like blood, and much larger than the other dragons. Flames considered themselves above humans and the “lesser” dragons, and history was stained with the blood of those unfortunate enough to stumble into their path. It was said that they considered humans to be locusts sweeping over the lands, which explained their merciless destruction of entire towns and villages whenever they were seen. Thankfully they rarely deigned to leave their realm deep in the mountains, where the vegetation was scarce and the rock was fire-blasted and jagged. Neither humans nor other dragons dared to venture there. Flames also breathed fire of the most insidious kind—it expanded and enveloped its targets on impact, destroying them instantly. Even Dree was afraid of Flames, and she didn’t like admitting that she was afraid of anything.

			Dree sighed as Lourdvang lowered himself in front of her like a languid cat.

			“I’m always in trouble,” Dree said grimly. She tossed the toy dragonfly
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