
  
    [image: The Iron Prince]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by DM Gilmore

	    

      
	    
          
	      The Lost Firebreather

          
        
          
	          The Day the Fire Died

          
        
          
	          The Lost Firebreather

          
        
          
	          The Iron Prince

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at DM Gilmore’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


    
    The Iron Prince

    
    The Lost Firebreather

    Book 2

    
    DM Gilmore

    
    
  

    
      Contents





    

    
      
  	Chapter 1: Pike




  	Chapter 2: Ash




  	Chapter 3: Pike




  	Chapter 4: Ash




  	Chapter 5: Pike




  	Chapter 6: Ash




  	Chapter 7: Pike




  	Chapter 8: Pike




  	Chapter 9: Ash




  	Chapter 10: Pike




  	Chapter 11: Ash




  	Chapter 12: Pike




  	Chapter 13: Ash




  	Chapter 14: Pike




  	Chapter 15: Pike




  	Chapter 16: Ash




  	Chapter 17: Pike




  	Chapter 18: Ash




  	Chapter 19: Ash




  	Chapter 20: Ash




  	Chapter 21: Pike




  	Chapter 22: Ash




  	Chapter 23: Pike




  	Chapter 24: Ash




  	Chapter 25: Ash




  	Chapter 26: Pike




  	Chapter 27: Ash




  	Chapter 28: Pike




  	Chapter 29: Ash




  	Chapter 30: Pike




  	Chapter 31: Ash




  	Chapter 32: Ash




  	Chapter 33: Pike




  	Chapter 34: Ash




  	Chapter 35: Pike




  	Chapter 36: Ash




  	Chapter 37: Pike




  	Chapter 38: Ash




  	Chapter 39: Albuca




  	Chapter 40: Ash




  	Chapter 41: Pike




  	Chapter 42: Ash




  	Chapter 43: Pike




  	Chapter 44: Ash




  	Chapter 45: Pike




  	Chapter 46: Ash




  	Epilogue Part 1




  	Epilogue Part 2




    

  

    
    
      Copyright © 2025 by DM Gilmore

All rights reserved.

Cover art by Sammy Torres

The publisher and author prohibit reproduction of any portion of this book in any form without their written permission, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

The creators produced this book, its associated art, and audiobook recording without Generative AI. Pay your artists fairly.

      Formatted using Lacuna

    

  

    
      Chapter 1



Pike




    

    
      Pike couldn’t recall ever seeing Bladesteel so furious before. In his ten short years, he learned many things about the dragon he called father—the emperor of the Ironscales himself. Bladesteel wasn’t what Pike would call the wisest dragon, but years of observation had led him to believe his father was, at the very least, an excellent listener.

“Father, please, if you’d just let me finish!” Pike pleaded.

“Finish? No, Pike, I will not!” Bladesteel shouted. He stood before his throne plinth, pacing back and forth on the dais as he glowered down at his youngest son. “Never mind the fact that you had no authority to organize that mission. You meddled in affairs you didn’t understand!”

Pike’s ears drooped, and he stared glumly down at his claws. “I thought it would work,” he mumbled.

“Thought?! THOUGHT!” Bladesteel’s voice rose several octaves in exasperation. Even his trio of advisors were cowering away from him now, the eldest among them staring at the emperor with bulging eyes. “That’s your problem, Pike. You think too much.”

Pike flinched, but couldn’t look up to meet his father’s eyes.

A second dragon, an order of magnitude larger than Pike, stepped forward to stand beside the young prince. “Blade, I think the lad has had enough.”

“Silence, Hammer,” Bladesteel hissed. “I don’t want to hear another word out of you. Not right now. We will talk about this later.”

Finally, working up the courage to lift his head, Pike turned to face the dragon bravely standing beside him. Hammer was far older than the young prince, at least a few years older than the emperor himself. He was adorned in the black and gold armour of an imperial consort, a visual indicator of his rank in society. Pike’s own armour, by comparison, looked dull despite the hours of polish he and his attendants put into making it presentable.

“I disagree, Blade,” Hammer said, lifting his snout in defiance. “You always valued my counsel before. I shall speak my piece, and you will listen.”

“The audacity,” one advisor said, stepping out of formation with the others. General Sabrefang, the military advisor, was skinny compared to the other Ironscales occupying the throne room. His body was more akin to that of a Cloudseeker, long and whiplike, rather than the bulk normally associated with Ironscales. “You have the gall to speak to the emperor in such a tone?”

“I will speak to my mate in whatever tone I see fit,” Hammer growled.

“You are still unmated, Hammer,” Sabrefang snarled.

“Enough,” Bladesteel snapped, stomping a foot to draw attention back to himself. “Sabrefang, take the others and leave us. Fetch my other children and tell them I wish to speak with them.”

“My emperor?” One of the other advisors stammered.

Sabrefang momentarily looked as though he might try to argue with the emperor, but held himself. He nodded in acquiescence, leading the other two advisors through a side door out of the throne room. The three remaining dragons stood silently until the sounds of creaking hinges and clanking armour faded.

“Let me make one thing incredibly clear,” Bladesteel said, his voice quiet but as sharp as a razor’s edge. “I am not happy with either of you. You have betrayed my trust in a manner I never could have imagined. Not from you two. You put not only yourselves at risk, but the lives of every dragon in Ferum.”

Pike flinched at his father’s words. He didn’t bother trying to argue against them; he knew Bladesteel was correct. Foolishly, Pike had thought to capture furious spirits and turn them into a weapon that would aid the empire. Things hadn’t gone quite according to plan. It resulted in both of his pilots getting killed and heavy damage to his airship. That didn’t even touch upon the relationships Pike intentionally strained in order to execute this mission. The dragons he hurt would haunt him for the rest of his days.

“If you wish to lay the blame, lay it before me,” Hammer said, stepping protectively between the young prince and his father. “I was the one who allowed Pike to leave the city. It was under my authority that we flew.”

“I thought I told you to be quiet,” Bladesteel hissed. “I will not tell you a third time, Hammerclaw.”

Hammer’s ears twitched as Bladesteel used his old military name. He didn’t go by that name anymore, reducing it solely to the primary halfname Hammer. For a moment, Pike was worried his trusted guardian would say something rebellious and face execution for his trouble. No amount of love between Hammer and the emperor could protect him forever.

Wisely, Hammer bobbed his head in defeat, stepping back so that father and son might face each other once more. Pike looked deep into his father’s stormy eyes, barely able to glimpse them past the ornate helmet he wore.

“Ordinarily, I would see you both punished for this treachery,” Bladesteel said, sighing as he climbed atop the plinth and sat on it. “I still might. I haven’t decided yet.”

“Father, please, could I just explain myself?”

Bladesteel shot his son another furious glower. “I already told you no. Your plan is as obvious as the nose on your face. This was evidently a gambit to earn your halfname. A gambit that risked your life, my consort’s life, the lives of your pilots, an entire province we intended to annex, and the lives of every dragon in the empire! Please, Pike. If you think you can tell me I’m wrong, then speak up.”

Pike opened his mouth, but his rebuttal died on his lips. His father read him like a book.

To finally earn the halfname he craved, to stand among his siblings as equals, Pike allowed his caution, his judgment to lapse. Looking back now, the plan was so obviously doomed to failure that he wished he could grab his younger self, the version of himself who thought it was a good idea, and vigorously shake him. Alas, hindsight was hardly the balm he wished it were. What mattered was the now, and surviving his father’s rage.

He may have survived the Shades and their wrath without harm, but he doubted he would be so lucky now faced with his father’s fury.

“That’s what I thought,” Bladesteel growled, drumming his armoured talons on the plinth. “I’ve half a mind to pull you from engineering lessons; however, I received a letter from your instructor that he was dropping you as an apprentice.”

Pike flinched, his gaze once more drifting to the floor. He wished he could apologize to Coppersteam, his engineering teacher, but it was evidently far too late for that. Another in a long line of mistakes that led him to this moment. Another regret to weigh him down.

“Please understand, no matter how much I wish I could, I cannot simply let this crime go unpunished, Pike. Son of mine or no, you’ve committed an act of insubordination against the military and treachery against the empire. It doesn’t matter that you put a stop to the spirits before they could reach Ferum. The fact remains that you fully intended to bring them here, and it was only by their resistance that you were prevented from doing so.” Bladesteel sighed and shook his head. He stared silently down at his son for several heartbeats before he finally spoke up again. “You are relieved of all military duty, effective immediately.”

“What?!” Pike’s eyes widened. “But I—I just made captain!”

“A role you are clearly not ready for. Evidently, when given this level of authority, your first instinct is to abuse it.”

Pike gritted his teeth, but didn’t argue.

“I am also pulling you out of the academy.”

Pike's blood ran cold beneath his armour. “You can’t! The academy is my whole life! That’s who I am!” he begged.

“Yes. It is. Perhaps the loss of what you consider your whole life might make you consider the lives of our entire empire next time you face a choice,” Bladesteel said. Again, he drummed his claws on the plinth, observing his son.

Pike dropped to the floor and clutched his head in his paws. This couldn’t be happening! He was losing everything he cared about, all because he had made one mistake. A mistake he already fixed. Determined to remain dignified before the emperor, he stifled a sob. Taking several deep breaths to steady himself, he could feel the polluted Ferum air clawing its way into his lungs.

“Blade, this is a little much,” Hammer said, stepping forward.

“Hammer, leave us,” Bladesteel ordered. “Now.”

For a moment, the large dragon paused with a foreclaw raised. He looked worriedly at the prince before breathing deeply through his nose. “I will be right outside, Prince Pike. If you call for me, I will come running,” he whispered.

Pike watched Hammer leave the throne room through the petitioner’s entrance, leaving him alone before his father. The grand chamber, ordinarily filled with visitors from the empire and delegates from other nations, felt empty and hostile. There was a chill rolling down Pike’s spine, and the scars on his back from his clipped wings ached fiercely.

“If you were anyone but my son, I would have you executed for this crime. I need you to understand that this is mercy,” Bladesteel insisted. “The death of one facet of your identity is the only pain you suffer today, my son.”

“Facet?” Pike chuckled mirthlessly. With shaky claws, he pushed himself back upright and looked his father in the eyes. He didn’t have the will to stand defiant, not after having so much taken away from him. He had so very few freedoms remaining, and he wasn’t about to risk them. “My studies, the military. They were my everything. What am I to do now, Father? How am I to prove myself a valuable member of the empire?”

Bladesteel studied his talons for a moment, as though inspecting the dirt and grime beneath them. “That is a question I hope you take as seriously as you did your military responsibilities. You find yourself now with an abundance of free time beyond your princely duties. Take some time to consider how you might fill it, how you might best serve my empire and its future.”

Already several ideas were floating through Pike’s head. If he couldn’t study at the military academy anymore, that didn’t mean he couldn’t study at all. Coppersteam might have dropped him as an apprentice, but there had to be another engineer willing to take him on. Barring that, he could always learn the merchant’s trade. It was a less respectful role for a prince than a soldier or an engineer, but it was better than being left with nothing.

No, I have more important things to worry about than my education. Pike shut his eyes and took several breaths. Father likely expects me to make a demand of some kind, so he can refuse it.

“Do you have anything to say for yourself, my son?” Bladesteel asked, as if reading Pike’s mind.

“Thank you, father,” Pike said, bobbing his head respectfully. The words tasted like ash in his mouth, but he knew it was the right thing to say. There was no point in trying to further draw the emperor’s ire. For now, it was better for him to retreat and appear fully cowed than to push the matter to a worse conclusion.

Bladesteel sat quietly atop his plinth for several heartbeats, before nodding approvingly at Pike’s change in attitude. “Good. See that you remain humble, and there may yet be a day where you get what you want. You can forget about the military academy, though. It’s clear you’re too dangerous when given that level of command.”

Pike didn’t so much as flinch at his father’s words. “If that is all, father?”

“No, it’s not,” Bladesteel said. He gestured towards a side door, which Pike noticed was ajar. It swung open with a rusty creak, and two other armoured dragons entered.

The first dragon made even Hammer appear small. Towersteel, firstborn son of Bladesteel and emperor-in-waiting, had a monstrous build and a slow, plodding gait. He turned a massive green eye on his little brother before bowing respectfully to their father. Behind him was Forgefang, the only daughter of the emperor. She glowered daggers at Towersteel’s leisurely galumph before shoving around him to take her place beside Pike.

Recognising that their father wished to address all three of his children, Pike made space in the iron circle built into the floor. Ordinarily, the circle was where petitioners would stand as they begged the emperor for a boon. On this day, it felt more like a prison meant to box Pike in.

“You called for us, Father?” Towersteel said, taking his place at the front of the three siblings. When he bowed to their father, both Pike and Forgefang followed his example.

This was only the third time Pike could remember their father convening his children in such a manner. The first time was to witness prisoners having their wings cleaved. The second was on Forgefang’s naming day, when she received her halfname. Pike wasn’t so arrogant as to think he was about to have a halfname bestowed upon him, not after having his entire life ripped out from under his claws.

“Yes, my children. There is a matter of great importance that we must discuss,” Bladesteel said, rising from his plinth. He stepped down onto the dais, but didn’t approach more than that. At only thirteen years old, Towersteel already dwarfed their father, and it was clear the emperor had no intention of appearing small in front of his own children. “As you know, the three of you have duties you must attend to as children of the emperor. These duties are why I have called upon you today.”

“Speak your will and it shall be done,” Forgefang said, raising her head.

Bladesteel swept his gaze across his three children, his eyes lingering on Pike for only a moment. “Despite the crimes we shall not speak of, Pike has discovered something I consider important enough to discuss with all three of you.”

“Pike? Did something useful? What could the runt possibly learn of value to the empire?” Forgefang growled with a husky crackle to her voice, like wood snapping in a fire. Her words stung just as badly, and Pike felt a furious heat well up on his cheeks.

“He has discovered a rogue Firebreather,” Emperor Bladesteel said.

Pike frowned, Forgefang’s insults quickly forgotten. He had to include Ash in his report. There was no way to tell the story without his mention. The fire dragon’s involvement was far too critical to the event that omitting him would have made the entire story questionable at best, and unbelievable at worst.

“Forgive me, Father. I fail to see why this is important,” Pike said, lifting a claw to draw the emperor’s attention.

“Hope, my son. It is important because of hope,” Bladesteel began. “In your report, you mentioned that this dragon, this Ash, planned to travel to the Earthshaper fiefdoms. Am I correct?”

“Yes, that’s correct. He mentioned it off-hand to his adopted Shadestalker mother.”

“Are you aware that one of the three Firebreather princesses is currently in the fiefdoms? In the High Capital, no less?”

Pike’s eyebrows shot up. “I… no, I wasn’t aware.”

“Don’t they teach you anything at that academy you love so much?” Towersteel chuckled. Despite the harsh words, his tone was gentle, almost teasing.

“Quiet, Towersteel. It’s not like you knew this either. My advisors and I have kept this secret close to the breastplate for some time. I am telling you this now because we now face both a problem and an opportunity. If this Ash reaches the princess, it is likely to ignite a spark of hope in the Firebreathers around her. She could lead them against us.”

“So? Let’s just bomb them again, like we did the last time,” Forgefang snorted. “I doubt they’d survive a second attack.”

“We can’t!” Pike blurted, shaking his head urgently. “That would be an attack on Earthshaper soil. We don’t have a strong enough foothold in the fiefdoms to resist them if they declare all-out war and unite under the High King’s banner. Right now, the only thing holding them back is their divisiveness.”

“Precisely my point,” Bladesteel said. “I’m glad that education was good for something.”

Pike blushed beneath his helmet and flicked his ears.

“That brings me to why I have summoned you before me today. We cannot allow the Firebreather princess to amass an army at her command. If the Firebreathers outside our borders rally, it won’t be long before the ones within our borders do the same.”

“There are thousands of them. It would be an open rebellion in the streets,” Pike breathed, his eyes widening. “Our soldiers would be at a critical disadvantage against the rallied Firebreathers, and we’d have to level siege weapons against our own dragons!”

“Correct again. That is why it is imperative that we snuff out this spark of hope before it becomes a raging inferno. This is also why I am entrusting this duty to you, my children, rather than to a platoon of soldiers. Only you know how important it is that this remains a secret. This information cannot leave this room, lest the slaves hear and kindle hope. Am I clear?”

Towersteel nodded his massive head, an act considerably slower than Forgefang’s passionate bobbing.

“You want us to assassinate a foreign princess in the heart of enemy territory?” Pike breathed, chills rolling down his spine. “But that’s… That’s a high crime. Against dragons who are predominantly our allies!”

“Yes. It is,” Bladesteel said, watching Pike intently, in case he started protesting further.

“You can count on me, father. The runt and the lump can sit this one out,” Forgefang said, smoke curling around her teeth.

Pike recoiled at the demonstration. How easy it was to forget that Forgefang’s mother was a Firebreather concubine. This mixed heritage was doubtless why she was so aggressive: both the fire inside her, and the determination to prove she held no loyalty to the Firebreathers, pushed her forward.

“I don’t care which of you does the deed, only that it is done. Go, and remember what I said: this information does not leave this chamber.” Bladesteel waved a claw, dismissing his children.

Forgefang turned with her snout raised, storming haughtily out of the throne room with smoke drifting in her wake. Pike was about to follow her when Towersteel’s lumbering form stepped in front of him.

“Come with me, little brother,” the larger dragon rumbled. “I think you and I have some matters to discuss.”

    

  

    
      Chapter 2



Ash




    

    
      The sky around the Skycrown Mountains was frigid, but the cold didn’t bother Ash. The fire burning inside his chest, the spark of vital energy that fuelled him, was more than enough to keep him going. He flew down the mountainside, a copper streak against the greys and greens making up the foothills. There was a thrill to defying the very laws of nature that set his heart aflutter, but he knew better than to let these feelings guide him.

It had been just over a day since he left Skycrown Peak, the once magnificent capital city of the Firebreather kingdom. The mountaintop was too dangerous to fly over, so he hiked half the way up and down again. Now that the spirits of his dragons were at peace, it was time for him to meet up with Scout and Albuca, so they could begin the journey to the Earthshaper fiefdoms.

He spotted the village down below and tucked his wings into a dive. Even from above, he recognized the streets and buildings of the frontier mining town. It was early in the morning, so the roads were full of workers preparing to head towards the mine—masses of brown and yellow dragons crowding together as they left town. Ash broke out of his dive and circled the town for a few minutes, watching the miners make the trek to the mountain from which he had just come. Idly, he noticed some Earthshapers were missing wings—a telltale sign they were once or presently are slaves to the Empire.

As the miners departed, Ash caught a flash of blue scales lingering amongst their numbers. Grinning, he tucked his wings again and dove towards them, pulling up at the last second to touch down. He stumbled and slid on the dirt road, having built too much momentum to decelerate cleanly.

“Good morning!” Ash sang, kicking up a cloud of dirt as he slid to a stop.

Scout and Albuca each shielded their faces from the dust with a wing. The Cloudseeker shook off the dirt, frowning as some of it got in her fluffy white mane. The Shadestalker laughed, his scales fading to a mirthful light brown.

“Mom sends her love, and also so many supplies,” Albuca said, holding out a burlap travel bag. “Nice landing, by the way. Very daring. I approve.”

Ash accepted the satchel from his older brother and carefully strapped it to his back in the space between his wings. He winced at the weight of it, surprised that Albuca’s statement hadn’t been an exaggeration. He thanked his brother for lugging the heavy bag all the way to him, and adjusted the straps until it sat comfortably between his wings.

“Did you do what you had to do up on the mountain?” Scout asked, her paws twitching over her book bag, as though preparing to extract a journal and take notes.

“I did. Most of the spirits were at peace and able to move on. Only one of them lingered behind. My birth father, Brand,” Ash explained.

Both Albuca and Scout’s brows shot up in alarm. “Your dad is up there?” Albuca asked quietly, peering up at the mountain looming above them.

“Did your mother move on, too?” Scout asked.

Ash shook his head. “That’s the wildest thing! Dad doesn’t know where she is, but he thinks she’s still alive!”

Scout’s eyes widened excitedly, and she quickly fumbled for her journal and a writing claw. “That’s massive news! If that’s true, then that means all three Firebreather princesses survived the attack!”

“I don’t even know where to look for her, though,” Ash continued, rubbing his neck sheepishly. “So, I guess our plans aren’t changing. We need to head for the fiefdoms and look for my aunt Enya.”

“It’s a long way to the fiefdoms,” Scout explained, quickly scrawling a note in her journal before stuffing it and her writing claw back in her pack. “This isn’t just a short three-day flight we can make without issue. In order to get to the fiefs, we have to take one of three different routes. Each of them has its upsides and downsides.”

“Why don’t we discuss it over breakfast? I’ve been craving some of Crag’s fried noodles ever since the last time we were here,” Ash said, licking his lips.

At the mere memory of the spiced noodles, Albuca cringed. He didn’t offer resistance, though, as Scout led them through the town. They walked against the throng of miners on their way to work and made it to a familiar establishment. Ash was already drooling before the scent even hit him. It was still early in the morning, and there were a few Earthshapers and even a couple of Shadestalkers seated in the restaurant.

Unlike on their last visit, there was a second Earthshaper carrying dishes and drinks to tables while Crag was busy standing over the grill. Ash could watch the beefy Earthshaper work for hours, as he expertly manipulated tools that were far too small for his massive claws. Knives, skillets, spatulas, and even more tools for which Ash had no words. Crag used his claws and wing spurs to manipulate them all, making the act of cooking as much a feast for the eyes as it was for the stomach.

“Hello, a table for three?” the other Earthshaper said in a feminine voice.

“Hello, Pebble,” Scout said, waving eagerly at the server dragon. “Please, if you don’t mind.”

Pebble nodded pleasantly and gestured with a wing to a table near the far end of the restaurant. Scout thanked her and led the brothers over to it. On their first time visiting the restaurant, Scout took a seat on one side of the table, and the brothers sat opposite her. This time, Albuca neither hesitated nor raised his tail in threat. Ash noted that it was an improvement from how untrusting Albuca had been the last time they were in town.

“Would you like the breakfast special?” Pebble asked once the trio were seated. “It comes with spiced egg and yak, served on rice.”

“Please, if you don’t mind. Normal spice for me,” Scout said.

“I’ll have that, but hold the spice if you can,” Albuca added.

“Um, can I get a fried noodle dish? Extra spicy?” Ash asked.

Pebble’s eyes widened at Ash’s request, but she nodded and left to tell Crag what they wanted. Albuca shot his little brother a look before remembering that Ash was virtually immune to the effect of spices.

While they waited for their meal, Scout dug through her satchel and pulled out a rolled map of the continent. She unfurled it on the table between them and rotated it so that north was the upside for Ash and Albuca. “This is roughly where we are,” she explained, tapping a spot beneath the Skycrown mountain, in the Quiet Lands province. “And here is where we want to go.” She circled a section of the map in its top-left corner.

Ash frowned as he studied the picture. He never learned how to read maps, so he didn’t quite understand how truly far apart the locations Scout showed were. To him, everything looked like a short flight away.

“One of the big issues with heading to the fiefdoms is that no matter which angle we take, we’ll have to fly through the Ground Belt,” Scout explained.

“What’s a Ground Belt?” Albuca asked, tilting his head.

“The Ground Belt is a colloquial term for the strip of land in the middle of the continent. It comprises three provinces, each with its own hazards that make flying over them virtually impossible for anyone without an airship,” Scout explained, gesturing to the Skycrown mountain and the two regions on its left and right. “Besides the Skycrown mountain range, whose winds are too violent for any dragon to resist at high altitudes, there are the Burning Lands and the Blasted Lands.”

“I think I’ve heard of the Blasted Lands,” Albuca said. “Supposedly, the air is so toxic that breathing is difficult over it.”

“I’m not surprised you know that much. The Blasted Lands border the Shadowglades, so naturally you would have some run-ins with it,” Scout said, smiling. “The Blasted Lands is a wasteland of toxic gas and lava springs. It’s not so bad that nothing can live there, but only a select few animals and plants have truly adapted to live in such a hostile environment. To go in unprepared might as well be a death sentence.”

Ash shuddered as he imagined what it might be like to fly over a land where the very air itself was poison. Breathing was so essential to his abilities as a Firebreather that compromising it might render him powerless. Or worse, it might kill him outright. “I think I would like to avoid the Blasted Lands, if possible.”

“While Albuca and I could likely cross with minor issue, I can’t imagine Ash having such luck, either. We’re less reliant on pure oxygen than you are. That leaves the Burning Lands,” Scout said. “It’s a desert biome between Cloudseeker and Earthshaper territories. Again, it’s not so hostile that nothing can live there, but the thermals it generates can make stable flight incredibly difficult for the uninitiated.”

“Thermals?” Albuca asked, frowning.

“It’s an upward draft of warm air. They’re very useful on long-distance flights, but when the entire ground is a giant thermal, it can render your control to almost zero,” Scout explained. “Because of how firm Firebreather wings are, I think Ash could navigate the Burning Lands without too much issue, but Albuca and I would struggle to cross without getting tossed around. My cloud breath would be almost useless in that environment, too, so I can’t rely on it to stabilize our flight.”

“So no matter which way we look at it, there will always be a path where at least one of us will struggle,” Albuca said, drumming his claws on the table. “We can’t fly over the mountains; we can fly over the Blasted Lands but risk succumbing to poison, and only one of us can cross the Burning Lands without a struggle.”

“Pretty much, yeah,” Scout confirmed. She promptly rolled up the map as Pebble returned with a tray gripped in her wing spurs.

While the server placed their dishes before them, a spicy aroma wafted across Ash’s nose. He couldn’t help but drool as the scent hit him, and Pebble had barely set the bowl down before him before he was fishing a tongue-full of noodles out. He slurped them down and savoured the intense burning sensation dancing through his mouth. To any other dragon, this level of spice would be downright painful. To a Firebreather like Ash, it was familiar and comforting.

The trio ate their food in silence for a bit, while Pebble returned with clay cups of water for each of them. Once she departed, Scout unfurled the map once again so they could continue their discussion while they ate.

“I think our best bet is to pick the route of least resistance,” Scout explained. “That would be the Burning Lands. Even though more of us would be at risk of the desert heat, it’s the most direct route to the fiefdoms. If we travel through the mountains, we could be stuck hiking for weeks as we navigate it. The Blasted Lands, meanwhile, would require us to circle around the entire continent just to reach our destination. We would get to travel through the Calm Lands, but we’d have to get there first,” she added, showing a section of the map between the Earthshaper and Ironscale nations.

“So it boils down to whether we want to get there quickly or comfortably,” Albuca said, nodding. “You’ve been quiet, little brother. What do you think?”

Ash’s ears perked up as he considered it. “I wouldn’t want you to suffer for my sake,” he said, slurping up some more noodles.

“Hey! None of that,” Albuca nudged his side. “We’re in this together. Scout and I knew what to expect when we signed up for this adventure. You don’t get to treat us like weak little hatchlings.”

“I’m not, I swear! I just… None of these options sound appealing,” Ash admitted. “No matter what we pick, we’re going to need to make camp in whatever province we choose.”

“I forgot about that,” Scout mumbled. “Camping in the Blasted Lands is likely to kill us all. We’re not accustomed to the toxic gas, and I don’t know about you, but I can’t identify pockets of safe air.”

“Okay, the Blasted Lands are immediately off the table. That leaves the mountains or the desert,” Albuca said. “We already have some experience camping on the mountain, but what hazards can we expect when making camp in the desert?”

“Wild temperature fluctuations and risky water rations,” Scout said. “There are a few oases in the desert that, if we can locate them, will offer us excellent places to camp and restock our supplies. Aside from that, though, the temperature in the desert turns violently cold at night.”

“I think I can handle that,” Ash said, though he didn’t feel the need to light the fire beneath his scales to prove it.

“I’m not too worried about it, either. Winter in the archipelago is quite harsh. I can’t speak for Albuca though,” Scout said, looking nervously up at the Shadestalker.

Albuca shook his head and shrugged his wings. “I can manage. How many nights would we need to stay in the desert?”

Scout grimaced as she looked over the map. “Hard to say. A week, maybe? I’ve never travelled the desert before, and most Cloudseekers typically fly by sea or take a boat when they wish to travel to Earthshaper lands. It’s a harsh twenty-eight hour flight, though. I don’t know about you two, but I don’t nearly have the endurance to make that journey on my own.”

“Could we maybe keep to the coast?” Albuca offered. “Fly over the sea and then camp on the coast at night?”

“Possibly, but the beaches are crawling with bandits,” Scout cringed. “That’s not to say we might not find a place to land that isn’t a hive of scum and villainy. I just don’t know where they are.”

“What if we flew over the desert at night and slept during the day?” Ash offered. “If it’s that cold at night, surely thermals wouldn’t be an issue?”

“It’s possible, but not the best idea,” Scout said, tilting her head in thought. “That would be like biting off your own tail. We would put ourselves at risk of dehydration while we slept. We might go to bed and never wake up.”

“Gods and ancestors,” Albuca swore. “This can’t just be easy, can it?”

“It is a fundamental reason traders between nations make the journey as infrequently as possible,” Scout sighed. “Back when the Firebreather kingdom was still around, there was a highway between them and every nation in Drakona. It was the safest way to traverse the continent. Now that they’re gone, though, the highway is unguarded. I’ve heard it’s a hotspot for banditry and worse.”

“Bandits and Ironscales,” Albuca grumbled. “If it’s not some natural obstacle, it’s other dragons trying to make our lives miserable.”

Ash flicked his ears and studied the map carefully, weighing their options. He didn’t think risking the mountains was a viable alternative to travelling the desert, and he was thankful none of the others brought it up as an option. It would just take too long. The mountains were long and treacherous. The hike would take at least a week.

But as eager as he was to reach the fiefdoms, could he reasonably risk his friends in such a dangerous place as the desert?

“Sorry, I couldn’t help but overhear,” Pebble said, returning with refills for their cups of water. “You’re planning to travel through the desert, right?”

“That’s our plan so far,” Albuca confirmed.

“In that case, why don’t you apply to travel with the coal shipment heading in that direction?” Pebble offered. “There should be one heading out in a couple of days. As long as you agree to work for your place in the caravan, I can’t imagine they’d turn you down.”

The trio of dragons looked at one another curiously. “What sort of work could we expect to do?” Ash asked Pebble.

The Earthshaper shrugged. “You’d have to ask that of the caravan master. I’d suggest speaking to her today, though. They’re scheduled to leave as soon as they fill their commission, which I can’t imagine taking much longer. You should be able to find her up near the mines.”

Ash and his friends shared another quiet look with each other. None of them knew what to expect from a travelling caravan, but if it held the answer to their troubles, it was at least worth investigating.

“It wouldn’t cut into our time too much,” Albuca said. “After all, it’s not like we finished debating our travel plans.”

    

  

    
      Chapter 3



Pike




    

    
      Pike followed his brother through the halls of the Iron Keep, keeping a respectful distance from the emperor-in-waiting as they walked. Because Towersteel moved at such a slow pace, Pike could easily match every one of his steps with three of his own, so the younger brother was careful not to get too close to the massive dragon.

When finally they arrived at their destination, Pike was surprised to find himself before the door to Towersteel’s personal chambers. As first in line for the throne, his amenities were larger than the other imperial children. They were specifically furnished for his mountainous size, featuring a set of double doors he wouldn’t need to struggle to squeeze through. Towersteel gestured politely to the guards stationed on either side of the enormous doors, and they shoved them open for the two princes.

“You’ve never been inside my room, have you, little brother?” Towersteel asked Pike, glancing down at the younger brother with a single eye peering over his shoulder.

“No, we’ve never been close enough for such a privilege,” Pike reminded him.

Towersteel nodded slowly and gestured for Pike to follow him in. Maintaining a respectful distance, Pike entered his eldest sibling’s chambers and did his best not to gawk. While Pike’s own bed chambers were befitting a prince, Towersteel’s suite made the younger brother’s living amenities appear downright modest. There was a raised dais on one side of the room, atop which was a nest of pillows and fine animal pelts. Instead of a hearth, there was a crackling fire pit built into the floor, with a skylight in the ceiling above it to allow both natural sunlight in and smoke out. Strangest of all was Towersteel’s collection of games. Entire shelf units devoted to every game Pike could think of, and some he had never even heard of, occupied the wall opposite the nest.

Towersteel plodded over to one shelf and picked up a folded wooden board. “Did they at least teach you how to play Conquest at the academy?” he asked the younger brother.

“Of course,” Pike chuffed. “It was an essential part of introductory tactics and strategy.”

“Good, then you won’t mind partaking in a few rounds with me,” Towersteel said, gesturing with his chin towards a large table erected near the windows. Like everything else in the eldest prince’s room, it was of a scale for his staggering bulk.

Pike took his seat on the far side of the table while Towersteel continued collecting items necessary for the game. “I thought we were going to discuss something more akin to our mission,” he asked.

“We are, but I much prefer to talk over a game than the inane banter the others enjoy partaking in. There’s something honest about the way a game demands your focus,” Towersteel chuckled. “Which army do you prefer? I will play Earth.”

“Metal, obviously,” Pike said, upturning his snout. Back at the academy, cadets always fought over who got to play as the Metal army, so if he could play it without argument, he was going to take it.

“Obviously,” Towersteel chuckled, grabbing two small boxes off the shelf. He tucked them under one foreleg while carrying the board in his mouth as he shuffled over to the table before setting all his gathered supplies on it. “You know the rules, yes?”

“I already told you I did,” Pike reminded him.

“Yes, but do you really know them, Pike?” Towersteel asked.

Pike frowned as the eight-by-eight grid of alternating black-and-white tiles was unfolded and set before him. Towersteel slid one of the two boxes across the table, which opened to reveal eighteen perfectly shaped pewter pieces. Pike started setting up the main sixteen pieces, while setting aside the extra Elite and General pieces in case any of his soldiers needed to be promoted. Opposite him, Towersteel did the same.

“Conquest is a zero-sum game,” the elder brother explained, palming a comparatively tiny clay piece before setting it down on the board. “This means that each player has the same information as the other. We both know which pieces are on the board, and whenever one of us loses a piece, the other player gains an equal advantage. At no point is any one player in possession of a power or information that the other does not know about.”

Pike frowned as he palmed his Ruler piece. It was shaped like an Ironscale dragon, standing tall and regal, with a crown atop its head. He placed it in the proper position on the board, the fourth square of the back row, as he weighed his brother’s words. “Each army has its own unique skill. How does this factor into your zero-sum?”

“Information about our armies is public. I know your pieces can always capture forward, regardless of the normal rules associated with them. Likewise, you know my pieces can capture to the left or right. Though our strengths differ, it is known information.”

Pike nodded slowly. He still didn’t quite understand why his brother was explaining things he already knew, but there was little harm in humouring the elder brother. “As the youngest, shall I have the first move?”

“Ah, but I am first in line for the throne. Does that not mean I should have the first move?” Towersteel asked, smirking.

Pike immediately froze, a claw outstretched towards one of his Elite units. A sudden chill rolled through him beneath his armour as he watched a grin split his brother’s wall of a face.

“You may have the first move, little brother. I suspect you will need it,” Towersteel chuckled after letting Pike stew for long enough.

Pike shivered as he plucked up one of his scout pieces instead and started moving it forward. As the most mobile unit in the first row, Pike valued his two scout pieces almost as much as the powerful elites. Thanks to the metal army’s ability, the scouts could capture enemy pieces. Under normal circumstances, this was not allowed. Not even Towersteel’s earth army scouts could capture, even with the rule allowing his pieces to capture to the left and right. As his claw left the piece, Towersteel already had his own ready to move. He pushed one of his soldier pieces a space forward, putting it into position to capture Pike’s scout.

“You’re too eager,” Towersteel grunted, as the younger brother stared at the board in bewilderment. “Just because you have an ability does not mean you should so readily rely on it. A soldier is just as capable of action as a scout, but now your scout is at risk. What will you do, hmm?”

Pike drummed a claw on the table as he considered that, before picking up the scout and moving it three spaces to the right. Towersteel answered by moving a second soldier forward, once again threatening to capture the piece.

“And now I have an advantage. You have no forward units save your scout, which is once again in jeopardy.” Towersteel’s grin deepened. “Your move, little brother.”

Pike ground his teeth. “This is stupid. What does this have to do with our mission?” He snapped.

“Patience. All will be revealed in time.”

Snarling, Pike grabbed his final scout piece and moved it into position to protect his first. Towersteel nodded in approval and instead selected one of his advisors, moving it diagonally across the board. The brothers played in silence for several turns, but a pattern quickly emerged. With every action Pike took, Towersteel was already in place to react. Pike maneuvered his elite to capture the soldiers, only for a guard to remove it from the board. He tried to capitalize on his army’s special ability, only for Towersteel to make quick work of them. Before long, Pike was left with a handful of pieces while his brother had more than half a full army at his disposal.

Both brothers still had yet to use their general pieces, and Pike was about to move his out from the back row when he paused. His brother’s pieces were arranged in a formation that, if he moved his general, would put his ruler at risk of capture. Studying the board carefully, he looked up at his brother with a frown. “You already won,” he said, bewildered. “How?”

“Military tactics can only take you so far in a game. Understanding moves and their appropriate counters, however, can take you much farther. In a zero-sum game, where each player has the same information, it is the one who can leverage this information the best that will win,” Towersteel explained. He reached across the table and flicked Pike’s ruler piece, knocking it onto its side. “Check and mate.”

Pike frowned at his toppled piece while his brother got to work resetting the board. “Is this what you wanted to show me?” He asked, finally looking up from the table when his brother started resetting his own pieces.

“Yes, and no. I wanted you to understand the underlying nature of the game, but I also needed to bring your ego down a few notches. Our tutors often praise your intelligence. I’ve even heard General Sabrefang call you the smartest among us. You might have deeper learning than any of the other imperial scions, but you are far from the smartest. Just because I’m not interested in joining the military doesn’t make my knowledge or skills any less valuable.”

Pike’s frown relaxed. So this was just about reminding him who was the eldest among them? That was fine. Pike could play along. “If that will be all?”

“Hardly. Round two, little brother. I will take the first move,” Towersteel rumbled, his voice resonant enough to set his armour to rattling.

Pike barely paid attention to his brother’s moves this time, focusing more on how the larger dragon observed the board and chose which pieces to move, which enemies to capture. There was no chink in his brother’s mental armour, his strategic fortitude not once wavering. And yet, despite this, Towersteel’s eyes were simply too large to conceal their movements. Pike studied how they swept across the board before settling on his target. He imagined the way his brother planned and could readjust his own strategies accordingly.

“You were saying?” Pike chuckled as he put his brother’s ruler into an unbreakable check.

Towersteel studied the board for a moment before nodding in approval. He knocked over his own ruler in surrender before commencing the act of resetting the board once again. “Third round takes it all,” he said with an eager grin.

“I still don’t understand what any of this has to do with our mission,” Pike said, as he started putting his own pieces back into position.

“Consider the earth army,” Towersteel offered, holding up a soldier piece between two monstrous digits. The tiny clay dragon was barely as large as one of his talons and looked as though he could crush it with hardly any effort. “When are they at their strongest?”

Pike considered the question for a long moment, comparing what he knew of the game rules with his knowledge of military tactics. “When they have a flanking advantage against pieces that can’t defend against them,” he offered.

“Exactly. When two earth pieces work together to box in an enemy, there is next to nothing that the enemy can do to stop them. Even if one of them should be captured, another can be in position to capitalize on the loss. Now, compare that to the metal army. When are the metal pieces at their strongest?”

Pike considered that for a moment, studying the pieces intently before nodding. “When they’re an inexorable tide on the board, pushing ever forward.”

“Correct again. The metal pieces work best as a united front, taking out enemy units while remaining in formation. Each army in the game has a manoeuvre that reflects how it behaves in reality. The wood army can conceal its pieces to strike from the shadows. The water army can move but not capture in any direction. The fire army depends on its elites, not beholden to the rule that requires them to rest every other turn. Do you understand why this is important to our mission now?”

Pike looked at the board, then looked at his brother and shook his head. “It’s just a game. That’s not how real armies interact, brother.”

Towersteel let out a chuckle like rumbling thunder. “I’ll admit that it’s not quite equal to real combat, but the principle remains the same. Opposing armies have their own talents and abilities that we must consider should we aim to engage them.”

“But we aren’t planning open engagement; we’re planning to assassinate… a ruler,” Pike finished, realization dawning on him. “All our pieces are expendable, so long as we defeat their ruler,” he muttered, reaching for one of his elite pieces and knocking it over. He imagined this piece was himself, just another tool in his father’s arsenal.

“Now you realize why I wanted you to play this game with me,” Towersteel said, his voice sombre. “Father can always make new heirs, Pike. We are tools to him, just more pieces on the board for him to manipulate and toy with. I needed you to be aware of that, to truly internalize what it meant, before I made my true proposal.”

Pike stared at the pewter ruler piece on the table before him. He picked up the moulded dragon and turned it over in his claws. It looked nothing like his father, and yet he could feel Bladesteel’s plots radiating off it.

“Father likes to play the kind and just ruler, but every now and again, his mask slips and reveals his true face,” Towersteel continued. “You glimpsed that today, at the machinations he can plan. You are more like him than you give yourself credit, Pike.”

Pike nodded slowly. “Hammer told me that our father was never meant to be the emperor, that he was always meant to be a general in his elder brother’s army.”

“My mother told me that story once. I find it hard to imagine any other dragon standing in Bladesteel’s place, and yet we know that someday I will take it. Unless of course something were to befall both me and Forgefang.” Towersteel let out a long sigh. “Pike, I want you to promise you won’t let Forgefang rule. Never let her become Forgesteel. The empire would never survive her rule.”

Pike nodded in agreement, but his mind locked on to a specific segment of his brother’s worries. “You’ve met your mother?”

“Have you not met yours?” Towersteel asked, shocked.

“I’ve never been in the concubine compound. I don’t even know the way there,” Pike confessed glumly.

Towersteel stared at his younger brother for a long moment, the silence between them building uncomfortably. Finally, the elder sibling rose from his place behind the table. Pike had to crane his neck to meet the taller dragon’s gaze.

“I would have us form a compact, brother. Only we two know the true gravity of what our father wishes us to do, and what we stand to lose should we fail. Work with me so that we might survive his machinations together. In exchange, I will give you unfettered access to your mother.”

Pike’s eyes widened. “You can do that?”

“I have a key to the compound, and I know the way. I can take you there right now.”

Pike licked his teeth hungrily. All his life, he was curious about the dragoness that laid his egg. He never met her himself, but now the urge to follow his brother was gnawing at his insides. All he had to do was agree to work with Towersteel to see a Firebreather princess slaughtered, and he could visit his mother whenever he wanted?

He rose to his feet and nodded to his mountain of a brother. “I think this would be in both of our best interests. I shall work with you, Towersteel. With my intellect and your gift for strategy, we shall not only prevail, but thrive in the face of opposition.”

“Excellent choice, little brother,” Towersteel said with a grin. With a shrug of his shoulder, he started plodding towards the exit to his chambers. “Come along, Pike. I believe there is a dragoness eager to meet you.”
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Ash




    

    
      Ash, Scout, and Albuca headed towards the mine as the sun approached its zenith. None of them knew exactly where it was located, and so had spent several hours trying to gather the requisite information. Once they had everything in order, they followed a path of trampled earth out of the town towards the foothills. Before long, the grass gave way to trees, and trees gave way to an artificially shaped clearing.

Dug into the mountainside, and reinforced with lumber, was a tunnel wide enough that several Earthshapers could enter, walking abreast. Wooden carts laden with minerals were arranged outside the tunnel, just off to the side. Several Earthshaper dragons lounged about in the sun while a Shadestalker brought them water skins to drink from. Others were entering or exiting the mine.

A rotund Earthshaper was delicately making marks on a wax tablet with a thick claw as another cart full of stones was presented to her. She nodded in approval and gestured for it to be added to the others.

“I think she’s the mine master,” Scout said, pointing to the large dragoness with her wing. “I’m not sure if that also means she’s the caravan master, but it’s worth asking, don’t you think?”

Ash nodded and approached the big dragoness. Her matte brown scales reminded him of carved rock, while her massive paws looked as though they could crush his head if he wasn’t careful. Each talon was large and scoop-shaped, more suited to moving earth than fighting.

He slowly walked up beside her and cleared his throat.

The dragoness looked up from the tablet strapped to her foreleg and blinked large green eyes in surprise. She swept her gaze from Ash to Scout and then Albuca. “The mine is no place for children, and I don’t care how badly you yearn to go in there. There’s no treasure buried in there, only death to the uninitiated.” She had a thick drawl, an accent typical of Earthshapers and dragons raised in the Fiefdoms.

“We don’t, um, yearn for the mines,” Ash assured her. “Actually, we were hoping to ask about the caravan heading to the Earthshaper Fiefdoms?”

The large dragoness raised a blocky brow and dropped to all fours. “Hmph. You look a bit scrawny to be lugging wagons, especially through a desert. I suppose the Cloudseeker girl can help us stay hydrated, but I can’t imagine we’ll have much use for two males that can’t work.”

Scout meeped as the older dragon peered down at her. “I, um, that is to say, er—”

“We can work,” Albuca assured the dragoness, stepping forward to put a reassuring wing over Scout’s back. “We might not be strong enough to lug wagons, like you said, but there are other services a skilled Shadestalker and Firebreather can provide.”

At the mention of a Firebreather, the dragoness’ brows shot up even higher. She looked Ash over again, studying him closely. “Huh. Look at that. You are a Firebreather. I just thought you were a scrawny Earthshaper kid. What reason could you kids possibly have for travelling to the Fiefdoms?”

“Personal business,” Ash said quickly. He wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to reveal more than that, especially since this mine did business with the empire. The last thing he needed was for the miners to blab about a Firebreather travelling to Earthshaper lands.

The dragoness snorted curiously before nodding. “Jade Granitesdotter,” she said, holding out one massive paw.

“Pardon?” Ash asked, cocking his head.

“My name. I am Jade, daughter of Granite. Jade Granitesdotter,” she repeated. “You want to travel with an Earthshaper caravan, but you know next to nothing about how we operate?”

Ash flinched and looked at Jade’s outstretched claw again.

“You shake it,” Jade explained. “It’s a gesture of cordiality and respect.”

Ash reached out with a claw and grabbed one of Jade’s massive talons, wiggling it back and forth. “Like this?” he asked.

Jade let out a bark of laughter. “Close enough, kid. What do they call you three?”

“I’m Scouts-the-Skies, but my friends call me Scout,” the Cloudseeker said, first among their number to speak up.

“I’m Albuca of the Dawn Greeting tribe,” Albuca said, in a tone far more formal than Ash typically heard from him. It was rare for him to use their tribe’s name, though Ash supposed it was as close to a last name as Shadestalkers got.

“I’m Ash of House Aguni,” Ash explained. He was reluctant to use his royal family’s house name, but he didn’t know whether his father belonged to a house, or if he had any other identifying names than that.

Jade didn’t react at the mention of the royal family, so Ash figured she wasn’t as brushed up on Firebreather history as Scout. Granted, he didn’t know anyone, except his pibling Tanwen, who knew as much about their history as his Cloudseeker friend.

“Pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Jade said, lowering her claw back to the earth. “If you were hoping to travel with the caravan, you made it just in time. We’ve almost finished filling the last of our commission and will be leaving tomorrow.” She gestured with her chin towards the carts lined up beside the mine entrance. “Fifteen carts of coal will head to the desert at this time tomorrow.”

“That seems like an awful lot of rocks,” Albuca said.

“Coal is much more than rock, kid. It burns hot and long, and it can be crushed to create carbon powder, a necessary element when forging steel. Either way, it’s an important product in the Fiefdoms,” Jade explained. “We can’t get it up there easily, so we try to only make the journey once a year. This caravan represents just over a year’s worth of coal.”

“Flying would be out of the question with this much raw mineral, even without the Burning Lands’ natural challenges,” Scout muttered, pulling a journal and writing claw out of her satchel. She quickly scrawled the information down in the book and waited eagerly for the others to continue talking.

“It ain’t no picnic, I tell you. These ain’t the travelling carts, though. We load everything up onto three wagons for ease of transport. They should arrive by this afternoon,” Jade said. “You three were expecting to travel with the caravan, but this ain’t no charity excursion. We can’t be taking no dragons along that might be a liability. It’s too difficult to lug the wagons and our supplies to be taking dead weight, too.”

Ash’s ears drooped, and he glanced worriedly at the others.

“That said, if you’re willing to work, I’ll be happy to take you along,” Jade continued, grinning. “Either that or you pay us the cost of bringing you with. Food, water, shelter, and other such fees.”

“How much would it cost?” Scout asked, already extracting the string of coins she received from the masters of Far Horizons.

“A hundred and fifty shields per dragon.”

The Cloudseeker’s eyes bugged behind her glasses, and she nearly spilled the coins all over the ground. “But that’s highway robbery!”

“Which is precisely why it’s so expensive. There are desert bandits we need to contend with, not just the hostile environment.”

Ash was about to ask what bandits might want from Earthshaper coal, but thought better of it. As Jade explained, they weren’t just transporting their trade goods, but all the supplies they needed in order to make the journey. Doubtless that included food, water, and just about anything else they might need to survive the long trip. He could sympathize with the desire to reduce the risk associated with taking more dragons along.

“We can help with bandits,” Ash said, putting an eager claw to his chest. “Albuca and I, we have the Shadestalker observation sense. We know when we’re being watched, and from which direction it’s coming.”

Jade frowned curiously, sniffing Ash just to make sure he wasn’t a Shadestalker in disguise.

“He’s adopted,” Albuca explained.

“Ah. Well, normally we bring at least one Shadestalker scout on the trip anyway, but being on constant alert is exhausting. Having another around would certainly help take some pressure off him,” Jade said, scratching her chin in thought. “I’m not sure how much I trust a Firebreather with Shadestalker skills, though. That sounds a little backwards to me. Is there anything else you can do that might be useful to the caravan?”

Ash considered that a moment before an idea came to him. “Do you have trouble with spirits while on the journey to the Fiefdoms?”

Jade’s eyebrows rose slowly, and she bobbed her head. “Yeah. There’s a patch of desert we avoid that’s haunted with some rather obnoxious spooks. It usually adds a day of travel time to go around their territory.”

“I can handle them. I’m good at dealing with spirits,” Ash explained.

“You a shaman?” Jade asked, incredulous.

“Um… No?”

“Then you probably can’t handle the spirits we encounter. They wrap themselves in sand and look like living twisters.”

“Ash could definitely handle those!” Scout assured Jade. “Sand spirits are as vulnerable to fire as metal spirits. Don’t you know what happens when sand meets fire?”

Jade tilted her head. “Hmm. It makes glass. I see what you mean. Having a fire spitter around would also be useful for keeping bandits at bay and lighting our campfires… Alright, you’ve convinced me. You three can join our caravan for the journey to the Fiefdoms.”

Ash wagged his tail excitedly. He’d been worried that convincing the caravan master would be a lot harder, but he was thankful that Jade seemed a reasonable dragon.

“We leave at first light,” Jade explained, gesturing to the carts with her chin. “In the meantime, I want you boys to help load the wagons while the little lady here helps get our rations in order.”

“We brought rations of our own,” Ash said, revealing the pack strapped to his back.

“Trust me, kid, that won’t be nearly enough. Not with how dry it can get out there, at least. You’ll be on water duty, so you’ll want to make sure the supply wagon is fully loaded.” Jade chuckled as Scout scrambled to follow her command, before gesturing with a claw for the boys to follow her.

As they approached the carts, a wagon pulled by a duo of older Earthshapers rolled up beside them. The two lumbering dragons unhooked themselves from the large wooden vehicle and nodded to Jade. Ash had never seen a wagon before and took a moment to study it curiously. It was at least four times the size of any mine cart, and wide enough that two Earthshapers could walk side by side as they pulled it. A large canvas roof kept the insides of the wagon nice and shaded, protecting its contents from the elements.

“Get to work loading up the wagons,” Jade ordered Ash and Albuca. “Each wagon will hold five carts worth of coal. Should be easy enough to fill her, even with how scrawny you two are.”

Before either brother had a chance to protest, Jade was already back to studying her wax tablet, wandering off to continue with her preparations. Albuca let out a sigh as he turned to the first cart, already flanked by the two Earthshapers that brought the wagon.

“You two joining the caravan?” The first one asked in a deep voice like rumbling earth.

Ash nodded, and the earth dragons threw back their heads in laughter.

“Good luck, runts,” the second one said, gesturing for his partner to follow him.

“Do you think they know something we don’t?” Ash asked as they disappeared into the crowd of lounging Earthshapers.

“Undoubtedly,” Albuca sighed. “It doesn’t matter, though. We’re in this for the long haul. Come on, little brother, this wagon isn’t going to fill itself.”

With a grunt of effort, the two brothers each grabbed one end of the pull rope on the nearest cart in their mouths and started dragging it towards the wagon. They’d barely made it a clawful of steps before Ash’s heart pounded and his lungs burned. It was going to be a long day of gruelling labour.
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Pike




    

    
      Pike followed Towersteel once more through the palace, though this time he was having a hard time tempering his excitement. He always wondered what his mother was like, but his father never gave him permission to visit her. They kept the imperial concubines separate from the rest of the palace, in a compound on the grounds accessible only to a select few. He understood concubines were treated about as well as any slave, but that didn’t make him less eager to meet the dragoness who gave him life.

“Come on, can’t you move any faster?” Pike urged, walking a few steps ahead of his brother. It took all his focus to keep from hopping in place, and he had to remind himself that such an act was hardly befitting a prince.

“I appreciate your eagerness, Pike, but no, I cannot,” Towersteel chuckled as he took one plodding step after another. He actually reminded Pike somewhat of a turtle, the way he had to slowly claw his way forward.

“Towersteel—"

“Please just call me Tower,” the elder prince urged with a tired sigh. “I hate it when dragons insist on using a halfname I never earned.”

Pike frowned and stopped walking, studying his brother intently. To him, it was a great honour to be bequeathed a halfname. Yet, here was Tower, insisting on dropping it all together. It reminded Pike somewhat of Hammer, and for a moment he worried for the old consort’s wellbeing. He hoped his father wasn’t treating him too poorly. I’ll have to bring him in on our compact eventually, Pike realized. I don’t think Tower will mind. They’re a lot alike.

As he watched Tower move, a realization hit him: his brother was actively trying to move faster, but the simple act of just lifting a leg was a struggle. Every limb seemed to fight against him; even his tail insisted on being dragged forward. As Pike got a better sense of how his brother pulled himself across the ground, a shudder rolled through him.

“You can barely move,” he observed, trying to keep even pace with the slower-moving dragon.

Tower forced a smile, the act lifting his ill-fitting helmet to reveal a mouth that further reminded Pike of a tortoise. Tower didn’t have lips the way other dragons might, and the front of his snout tapered into a reptilian beak. “My adulthood growth spurt has barely begun, but already I outsize most fully grown dragons. I’m not made for this, Pike. I never was.”

As the pair of princes walked in silence, Pike watched his brother closely. Having never spent much time together in the past, the younger prince realized there was so much he never knew about the elder. The similarities to a tortoise extended beyond Tower’s beak: beneath the custom-made armour, Pike could swear he spotted what appeared to be a scaly shell made of rock-like plates. His brother was quite literally turning into
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