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SOMEDAY I’LL TEACH YOU EVERYTHING I KNOW

ABOUT DRAGONS.
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POLYCHROMATIC DRAGON

(Name: Ranga / Rider: Cassidy Drake)
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QUETZALCOATL

(Name: Quetzal / Rider: Laura Torres)
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CYAN MOUNTAIN DRAGON

(Name: Cash / Rider: Colt Meyer)
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WINDSTRIKE WYVERN

(Name: Juliette / Rider: Ash Hook)
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FIREHEART WYVERN

(Name: Sergei / Rider: Nickolai Grigori)
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DRACONIAN HYBRID

(Name: Scarlett / Rider: Valeen Grimsbane)
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    PURPLE LIGHTRAGE

(Grandma “Gran” Lynn McCoy’s Housedragon)
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    MEXICAN FREE-TAILED DRAGONETTE
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    TEXAS CORAL VIPER
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    THREE-HEADED HYDRA
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NIGHTFRILLED RACING NESTERS

(Names: Jyoti and Jyotika / Riders: Rose and Viv Bhatti)
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31°25’17.9” N, 103°43’16.0” W

King Ranch Race Course, Hermosa, Texas

This could be the moment I die.

Which is unfortunate, given we just blew past two wyverns, a one-eyed drake, and Ranga’s best qualifying time on record. Who would’ve figured the only thing standing between us and the distant finish line was a three-foot tumbleweed?

“Ranga, no!” I cry.

But she’s too unnerved by the tumbleweed to calm down.

Ranga’s teal scales glitter in the brutal Texas sun, and we crash onto the desert floor like a falling airplane. Her pearly dragon wings flail and the wind whips my cheeks. Power builds underneath me and her skin heats up like coals. Reins pulled back, I struggle to hold on as fire erupts from her sharp mouth. It blazes against the dirt, roaring the tumbleweed to ash.

Spinning into a fury, Ranga’s massive body squashes cacti into green pancakes. With one hand, I clench the saddle horn. But I remember my training: keep your free hand on the emergency tracker. Her tail knocks me from my saddle and I gasp for air. Suddenly, I’m stuck under her feet as she pounds the ground, ivory talons clawing at dust and gravel. I can’t move. My poor frayed lasso still dangles from her saddle.

My whole body screams, Run!

Too late.

Fire bursts from Ranga’s belly and scorches everything in sight. Flames lick my arm as she takes off into the sky in a flash of turquoise. Even through fire-retardant clothes, it feels like my skin is melting, running off like citronella candle wax in the West Texas heat. As I wail, I click the GPS alert clipped to my belt, and my mind spins. How long will it take the medical team to reach me? I’m miles from the finish line.

But the pain rages on, and time condenses in a flurry of sound. As the world fades to black, I can’t help but chuckle: Ranga is the only dragon I’ve ever met who’s terrified of tumbleweeds.
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2

31°03’26.0” N, 102°43’32.5” W

Drake’s Dragon Ranch, Pecos County, Texas

When I wake up, Grandma Lynn is standing over me, whistling Johnny Cash as she fusses with my bandages.

“Burning ring of fire, Gran?” I ask.

Gran shakes her head. “Cassidy Evangeline Drake, you have about as much sense as your mama did at age thirteen. Bless your heart,” she coos. She’s got that sugary southern way of speaking that lets me know she loves me, but she thinks I’m an idiot. “In my day, we would have tanned that dragon’s hide for acting so ornery.”

“She’s a rescue, Gran.” I try to sit up, but she presses me down with a strength that contradicts her AARP card status. “Ranga will never trust me if we go branding and cutting her.”

Gran snorts, but I know she agrees with me. I shoo her off, and my tired old mattress squeaks. The cool bandages draped around my arm outline how far the burn has spread this time.

I draw in a sweet breath. Most people fear scars. They wrap them in long sleeves and cover them with makeup. But I’m not most people, and self-respecting dragon ranchers know that scars are proof of a hard day’s ride. I flex my bicep and grin through the pain.

“After the Houston rodeo incident, the press will be on the lookout for dragons burning people alive.” Gran leans over my desk and shoves aside plastic racing trophies and worn-out copies of Texas survival guides. She snips some dracaloe off the hundred-year-old bush on the windowsill and cuts it open. “You’re a willful girl.”

I run my fingers over her scarred forearm, which is decorated with a dozen turquoise bracelets. “Apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it.”

“Just don’t let it get your face, you hear? It’s all fun and games until you lose your cheeks. Or your hair.” She tugs on my messy auburn braid.

Gran’s got hair about as tall as the ceiling, which she says gets her closer to heaven—and my mom.

She hands me a glass of lemonade and 400 mg of ibuprofen. I set the ibuprofen on the table and slug down the lemonade like a gunslinging cowboy from one of Gran’s old movies.

The dracaloe soaks into my freckled skin and melts the scars into smoother lines, but that won’t stop my non-dragoneering classmates from treating me like a leper. Dragon ranching is too politicized—and, frankly, too weird—for most people to understand. Many West Texans have had crops burned by wild dragons hunting for food. Others would prefer that wyverns and wurms be held captive in tiny zoos or put to work in mines. But I can’t bother with what most people think. Dragons deserve a place in this world, and if winning deadly competitions is the way to raise cash for our dragon sanctuary, that’s what I intend to do.

“Did I make the cut?” I ask Gran.

Gran hums and scoops up my open backpack, which is stuffed haphazardly with bleeding-red exam finals. A mess of lanyards from various reptilian sporting events jangles off the zipper. “You qualified despite that last run. Though I don’t know why you even try. No matter how big the prize, there’s no way your father will ever let you enter that adventure race. Speed tests are one thing. Wrangling wild dragons is another.”

I wave her off and remind myself that I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it. “Well, how long have I been out?”

“Not near as long as you’d like.” She hands me my backpack and grins, the oily pink of her lipstick running at the corners. “No way you’re missin’ that final math test.”

I frown. Pre-algebra doesn’t pay the bills in this family.

Gran’s 1995 Ford pickup kicks up dust as she drives me home from school that afternoon. The truck is a rusted beauty of red paint and sun-bleached bumper stickers that read, “I Brake for Tacos” and “Save the Rock Wyverns.” Held together by love and duct tape, she’s suitable for rides to Crockett Junior High, hauling dragon eggs, and that’s about it. At my feet, a bogus “Suggested Summer Reading Material” list flutters in the breeze.

The brakes grind to a screeching halt at the front of our property.

“Sure you don’t want to ride with me to Bobbie Lu’s Quik Stop? These scratch-offs may make us millionaires,” says Gran. She fans herself with two Texas Tango lotto tickets.

“And steal your thunder? No way,” I reply. “Besides, a long walk is good practice for all the running I’ll be doing in the upcoming race.” I jump out of the car and lug on my backpack.

Gran shakes her head as if to say, “Good luck with that,” and waves goodbye. The twang of Waylon Jennings lilts through the cracked window as she peels off, and I take the long, familiar dirt road home. It’s hot as dragon’s breath, but at least it’s finally summer break.

Halfway down the road, I stop dead in my tracks and lift my sunglasses. A shiny black SUV is parked outside of our shop. It’s too clean for Pecos—like someone’s paid good money to have it waxed, but they’ve forgotten that they’d be driving unpaved roads to get to our ranch. It’s the sort of car debt collectors and county tax assessors drive, and that’s precisely what I don’t like about it.

From my backpack, I pull out a jean jacket with an embroidered label that says, Cassidy Drake, Drake’s Dragon Ranch. Careful to avoid the bandages draped around my arm, I slip it on and make for the shop.

When I approach, I discover a guy on our porch who’s years older than me and miles taller. His hair is snowy from hydrogen peroxide, and under his name-brand sunglasses, I suspect his eyes are hard as ice. He kicks the small house dragon lapping from Gran’s pitcher of sun tea brewing on the porch.

The dragon whines and bolts inside through the dog door.

“I’d like to see you try that once he’s full grown,” I snap.

The guy steps off the porch but doesn’t respond. Instead, he takes out a piece of gum, tosses the wrapper onto the ground, and stuffs the stick in his mouth.

No one should mess with Texas, so I swipe up the trash and stomp to his fancy car. Reflecting his silence, I stand on the tippy toes of my red boots, lean over the hood, and tuck the wrapper underneath his windshield wiper. A chip in the windshield winks back at me. Probably from the gravel that lines our road. My lips turn up in a cherry ChapStick smirk.

Iceman glares as I take Gran’s sun tea off the rail and make my way inside. Our shop’s doorbell goes off with a beep, beep, beep. The conditioned air condenses on the pitcher of tea and fogs my sunglasses, which I stuff into my breast pocket.

I leave the pitcher and my backpack at the front and weave through glass tanks filled with domesticated, pet-friendly dragons: horny toads, iguanas, and bearded dragons. Strange, Jurassic plants with tendrils of green curl in the narrow rows of our run-down shop, and I brush against them as my boots click on the linoleum. I slap on my cheeriest, customer-friendly smile.

Near the counter, a customer with oiled, unnaturally jet-black hair taps on the tempered glass of an innocent chameleon’s tank.

My saccharine smile turns to a frown. “They don’t like that.”

The clean-shaven man raises an eyebrow and steps back from the terrarium. “My apologies.” He’s got a slick city accent that smacks of Yankee. “Is your father available?”

“My pa is busy.” I’m sure to emphasize pa, so he knows he’s an unwelcome foreigner. I lean against the counter and point to the crooked, dust-covered wall clock. “He’s usually feeding the cows about this time.” Dragons need a lot of food, so most ranchers like us tend cattle. And since dragon conservation donations have declined over the past few years, we sell the uneaten stock. It generates enough income to cover our steep reptilian-care taxes. Barely.

“Well, if you could tell him that Michael Carne, from FireCorp headquarters in White Plains, New York, came by with a proposition for your family, I’d be most grateful.”

That’s all he needs to say to tick me off. The bloodsuckers at FireCorp—a massive multibillion-dollar energy company—have been trying to buy our ranch for at least a dozen years. Most Americans know FireCorp as a gas station brand name, but I know them as fiends who exploit dragons for oil production. Michael Carne is their CEO, and he’s accused of more draco-rights violations than just about anyone in the United States.

“You’ll never get your grubby hands on our land,” I say, arms crossed. “Or our dragons.”

Folding his hands, he sets his elbows on the table like he’s preparing for a board meeting power move, then nods at my fraying name tag. “Cassidy, is it? We could do great things for your family—remarkable things. Set you up for life. Send you to any college you want.” He hands me a card that’s got FireCorp’s seal stamped on the front. Its desperate bright red foil screams “extensive marketing budget.” “Give this to your pa.” He talks slowly, like he thinks I’m some penniless backwoods hillbilly.

I smack the card on the counter. “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll be sure to tell him you came by. Uninvited.”

He chuckles and smooths his fire-engine-red tie. “You’re the biggest dragon sanctuary in the entire Southwest. Remember: great things.” He spins back on his heel as he leaves. “Oh, and by the way—here’s your mail.” A sleek, platinum wedding ring dotted with diamonds glitters on his finger as he hands me a stack of mail. He’s fanned the letters to expose the various “LATE” stamps on the outside.

I stuff them into my jacket and cross my arms. The bandages peek out from the wrists, and the guy snorts. “Give it some thought. You could travel the world as a touring member of FireCorp.”

Over my dead, burned-to-a-marshmallow-crisp body.

Most people who live in small towns like Pecos dream about moving to far-off places. They imagine fancy spring break vacations in Cancún and summers abroad in places like Paris. But I could give two squats about romantic European cultures or visiting stuffy museums with air pumped full of freshener. Nope. I’ll take open fields and dragon’s breath over a pee-soaked subway any day of the week.

Lifting my chin, I scoff, “My family has been here for nearly two centuries, and I sure as heck never intend to leave Texas. Crushing your New England lackeys in this year’s race is going to be a real pleasure.”

Michael Carne, corporate stooge, shrugs. “Suit yourself.”

He saunters out of the shop and I toss the business card in the trash. No need to tell Pa about the fox in our henhouse. I hand-feed crickets to the traumatized chameleon and head back outside.

As the black SUV pulls out of the parking lot and heads back down the dusty trail to whatever corner of the underworld it rolled in from, a semitruck approaches. It curves around the rough driveway toward us, and I raise a hand to shield my eyes against the afternoon sun. Two visitors in one day is a rarity around these parts—the whole county of Pecos barely has a few thousand people in it—and the truck is unmarked. I walk to the edge of the porch as Pa rounds the corner.

“Who’s in the truck?” I ask, squinting back at the fierce afternoon rays.

Pa’s old John Deere baseball cap draws a shadow across his face. “Trouble, I bet.”

The engine whirs loud, and the sun reflects off the windshield, so I can’t see who’s inside. When it stops, I brace myself and watch as Pa walks around to meet the driver.

Out of the cab pops Santiago Morales, a ranch hand from one of our sister farms in southeast New Mexico. I jump off the porch and run over to where he and Pa slap their hands together in a brotherly handshake.

“So, what have you gotten us into this time?” Pa asks.

A roar rattles the truck, which creaks and moans. I flinch only because I’m startled by the movement, not because I’m afraid of what’s inside.

“Well, he’s mean as a rattlesnake drinking hot sauce,” says Santiago. “And I reckon that’s exactly how they wanted him.” He hands the invoice to Pa.

I sidle up next to Pa and peer over his shoulder. “What is it?”

He shrugs me off and puts on his drugstore readers. “A little room, please, grasshopper.”

“Yeah, right.” I push back in and lean over the paper. In great big letters, it reads: “MOTTLED RUBYSTINGER.”

My eyes are wide as plates as I unsuccessfully try to snatch the paper from my dad’s hands. “Seriously?” I run to the back of the truck and point at the fancy mechanical lock securing its doors. “C’mon—let’s see him.”

Santiago pushes up his wide-brimmed cowboy hat. “Look, kiddo—”

“Cassidy,” I remind him. We’ve known each other forever.

“Okay, kiddo,” he repeats. “The thing is, this stinger has no kindness left.”

“We deal in rescues here, Santi. This isn’t my first rodeo.” I cross my arms and crunch a heel into the gravel. It’s no lie. Most of the dragons at our ranch have been saved from one terror or another. “Let me in.”

Pa sighs and shoves the old paper into his pocket. “He’s muzzled, right?”

Santiago spins his key ring on his finger as if performing a magic trick. “If he weren’t, I’d just about be dead. Before we open up the truck, I recommend bringing backup.”

My excitement swells as we head to the cellar and enlist three dragons. They sense a new creature outside and trill as we saddle them. Only diamonds can cut diamonds, and dragons are no different. Riding mounts should de-escalate the unsocialized rubystinger.

Pa rides our fiercest dragon, a snarling bearded drogo with neon-orange frills, while Santiago takes the second largest, a horned snakeback with leathery indigo skin. I choose Ranga, ignoring the fact that together we are half the size of the drogo—or that she nearly killed me yesterday. She giddily wags her tail, and her pearly scales flash purple, aquamarine, and blue in the blazing sun. Because she’s a polychromatic dragon, Ranga’s coloring usually reflects her emotions.

Head held high, I slip my red boot into a stirrup. I sling up and take my seat on the saddle. “I’m ready,” I say.

Pa nods stiffly.

Secure on our mounts, we guide all three dragons to the end of the truck. Santiago reaches into his pocket and pulls out an old machine that looks like an ancient garage clicker. He flips the safety cap off of it.

“You ready?” he asks.

Pa and I nod. I hold Ranga steady by her reins and settle firmly into the saddle. Confidence saves lives.

“One . . . ,” counts Santiago. “Two . . .”

He slams his thumb on the button, and the back of the semitrailer crashes on the ground, revealing a mangled dragon hunched in the corner. The rubystinger’s gemlike scales gleam a dull red, and he’s thin in all the wrong places. His ragged gray wings heave up and down as he breathes.

“FireCorp did something awful to him,” says Santiago.

My throat burns as I remember the oily man with his perfectly pressed, heavyweight business card. “He belonged to the FC?”

“Yep,” says Santiago. “Check the brand on his shoulder.”

A great big “FC” scar is etched into his skin, which twists a knot in my stomach.

“Must have been one they were using for steam injection—or maybe on the oil-refining line,” Santiago continues. “His neck is raw from the chains, and I doubt he’s ever seen the sun.”

I shudder. Doomed to life as a petrol dragon is an awful fate. It means tiny cages, dangerous steroids, and continual cattle prodding during crude oil production. And when it comes to notorious dragon-rights violations, especially in the name of Big Oil, FireCorp is offender number one. When people fill their cars with FC gas, they don’t imagine they’re guzzling the pain of captive dragons. But just because they can’t see it doesn’t mean it’s not real.

I lead Ranga closer, her steps tentative. “He doesn’t look that mean,” I whisper.

Ranga assumes a submissive pose and keeps her snout low as she nudges closer to the rubystinger. Step by step, I hum a soothing tune as we approach the back of the truck, the threat of flames tugging the back of my brain.

Chains rattle as the rubystinger pounces. Ranga jerks back with a yelp, and we barely avoid the rubystinger’s daggerlike claws. I fall to the ground in a cloud of dust.

A shiver runs down my spine as the rubystinger chokes against the chain around his neck. Peeking out through the muzzle, his needlelike teeth drip with saliva. Pa bounds in front of me, and his dragon’s shadow spills across the ground.

“Dagnabit, Cassidy!” says Pa. “Further back!”

Every time something like this happens, he thinks of Mom. What he doesn’t know is that I think of her too. Not because I’m sad, but because I’m proud that I’m fearless, just like her. I stand up and wipe the dust from my tattered jeans. One more bruise to love.

Breaking away from Pa’s protective stance, I pull Ranga close, reins in hand. The rubystinger’s claws scrape against the trailer bed.

“We’re fine, aren’t we, Ranga?” I pet the curved magenta horns atop her head.

Body tense and scales rippling to gray, Ranga isn’t so sure. I walk alongside her and nudge her forward, ignoring the pain in my rear and Pa’s weather-beaten scowl.

The rubystinger growls deep in his throat, the sound muffled by his muzzle. Ranga’s iridescent scales go dull, and her bright eyes warp into a vacant black—dark with the nostalgia of her past life. She flinches, but as I run my fingers along her scales, I coax the iridescent teal shimmer to return.

Santiago pulls a toothpick from his jeans and pops it in his mouth. “I think he’s been doped on steroids. He’ll be going through one heck of a withdrawal tonight.”

Ranga trails behind me as I inch toward the writhing dragon in the trailer bed. He pulls against the chain and the spines along his back pulse with crimson. It lights his skin, which is marred with scars and puncture wounds.

“It’s okay, baby,” I say, drawing my voice to a low coo.

The dragon scrapes his nails against the sides of the truck, and the metal creaks.

As I inch forward, I lock eyes with the rubystinger, and his breathing slows for just a second. I whistle gently for Ranga. She inches toward me, crawling along on her belly.

I grip Ranga’s reins and peer into her eyes. “You’re safe now. The past is the past.”

She shakes her head as if trying to escape her reins. I grip them tighter. “This dragon needs you,” I whisper.

Ranga grows two inches taller, her fiery heart rising to the task, and I loosen my hand to give her slack. She slides along the ground, exposing her belly to the rubystinger. Ranga’s scars, visible reminders of potent invisible wounds, match the rubystinger’s. In Ranga’s presence, the chained dragon relaxes. I’ve been around dragons all my life, and I can’t say I understand how they communicate, but there’s a brief moment of understanding between Ranga and the rubystinger.

“I’ve never met a dragon that couldn’t be made nicer with a little love,” I say.

Pa grunts again. It’s not a sign that he agrees with me.

As if on cue, the rubystinger growls through his muzzle again.

Santiago grinds down on his toothpick. “So, what do you think? You got space for him? The other Texas rescues are full, and you’re probably the only one with enough square miles to keep him safe and happy. If that weren’t the case, I wouldn’t be coming to you—especially not when times are so tight.”

I shoot a sharp glance at Pa, but he doesn’t acknowledge me.

Many of our dragons are rescues, and most of them take more time, money, and energy than we can afford.

Pa sighs and gazes at the rubystinger. “There’s always room for one more,” he says.
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31°03’26.0” N, 102°43’32.5” W

Drake’s Dragon Ranch, Pecos County, Texas

The morning sun creeps through my window, lighting the faded patchwork quilt on my wrought-iron bed. I toss it off and throw on some old jeans and a tank top. Tacked up beside dragon classification charts, my calendar reads “Saturday.” I mark it with an X in my fat black Sharpie. Only seven days left. Down the hall, a frying pan bangs on the stove, and the smell of bacon wafts through the outdated ductwork. My stomach growls as I race for the back door, aiming to cut through the kitchen on my way to practice.

“Missy, you give Ranga one day of rest,” says Gran as I grab a piece of crispy, almost burned bacon.

Gran’s sun tea–obsessed house dragon, a purple lightrage about the size of a house cat, wriggles on the floor with clawed feet. He whines at me, eager for scraps. I pat the cobalt-blue horns peeking through his skin and he flaps his tiny wings.

“There are only two days in a weekend, Gran.” I wolf down the bacon and give Gran a side hug. Her wide-framed glasses nearly fall off her nose as she reaches to keep me inside.

“Young lady, I don’t know why you bother—your father will never let you enter that race. Not now, and not in a million years.” She hugs me close with her superwoman grip, and it’s no wonder she won the Texas triple cup—or that she’s the Titebond glue holding our family together. “So, why don’t you just stay inside and have some biscuits? You’re already too thin as it is.”

I’m a healthy weight, no question. But like a good southern grandma, she always seems to think I’m wasting away to nothing. I snatch a biscuit off the floral melamine plate by the stove.

“I’ll enter that race if it’s the last thing I do.”

“If you enter that race, it very well may be the last thing you do.” Gran shakes the pan of bacon, unintentionally enticing the whiny lightrage. She grabs my chin with her free hand and leans in. “But I suppose if there’s anyone around here who might win that thing, it’s you. Just like your mother.” She kisses my cheek and releases me.

I wipe lipstick off my cheek and stuff half a biscuit into my mouth. “If you’d tell that to Pa, I’d sure appreciate it.”

She shakes her head and waves me off with the spatula. “Well, go on—git!”

I feed my half-eaten biscuit to the squealing lightrage, wipe off my hands, and run outside. The screen door slams behind me.

It’s one of those sweltering Texas days when the sweat melts down your back in a salty trickle and gets caught in the band of your jeans. The best type of day for riding dragons. And that’s all I care about: Ranga and me blowing against the wind.

I swing open tornado shutters buried in the ground—the ones that remind me of The Wizard of Oz—and they slap back against the dust. Inside, a black cavern that looks like a coal mine stretches hundreds of yards underground. A string of industrial lights trails into the expanse, flickering as I descend into familiar territory. I can already smell dragon dung wafting up from the stables below. It’s the smell that makes me think, There’s no place like home, there’s no place like home.

The heels of my boots dig into dry dirt layered with hay and gravel. As I move, I hear the squeals, the screams, the roars—sounds that would scare the Crockett Junior High cheerleaders out of their clean, pretty tennis shoes. But not me.

“Cinder!” I yell out. “Bonnie! Clyde!” A fierce whistle flies out of my lips and ricochets through the mine shaft.

My babies howl back. Growls and chirps that sound like something out of Jurassic Park.

“Falkor! Ranga!” My dragons have the best names.

When I meet the end of the dust corridor, I press my palm into the security screen that reads my prints, and the doors fly open. We may be poor dragon ranchers, but that’s mostly because we spend every cent we have on feeding dragons, treating their injuries, and buying tech to keep them safe. Beyond the doors, the air is hot and dry, thick with dragon’s breath and hints of char.

Dragons love dark cozy spaces, and every sort of dragon under the ever-loving sun has a nest in this underground sanctuary. And each dragon has free access to our twenty-thousand-acre ranch, miles away from the fearful public eye. Not all dragons befriend humans, but ours are domesticated and friendly enough. Fun fact: In medieval times, dragons freely roamed the earth. But during the Industrial Revolution, people drove them to near extinction. Most middle school textbooks don’t mention that we’ve destroyed most of their natural habitat worldwide.

Straightening the red bandanna around my head, I saunter down the corridor. I run my fingers along the walls of wood and metal, so familiar and worn smooth. Technology has changed down here—we now have fingerprint scanners and a network of security cameras—but the structure has been passed down to Drakes for generations.

I round the corner, and the vision is spectacular. Dragons of all shapes and sizes turn to me, their eyes flashing: green and pink, blue and red.

“C’mon now!” I walk down the center of the underground barn, free-access stalls flanking me on either side. My outstretched fingers brush the metal walls as I greet various dragons, some that we’ve had for years and others that have come to us only recently.

I pass through the stalls, acknowledging massive wyverns, Rocky Mountain vipers, and basilisks as I move. My father may own this farm, but these are my dragons. And I’d do anything for them. The horned snakeback whistles at me; the golden drake sings. Not all dragons kill people, and only a few hoard gold.

As I round the corner, I find Ranga cowering in her stall like a sad puppy. In the pen beside her, the rubystinger growls through his muzzle—the sound mixing anger and agony.

“Poor buddy,” I say.

I step up onto the first rung of Ranga’s stable, and the points of my red cowboy boots peek through the metal slats. Warily, she slides along the ground and scratches her body against my toe. My arms dangle over into her stall and I reach down to say hello. As I stroke her fat, glossy scales, they flush with glittery color.

“I thought you would have made friends by now,” I say, frowning.

Ranga huffs and the sharp angles of her jaw tighten. We may not speak the same language, but over the years, Ranga and I have come to understand each other the way only dragons and their riders can.

“You’ll need more grit than that to win the race this summer.” I lift the latch on Ranga’s stall and curl up next to her in the corner. Her stomach is like an electric blanket turned on high, but I lean into it. She wraps a wing around me and nuzzles my arm like a shy baby dragon.

“Do you remember your first day here?”

Ranga blinks at me as if to say, “Don’t remind me.”

She knows what it’s like to be scared. To be caged. I pet her scales and settle into her wing. “You were barely bigger than a miniature pony, and about as sad a dragon as I’d ever seen.” I run my hands along a grizzly scar on her neck. Even years later, it’s the reminder she was once a FireCorp bait beast—a weak plaything used to inspire confidence in the bigger dragons. Bait beasts are last in the pecking order when it comes to the oil production process. They make larger dragons even more aggressive and better for hard labor. We had no idea how long Ranga had been in chains before we rescued her, but when I look into her eyes, even now, I imagine it was probably for her whole life.

Maybe that’s why she loves to race. Racing is freedom.

Lovingly, I scratch behind her aural lobes. “Of all dragons, you should understand the most. Who knows where he has been . . .”

We turn to the rubystinger, his prominent nostrils quivering.

He glares back at me with hollow yellow eyes and recoils, hissing. The steroids have worn off. I open my mouth and sing a tranquil tune, the best way I know to calm a traumatized dragon, and he sticks his head underneath his wings. Metal barbs protrude from his thick skin, a plastic surgery gift from whatever mean FireCorp sonofagun owned him before. Fleshy scar tissue has grown around the metal, and as he presses back into the corner, the metal grinds against the wall.

FireCorp thrives on broken dragons—ones with no fight left.

As I keep singing, I squeeze my fingers between the metal slats to pet him, but he growls. Heat rises from his nostrils, and this time, I’m the one to recoil.

I pull a pilfered strip of bacon from my pocket and halve it. I give a part to Ranga and toss the other half toward the rubystinger. He scrapes along the stall and licks it up through his muzzle.

Leaning back into Ranga, I take a folded sheet of paper from my pocket. It is worn with creases and dirty with oily finger marks where I’ve rubbed it thin. At the top, in thick lettering reminiscent of a novelty “Wanted” poster, it reads:

ENTER THE GREAT TEXAS DRAGON RACE

TEST YOUR DRAGON, YOUR GRIT, AND YOUR SKILL!

The Great Texas Dragon Race is the most prestigious amateur dragon-racing competition in the entire country: a weeklong event that’s part speed race, part scavenger hunt, and part survival test. Anyone thirteen and up can participate, as long as you aren’t a professional dragon rider. And since my birthday was two short weeks ago, I’m finally eligible. For the past five years, FireCorp riders have won. But when I look at Ranga, who loves to race and has earned her spot with enough qualifying competitions, I see a winner.

I settle into Ranga, who remains wary of the rubystinger. “I think we could win, Ranga. And together, we can remind the world that dragons should be protected, not enslaved.”

Ranga wriggles onto her back, begging me to pet her underbelly. The little purple spines on her powerful hind legs gleam as she rolls onto the floor. A massive pile of charred bones clatters in the corner, knocked aside by her tail, which she hasn’t yet grown into.

“Jeez, Ranga—with an appetite like that, you’d think you were a dragon twice your size.”

She snorts at me, fierce and low.

I chuckle, pull a pen and the folded application from my pocket, then shut my eyes.

Behind my lids, I’m crossing the finishing line. As I rise and fall with Ranga’s breath against my back, I imagine the win and what it would be like to take home the trophy and the fat check that comes with it. I envision Ranga and me in the winner’s circle as the crowd cheers, “Drake! Drake! Drake!”

“Ehem.”

Startled, I open my eyes. Pa peers down at me, brow furrowed as I shove the paper behind my back.

“What are you doing, grasshopper?”

“Not much,” I say, scrambling for words. “Just talking to Ranga.”

He raises an eyebrow, and I’m certain he can see right through me.

But Pa won’t start an argument. That’s the worst part. He won’t confront me about the Great Texas Dragon Race because he knows that every argument fuels my hope and “reckless” desire to win, win, win.

I wipe sweaty palms against my jeans and pull the application from behind my back. “The race is only a few days away,” I say. “All I need now is your signature so I can enter the qualifying tryouts.”

Pa adjusts his hat farther over his face. With his gaunt cheeks and scruffy chin, he’s sadder than a country song and a shell of the father who taught me to ride so high I can almost touch the sun.

“I don’t have time to argue about this, Cass.”

“I don’t want to argue,” I say. “I just want your signature.”

He grunts, fiddles with the stall’s latch, then leaves me with my thoughts.
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31°03’26.0” N, 102°43’32.5” W

Drake’s Dragon Ranch, Pecos County, Texas

Vintage relics, checkered vinyl flooring, and strawberry print curtains crowd our tiny, wonderfully tacky kitchen. Gran rules the gas range with an iron fist, never allowing us to help cook because she swears we “just don’t do it right.” Tucked in a booth excavated from an old diner, I pretend to scan social media like any normal junior high kid. The purple lightrage sleeps beside me and purrs.

“Is everyone at Crockett enjoying the first days of summer?” asks Gran.

Gran is always saying I need non-dragon friends, which I honestly couldn’t care less about. Shielding my phone, I scroll through an online forum for the upcoming dragon race in West Texas. The message board runs wild discussing possible entrants. I grin, glad to find my name among the hopefuls.

“Sure looks like it,” I lie.

Gran makes a sound like she doesn’t believe a word I say. She offers Pa and me a glass of her gross, oversteeped sun tea. And like always, we both choose lemonade instead. No human besides Gran would dare drink that concoction. She shrugs and pours a bit in the lightrage’s empty bowl. He jumps down, laps up the tea, and scurries off into the other room.

Propped across from me, Pa sucks on his lemonade as he flips through the mail. Many of these envelopes also bear the dreaded “LATE” stamp. Ugh. In Pecos, that means our neighbors will know we’re struggling by the time church lets in at nine a.m. on Sunday. The thickest envelope, wrapped in glossy black paper, bears the Federation of Legal Animals and Reptilian Endangerment (FLARE) logo. My dad runs a thumb over the paper but doesn’t bother to open it.

Gran sets a dish of mashed potatoes on the table and gives me a look that says, “Don’t you dare ask about it.”

But I was never very good at keeping my mouth shut. I snatch the envelope off of the gingham tablecloth. “How much is the tax this year?”

Gran coughs, a not-so-subtle recommendation to shut my mouth.

I ignore her. “Pa?”

Pa grimaces and pours extra sugar into his lemonade. “Never you mind.”

I sigh and rip it open.

“Cassidy Evangeline Drake! He told you not to mind.” Gran smacks the half-opened envelope from my hand with a rubber spatula that says “I love you like biscuits & gravy” on the handle.

It smarts, but I snatch the letter back up. If our ranch is failing and our dragons are at risk of being repossessed, I have a right to know. Inside the envelope, a paper states FLARE’s catastrophic annual fee:

$98,000.

That’s what it will cost to keep a big fat dragon habitat like ours “safe” from the public. The more dragons you have, the bigger the number. And since we always have room for one more, our fees are astronomical.

FLARE’s protection is a necessary evil in a world filled with people who are terrified of massive, flying, fire-breathing reptiles. From fire-retardant shields on schools to draco-emergency broadcast systems, FLARE’s technology protects the public from dragon-related incidents. In turn, our dragons aren’t driven to extinction by angry mobs.

My lips go numb as I mentally tally our finances. I grip the paper, and it crinkles around the edges.

“Wish you hadn’t opened it, huh?” says Pa. He takes off his baseball cap and sets it on the bench next to him. From years of squinting in the desert sun, his crow’s-feet form a maplike pattern of tanned peaks and white valleys. “Maybe now you’ve had a taste of what it’s like to walk in my shoes for once. That’s what you get when you don’t mind your elders.”

“Well, what are we going to do?” I ask. “We can’t afford that.”

“How do you know what we can and can’t afford?” It’s not a question. It’s one of those adult statements you aren’t meant to answer.

But I purse my lips and answer anyway. “I’m not exactly a kid anymore. I know money doesn’t grow on trees.”

I also know what it’s like to hang up on creditors and how it feels to wear hand-me-downs when everyone else shows up with new back-to-school outfits. So, I know what this paper means . . . It means that unless we can come up with the money, we’ll have to sell dragons to make ends meet. I flex my toes inside my brand-spanking-new cowboy boots. It took me all year to save up for these red leather beauties, and now I wish I’d just given the money to Pa.

Underneath the table, I pick at a hangnail on my thumb. “We can’t afford to ignore these letters. We have to act.”

Pa grunts, and I am not sure if he’s more upset about our bills or me challenging him.

Gran, who is perched over the stove, flips a pork chop in her cast-iron skillet with enough force to startle me. “Too many small farms are being driven into the hands of corporations.” She snorts and fiddles with the pan. “And those CEOs are all crooked as question marks.”

God bless Gran.

Rising taxes for dragon owners have knocked over dozens of small dragon rescues in the Southwest. The worst part is that when ranches fold, they’re often gobbled up by greedy operations like FireCorp. And those corporations couldn’t care less about dragon health, welfare, or conservation. All they care about is profit.

“The public is just wary since those diamond-tailed wingers started the Bastrop wildfires,” says Pa. “They’ll come around. People will remember dragons are worth saving. The conservation dollars will come back, and visitors will return with donations. And we always have the lizard shop and our cattle. We’ll make up the difference by the time FLARE sends a second notice. Just you wait.”

I cross my arms, because I’ve heard this before. “And if we don’t make up the difference?”

“Well, then we just pray,” he replies.

I’ve never been much for prayers, even though I’m a good Texas girl. As far as I can tell, hard work accomplishes more than most prayers.

I fold the paper back up and place it in the half-ripped envelope. “There is a solution.” I inch forward in my chair, which creaks as I move. “Race tryouts start in three days, so there’s still time to enter. I’m fast—and I can win the two-hundred-and-fifty-thousand-dollar prize.” I sit tall, back pressing against the booth’s broken springs. No matter what he says, I must remain calm.

“Do I look like I just fell off a turnip truck? We’ve already been over this. No means no.”

“But, Pa—” The words come out like more of a whine. Calm isn’t really my style. “Ranga and I have crushed every regional speed race. And I’ve been practicing Texas survival skills all year. The game designers can toss any ranching task at us, and we will ace it.”

“Letting you sign up for a speed race is one thing. Allowing you to sign up for a dangerous Texas-wide scavenger hunt where you face wild dragons is another. People get hurt in the Great Texas Dragon Race every year.”

Gran pipes up, “Someone died last year, if I’m not mistaken.”

I glare at Gran, who is usually on my side.

She winks at me. “That said, I am sure that if anyone ever could win that race, it’d be our girl here.” She slaps a pork chop on my plate. It’s crusty around the edges, just like I like it.

“Lynn, will you let me do the parenting, just this once?” He rarely speaks to her that way. “She’s too young.”

“I’m not!” I say, pushing the plate out in front of me. “I’m finally old enough to compete. The boy who won three years ago was my age too. I’m twice as good as him. And Gran was only a year older than me when she raced.”

“Ranga almost killed you because she’s afraid of her own shadow. You’re really going to race her for a week alongside strangers? Peanut, I appreciate your grit—but the answer is no. I’ll not risk my daughter’s life for money.” He scoops up a spoonful of mashed potatoes and plops them on his plate. “What kind of father would that make me?”

Pa tucks into his meal and shovels potatoes into his mouth. He used to say I’d be the youngest person ever to win the Great Texas Dragon Race. When I was a kid, he’d make me medals out of tinfoil and call me his little champion. But after Mom died, he
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