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      Chapter 1



Ash




    

    
      Ash winced as his mother meticulously worked to groom him. Using a clump of moss, she polished his scales, revealing their lustrous copper colour. She straightened and shined his fiery crest until it blazed like the sun. She even poked and prodded him until he stood with pride.

He didn't feel very prideful, and yet he knew this was supposed to be a very important day for him. Not for the first time, he felt rotten and ugly. Despite the shine of his scales, his mother was a darker shade of brown. If he didn't watch her carefully, sometimes she'd even vanish into the shadows as they shifted to black. Her crest and wings were a leafy green compared to his burning orange.

Ash stared at his claws glumly. "I'm ugly," he muttered.

"Hey. None of that," Egret said, stepping in front of him. She lifted his chin until he met her gaze, her amber eyes staring deep into his own. He knew from his reflection that his own eyes were an off-putting gold. Most other dragons in their small tribe refused to look him in the eye because he was so different. "You are beautiful and unique, my son."

"I'm also too old to be taking this test," he grumbled. "All the other dragons will be eleven. I'm thirteen."

"It just means you weren't ready the last two times."

"Or that Elder Wigeon has it out for me," Ash sighed. "She always picks the worst targets for me to hunt."

"That's part of the test, dearest. You need to be prepared for anything, even if that means hunting a target that dwarfs you in size." Egret chuckled as she resumed polishing the scales along his back.

Ash shuddered as he recalled last year's test, where Elder Wigeon commanded him to fight a crocodile that was a full snout longer than he had been. He'd grown since that failed attempt, but the thrashing still smarted. His left hind leg had a throbbing ache to it that flared up at the memory.

"Let's not forget my first attempt, where she had me fighting an anaconda that nearly killed me," Ash grumbled. He tried not to yelp as Egret grabbed his tail to uncurl it from around his hind feet. The spade at the tip was a stark contrast to the collection of barbs on her own.

"That was more because of your impulsiveness than anything else, dearest," Egret chuckled. "I know that this will be the year. You've been training with Elder Softshell and your older brother."

"Not that it's done me much good," Ash grumbled in frustration. "Look at me, mom. I'm shiny. Whoever heard of a shiny Shadestalker!?"

Egret paused her scrubbing, and Ash could feel her eyes running over him. That, at least, was one Shadestalker skill he had picked up without issue. His older brother had helped him hone the ability.

"You're just autumn coloured," she said.

It was a lie he had heard many times before. Autumn coloured. Ridiculous. The autumn leaves weren't a fiery orange or shimmering copper! He stood out like a sore thumb in their swamp village, his scales catching stray light through the canopy and shimmering like the river at noon. Ash knew he didn't fit in with the other Shadestalkers, but it was pretty much all he knew.

The only times he saw dragons from outside his village were when a neighbouring Shadestalker tribe came to trade for supplies, or when an imperial detachment came through seeking fugitives. Ash knew he was nothing like them, with their wingless forms and heavy armour. Every time the imperial dragons came through, they forced the adults of the tribe to line up for questioning.

If I pass the test today, I'll officially be an adult, Ash thought with a twinge of excitement. At least in the eyes of the tribe. I sure don't feel like an adult.

Not for the first time, Ash considered asking his mother what he was. He knew there was no way he was a Shadestalker, but every time he asked, Egret always deflected it. You're my son, she would say. You're perfect in every way. None of the answers were satisfying, nor did they tell him what he was. Everything he knew about himself he'd learned from his older brother.

The canvas curtain that served as the door to their hut waved open, and a young Shadestalker entered."Mom, is he ready?" Albuca asked.

Ash's older brother was the perfect example of what he wanted to be. Lithe but strong, with scales naturally so dark he barely needed to shift colour to hide in the shadows. Five perfectly formed barbs crowned the tip of Albuca's tail, while his jagged horns could be mistaken for tree branches in the right light. The only thing that stood out as strange was Albuca's longer crest. Most Shadestalkers kept their leafy fringe short, but Albuca let his grow long. Ash always suspected it was just something Albuca did to make him feel better, but he never bothered asking.

While most Shadestalker crests were flexible and constantly growing, with a colour and shape that evoked the image of leaves on a tree branch, Ash's was stiff and wavy. If he were to compare his crest to anything, he felt it looked more like fire reaching towards the sky than leaves on a tree. Egret tried to trim it once, but it hurt too much. It wasn't like it grew very long, anyway. His crest seemed to have a fixed length.

"I'm just finishing up his hindquarters," Egret answered, lifting Ash's tail to get a better angle on his haunches.

"Mom!" Ash shouted, his cheeks and ears burning up.

"Alright, alright. I suppose you're going to be tromping through the swamp, anyway. No sense in making that hiney shiny."

"Mooooooom!"

Egret leaned forward and kissed him on the forehead. "You'll be fine, my dear. Whatever challenge Elder Wigeon throws your way, you are ready for it."

The embarrassment fled under his mother's reassuring warmth. She smelled like flowers and moss, a scent she had passed on to him through her frantic cleaning.

"Well, he's almost ready," Albuca chuckled. He shuffled over to Ash's front with a bowl of bright red paint in his claw. With expert fingers, he painted a pattern on his little brother's face, signifying he was ready to undertake the test.

With his mother and brother by his side, Ash strode out of their hut and into the village. The circle of similar huts were a bustle of activity as Shadestalkers of various ages were hard at work. Some were clearly tending to important tasks, like the jute spinners and food preservers. Others were tending to their young. Ash counted three other dragons painted like him for the test. They were all two years younger than him, which also made them a head and shoulder smaller. Ash was already into his adulthood growth spurt, and was quickly catching up to Albuca in size.

At least that would give him some advantage in the trial ahead of him.

A trio of elderly dragons stood in the middle of the village with the three painted dragons arrayed before them. Elder Wigeon stood in the centre of the trio, her wizened face scrunching in disgust as she spotted Ash's approach. Unlike her two co-elders, Elder Wigeon was so old that her dark brown scales and leafy fringe were turning grey.

As he approached the line, Elder Softshell gave him a warm smile and nodded in approval at Albuca's paint job. Elder Reed was focusing on the trio before her, and ignored Ash’s approach.

"I had about given up on you joining us this year, Ash," Wigeon sneered, her words betraying the contempt she felt towards him. Ash didn't even flinch under her scrutiny. He had long since learned that Elder Wigeon would never warm up to him, no matter what he did.

"He's ready this year," Albuca said, standing proudly beside his younger brother. "I made sure of it!"

"Confessing to cheating already, Albuca?" Reed asked, her voice a slow drawl compared to Wigeon's snippy tone.

"No, Elder Reed. I've spent the last year training him for this opportunity. He's going to pass the Trial of Passage this year. I can feel it."

Ash wished he had even a fraction of Albuca’s confidence. Somewhere, deep in his gut, he couldn't escape a bubbling sense of nervousness. What if he didn't pass the test this year? He'd never heard of a Shadestalker failing the trial three times. He was already setting a tribe record. Would they even let him take the test again next year? Would they force him to take more lessons, preventing him from advancing in their tribe?

"Very well. You realize that only one relative may assist during the test, yes?" Wigeon noted, raising an eyebrow at Egret.

"I was hoping we might make an exception? Ash is really nervous and—"

"No." Wigeon said, making a cutting motion with her claw.

"What Elder Wigeon means to say is that there are rules to the test for a reason," Elder Softshell explained, stepping in before the other dragons started raising their voices. "The Trial of Passage is a test of what it takes for a Shadestalker to be an adult, a proper member of our community. A dragon who cannot hunt, who cannot provide for the tribe…" He paused for a moment, looking Ash over quickly. "A dragon who cannot hunt must find other means of providing for the tribe."

"Bah, you're too soft on the boy," Wigeon snarled. "A dragon who cannot pull his weight is a liability."

Reed shook her head slowly but didn't bother interrupting the argument of her two co-elders. Ash didn't need anyone to say what they really meant. If Ash failed the test this year, he would most likely get booted from the tribe. He doubted Egret and Albuca would let the others drive him away, but no longer being a formal member meant they couldn't provide for him, or risk getting banished themselves. He would have to fend for himself.

Ash shuddered nervously, like a chilly breeze was rolling down his spine. He could feel the prickling sensation of a dozen eyes staring at his back. The entire tribe knew what was in store for him, and none of them could stop it.

"I believe that all present are prepared for the Trial of Passage," Reed said, when Wigeon and Softshell finally stopped bickering. "Shall we begin?"

"What? Oh, yes. Let's begin," Wigeon said, clearing her throat. She let out a sharp whistle, which drew the attention of every dragon in the village. Slowly, they crowded around, forming a circle of bodies around the elders and test takers.

Egret kissed Ash on the forehead one more time before backing away into the crowd. They had discussed it at length, and decided that Albuca would serve as his spotter this year. In the previous attempts, Egret was the one guiding Ash to his target and watching to confirm the fight. Every time Ash attempted the test, she jumped in to save him when things looked dire but were still within his control. Unfortunately, help from a spotter was an automatic fail. Ash didn’t want to risk it this time, and Albuca was finally of age to serve as his spotter in their mother’s place.

"Dragons of the Shadow Canopy," Wigeon began, speaking the words that Ash had heard every year since he was eleven. "Today, we gather to witness the Trial of Passage. This sacred act heralds the passage from childhood to adulthood for these young dragons before us."

To his left, the other three test takers swelled with pride. Ash knew from experience that they would all likely pass the test without issue. There would be a challenge, but it was nothing a trained Shadestalker couldn't handle.

Yet another reason I'm not really a Shadestalker, he reminded himself.

Elder Reed stepped forward to the first dragon in the line. "Goose, I charge you with hunting a swamp turkey. A vicious bird known for its speed on land and tenacity when cornered. Succeed and mark your passage into adulthood."

Softshell stepped forward next and spoke to the second. "Lily, I charge you with hunting a river monitor. A silent lizard known for its stealth as much as its appetite. Succeed and mark your passage into adulthood."

Wigeon approached the third dragon in line. "Elm, I charge you with hunting a swamp otter. A crafty mammal, known for its tricks and its traps. Succeed and mark your passage into adulthood."

Ash held his breath and waited. When Elder Wigeon stepped up in front of him, he knew his test would not be easy.

"Ash, you're hunting a crocodile." She didn't even bother declaring its strengths, nor the ceremonial words. She simply backed away and returned to the other elders.

"Go forth now and return as adults of our tribe," the three elders said in unison.

The other test takers turned to their accompanying relatives before running off together. Albuca draped a reassuring wing over Ash's shoulders and guided him away. "Hey, don't worry about it. We knew they were going to give you something ridiculous, and that's why we prepared things ahead of time."

Ash frowned and looked up at his older brother. "Prepared things ahead of time?"

Albuca gave Ash a devilish grin. "As your spotter, it's my duty to guide you to suitable prey. I can help you find a target, but I can't help you fight it."

"R-right."

"Then follow me, little brother. Today is the day you become an adult."

    

  

    
      Chapter 2



Pike




    

    
      Pike hated life in the Capital.

As the youngest son of Emperor Bladesteel, he didn't have to suffer the same hardships that most dragons his age would face. He got to breathe cleaner air than most, and eat food that wasn't spoiled. That didn’t change the fact that his environment stifled him. The walls of the Iron Keep were as much a prison as any dungeon.

He stared at his reflection in the silver mirror in his room, peering into his own storm cloud grey eyes. Pike didn't think he was ugly, but his face would win no affection—especially from himself. He snarled at the pocked visage staring back at him, the pretender to his body that it was.

His skin was the same sickly grey hide that all Ironscale dragons seemed to sport, his breath the same pollution-born wheeze they all shared. There was a softness of youth to his face, but he had yet to reach his adulthood growth spurt. Eventually, he would grow up. He twisted to peer at the twin scars on his back where his wings should have been were he born to another nation. From birth, the Ironscale Empire’s dragons had shrivelled, useless wings. They deemed such defects unworthy and discarded them. Some mornings the scars would ache, but today they didn't so much as twinge. He took it as a sign that things were finally going to go his way.

"Help me don," he ordered the blindfolded attendant standing guard by his door.

The blind dragon stepped forward and, with practiced claws, picked up one of the leather-padded steel plates littering the floor around Pike. The young dragon held still as his attendant attached each piece of armour to his body, the heavy plates a familiar comfort. As each new piece locked into place, a feeling of calm and confidence filled him. Like all Ironscale dragons, Pike hated feeling naked and vulnerable. He hated anyone seeing him armourless and weak. He didn't hold quite the same religious reverence that some in the empire had for the metal adornments—the blind attendants were as good as priests who believed it was a sin to see another Ironscale naked. Even if most dragons could only afford chain mail instead of plate, armour was ubiquitous among their kind.

Piece by piece, the steel locked into place. To a younger, more inexperienced dragon, its weight might have been a burden. Despite his youth, Pike couldn't remember a day where he didn't wear his armour. Even when he had outgrown the chain mail of his youth, his father had made sure there was always fresh steel for him.

Pike took one last look at himself as he put on the helmet. This was his true face, the steel shaped into a handsome figure. He was ready to present himself.

Pike didn't bother thanking his attendant for their aid. He didn't even know their name, let alone anything else about them. It was rare that he had the same attendant two days in a row, so it made little sense to waste time learning about them. He exited his room and strode confidently out into the palace, his armour clanking with every step.

As a prince, Pike didn't have to worry about anyone questioning why he was wandering the halls unsupervised. Guards stood at attention as he passed, their iron armour a degree less shiny than his own. His footsteps echoed down the stone corridors of the Iron Keep, the persistent clang of every moving plate adorning his body. He walked at a leisurely pace, rehearsing his planned words in his head.

As he turned a corner heading towards the throne room, a familiar figure blocking his path stopped him.

"Ah, little brother," a deep voice rumbled.

Pike looked up into the emerald eyes of his eldest sibling. Prince Towersteel, firstborn son of Emperor Bladesteel. Unlike the youngest sibling, Towersteel had a figure that truly matched his name. He was large for a dragon of only thirteen, with his adulthood growth spurt only just begun. Even by Ironscale standards, his bulk was staggering. Towersteel's sheer size took up much of the hallway on its own, his wide shoulders and broad face rendered even thicker by the heavy steel adorning his body.

"Brother," Pike bowed his head respectfully and stepped aside so Towersteel could pass.

“It’s nice to see you out of your books, Pike,” Towersteel said with a smirk. “Planning to do something fun, for once in your life?”

Pike held his expression steady. “Are books not supposed to be fun?” he asked. Because of the eldest brother’s role as emperor-in-waiting, it was important for Pike to stay on his good side. Once their father passed, Towersteel would reign in his place. The last thing Pike wanted was to give his brother an excuse to throw him out.

“Not for me, they aren’t. Too many words, not enough action. Off to the academy, then?” Towersteel asked.

“No. I have an appointment with father,” Pike said.

"Father is in a good mood today. If you were planning on making a petition, now is probably the time," Towersteel rumbled, plodding his bulk through the halls. "Good luck, little brother."

Pike sat silently near the wall as his elder sibling passed, painfully aware that he was barely as tall as Towersteel's shoulder. Even when he hit a growth spurt of his own, he would never catch up to the elder brother's monstrous size. They had different mothers, and Pike felt a twinge of jealousy that his brother came from a union of their shared father and an Earthshaper concubine.

He had never actually met his own mother, but he was fairly certain that she was an ordinary Ironscale. There were no unusual features about him, at least compared to his siblings. At such a thought, he caught the sound of his sister just up ahead.

"I told you to bring it to me raw." A female voice, raspier than Pike or Towersteel, echoed through the hallway as she yelled.

Turning another corner, Pike stared into the kitchens. His sister, Forgefang, was throwing a tantrum again. She was hurling food at one of the poor slaves that served as their cooks—an aged Firebreather whose wings were long ago removed. Though his once metallic scales were tarnished black from neglect, a faint trace of silver still showed.

"Forgive me, princess," the old dragon begged, prostrating himself before the fuming Forgefang and accepting the beating with more dignity than the one serving it.

"The next time I ask for a cut of meat raw, I expect my demands to be met!" Forgefang snarled.

“Please, princess. It was only by your father’s order that—Oh, Prince Pike, how lovely to see you,” the old dragon looked up, relief flooding his face as he noticed the prince in the doorway.

Before Pike could back away, his sister wheeled in place and caught his eye. Her own eyes blazed orange, like open flames ready to devour all in their path. Her furious scowl instantly turned into a sinister grin as she sauntered toward him.

"Baby brother, how kind of you to join me for breakfast," she teased. “I was just teaching this lazy layabout a lesson for improperly preparing my food. I’m sure whatever you want will be perfect.”

"I'm not hungry," Pike mumbled, turning away.

"Oh, don't be like that. Come, come. I'm sure this lout has some mutton stashed away somewhere. You like mutton, don’t you Pike?"

Pike didn't bother responding to his sister's honeyed words. Instead, he continued down the hall, building as much speed as his armour would allow. No Ironscale dragon could run, burdened as they were by their armour, but marching was well within their power.

"Don't you turn your back on me, you little runt!" Forgefang bellowed. "Get back here! I’m not done with you yet!"

Pike didn't turn around. His sister was in one of her moods again, and there was no way he was about to subject himself to her cruel ministrations just to cheer her up. Instead, he shot a guard a glance before gesturing with his chin back to the kitchens. The poor cook may be a slave, but he didn't deserve to be tortured for a wrongfully prepared meal. Let the guards convince Forgefang to leave him be. Pike had more important matters to attend to.

Turning one last corner, Pike stood before the main entrance to the throne room. A massive pair of wooden double doors stood before him, with guards stationed on either side of it. As a prince, Pike could have used one of the side entrances and nobody would have questioned him. But today, he wanted to speak to his father not as a prince, but as a petitioner. One last time, he ran his words through his head before gesturing with a claw for the guards to open the doors.

The throne room was one of the more well-lit chambers in the keep. There were sconces lining the walls, with Firebreather slaves to keep them burning. Dragons mingled about the room, including winged foreigners from other provinces, come to do business with the emperor. Skinny Cloudseekers with their whip-like tails and delicate wings. Earthshapers with their massive bulk and scoop-like claws. Even Shadestalkers, blending into the shadows to hide their true numbers. Pike sneered at the sight of so many wings, insulted by their sheer existence.

These dragons could fly. They were free to leave the Capital whenever they wanted. Pike, a prince, was not.

It just wasn't fair.

Hopefully, today will change that, Pike thought.

There was no line before the emperor's throne plinth, so Pike stepped into the iron circle in the middle of the room—a sign that he wished to petition the emperor's will. His father wasn't watching the floor, but conversing with the advisor by his side. From their thin frame and red sash, Pike recognized him as General Sabrefang, the military advisor.

"I believe you have a petitioner, my emperor," Sabrefang whispered upon meeting Pike's eyes. The young dragon nodded in thanks as his father's gaze at last landed on him.

"Ah. Pike," Emperor Bladesteel rumbled, relaxing atop his elevated platform. Glittering steel decorated the seat, like the Ironscales themselves. For a moment, Pike had noticed tenseness in his father's shoulders, but the sight of his youngest son in the position of petitioner must have banished worries from his mind. "What is it you desire from your emperor?"

They were traditional words, ones that Pike had heard a hundred times when attending court. They were as much a command to speak as they were a warning not to ask for too much. "My emperor, thank you for taking the time to speak to me." More traditional words and a bow of his head. As prince, he doubted anyone would mind if he didn't adhere to court protocol. He wasn't about to break convention, though. He wanted—needed—this to go his way.

"Of course, of course. Speak, my son. What is it you wish of me?"

"As you know, father, my tenth hatch day is fast approaching," Pike declared, rising to his full height. "Forgefang was even younger than I am when she claimed her halfname. I wish to claim my own."

Even through his glittering steel helmet, Pike could see his father's frown. What Pike was petitioning was no small request. They didn’t just give away halfnames, except to Towersteel, who earned his by being first in line for the throne. A halfname had to be earned by deed or by vocation. 

Given the primary halfname of Forge upon her hatching, his sister had earned the secondary halfname of -fang on the field of battle. She had proven herself as an accomplished warrior despite never attending the military academy. Pike, meanwhile, had spent years studying both at the academy and with private tutors. He knew military tactics, combat forms, mathematics, and even engineering. And yet, despite his academic success, he had no halfname to claim as his own.

Towersteel. Forgefang. Pike.

He wanted a halfname, proof that he was the equal to his siblings.

"What you ask for is not so simple a matter," Emperor Bladesteel said, tapping a claw in thought. "One does not simply take a halfname."

"I understand the rules surrounding halfnames, father. I already know which halfname I desire, and what I need to accomplish to earn it," Pike declared. It was a risky gambit, one he hoped his father would indulge. "I want to lead a campaign of my own."

The Emperor stood up in alarm, his eyes blazing. "You what?"

"I have been studying for this, preparing for it! My body is fit and my wit is sharp. I am ready to lead a contingent on campaign!"

"You are nine years old and you ask me to let you lead soldiers to war!?" The emperor’s rage echoed through the throne room, perking the ears of every foreign dragon in attendance.

Pike couldn't tell if his father’s anger was from the audacity of his request, or from concern for the safety of his progeny. Either way, he backed a step in surprise at the outburst, nearly setting a foot outside the circle. He knew that if he left the iron circle, his petition would be over. He could not falter now, not when he was so close to his victory!

“I’ve been training my whole life for this opportunity,” Pike insisted. “I’m ready for it.”

"You most certainly are not!" Emperor Bladesteel hissed. "You are little more than a whelp. You’re more well studied than your siblings, that I will confess, but your audacity leaves much to be desired. No. I reject your petition. You are not ready to lead a war campaign."

And like that, Pike felt his stomach drop. Traditional words of rejection. He hung his head in dismay, not wanting to give up but knowing his father wouldn't hear another word on the subject today. All thoughts of his chosen halfname began slipping away.

"Perhaps, my emperor, you would be amenable to a compromise?"

Pike's ears twitched, and he looked up in surprise. Sabrefang was speaking to the emperor in a whispered voice just loud enough for the young dragon to hear. When one of his advisors spoke, Bladesteel at least listened.

"The boy isn't ready for war, but that's not to say he's not ready to lead. Why not give him a detachment of soldiers on routine patrols, perhaps to a province? Let him prove his leadership to you."

Pike had to bite down on the spark of hope suddenly kindled in his chest. If Sabrefang was suggesting it, his father would listen! He glanced from the skinny advisor to his father and held his breath.

Bladesteel tapped a claw against his chin, considering the proposal. "Not a bad idea, Sabrefang. Pike gets to prove himself, perhaps even earn the halfname he so craves, while also preparing for the test he truly desires. But what province needs such a patrol?"

"The Shadowglades, my emperor," Sabrefang declared confidently. "Or the Cloudseeker archipelago. It has been too many months since we logged either region.."

"Hmm. No, Cloudseeker territory is too far. A three-day journey, often longer even by airship, Pike would be gone for weeks. The Shadowglades, however, are less than a daylong flight away. A quick hop via airship, a few small villages to be logged, and he'd be back in a couple of days." Bladesteel drummed his claws on the platform some more, clearly thinking it over. "Yes. I think this will be sufficient. Pike, you shall have your petition with addendum. Instead of leading soldiers to war, you shall lead them on routine missions, starting with a patrol tour of the Shadowglades. If you prove your leadership in these missions, I will reconsider allowing you to lead a campaign. At the very least, this will show whether you are prepared for command classes at the academy."

Pike struggled to keep a smile off his face. It wasn't exactly what he wanted, but it was a step closer to his halfname. "Thank you, my emperor. I shall do everything in my power to be worthy of your kindness." More traditional words, spoken with the eagerness of a child, as Pike stepped out of the iron ring. He officially concluded his petition and nodded in thanks up at the military advisor. "Thank you, father," he added, quickly glancing to the emperor. "I will make you proud and earn my halfname."

    

  

    
      Chapter 3



Ash




    

    
      Ash followed his older brother on the wing out of their village and deeper into the swamp. As was his role in the Rite of Passage, Albuca was leading him toward an acceptable source of prey. While the other test takers could stay close to the village to hunt their targets, crocodiles didn't stray that far out of the bayou.

This was fine, of course. Ash had known to expect this outcome after last year's debacle. He'd even flown the route between the village and swamp a few times on his own, just to practice. Unlike his older brother, who expertly dodged between the trees and vines, Ash had to keep low to the ground. It wasn't that his wingspan was much larger than a normal Shadestalker's, but that they just didn't want to bend the same way.

Albuca's wings were flexible and dextrous, allowing him fine control over his trajectory. Ash's, meanwhile, were stiff and better suited to long glides than the quick manoeuvres of his older brother. He didn't crash into trees anymore, though the embarrassment of having done so many times still stung.

As muddy earth gave way to heavy water, Albuca came in for a landing. He perched on an old growth tree, wide enough around to support his weight, and nearly vanished from sight as his scales shifted to blend in with its bark. Ash came in for a landing beneath him, digging his claws into the soft bark to keep from slipping off.

"Is this the place?" he asked.

Albuca shushed Ash and pointed with his barbed tail out to the waters. Following it with his eyes, Ash spotted a dozen logs floating in the water.

No, not logs. Crocodiles, so motionless that they could be mistaken for driftwood.

Ash took a deep breath in through his nose, letting it fill with all the scents of the swamp. He flicked his ears, taking in the sounds. He could even feel one crocodile peering up at him out of the water, his scales prickling as it assessed him. This was one part of Shadestalker training that he excelled at. Observe and wait, calculate the risks, and assess the best course of action.

"Hold on, little brother," Albuca whispered, crawling down the tree upside down and nudging Ash with his nose. "You don't want to fight any of the big ones."

His brother's interruption knocked Ash out of his concentration, and the sounds and smells of the swamp faded from focus. He stared up at Albuca, his head cocked in a silent question.

"Your task was to hunt a crocodile, but Wigeon failed to mention whether it had to be an adult crocodile," Albuca grinned. "I bet she didn't realize that there were brooding mothers out here."

Ash's eyes widened, and he stared out at the crocodiles again. Some of the larger shapes in the water shifted, peeking their eyes above the surface enough to peer at the two dragons. He saw nothing that resembled a brooding mother.

"The shore, over there," Albuca said, pointing again with his tail toward the muddy ground.

Ash followed his brother's direction and, sure enough, spotted a brown and green shape resting on the soft earth. And crawling all over it were a dozen smaller shapes. His ears flicked as he picked up the telltale beeping of baby crocodiles lounging atop their resting mother.

"All you have to do is snag one of those hatchlings and snap its neck. Easy as can be, test passed," Albuca said, nudging Ash again with his nose.

Ash shifted his gaze to stare up at his brother in horror. "That's not what Elder Wigeon tasked me to do," he said, his voice quiet.

"Technically, Elder Wigeon's exact words were for you to hunt a crocodile. She omitted age, size, or any other determining criteria. If she meant for you to hunt an adult crocodile, she would have said exactly that," Albuca said, grinning. "The rules of the test are clear: kill your assigned target and bring it back to the tribe. I studied the traditional rules with Elder Softshell extensively to make sure I understood them."

"But passing on a technicality… Doesn't that seem wrong to you?" Ash asked.

"Not at all. Ash, Wigeon gave you an unfair challenge for a third year in a row. She doesn't want you to pass, so she's doing everything in her power to ensure that you'll fail every time. If she's refusing to play fair, then it's high time you follow her example."

Ash frowned and shook his head. As much sense as Albuca was making, that didn't change the fact that it just felt wrong to kill a baby crocodile in the name of passing his test. Sure, it might adhere to the letter of Wigeon's challenge, but it most certainly was not within the spirit of it.

"This is a test of whether I'm ready to be an adult," Ash said. "If I kill a hatchling, that's proof I'm nothing more than a whelp myself."

Albuca let out a long sigh. "One of these days you'll learn to be daring, little brother."

"This has nothing to do with being daring. This is about doing things the easy way, or doing things the right way," Ash insisted. "You're right that I could snatch a hatchling and present it to Elder Wigeon. I doubt Elders Reed and Softshell would let her reject my claim. But that feels wrong. Like I'll have accomplished nothing. Like I'm being… dishonourable."

"Dishonourable? What does honour have to do with hunting crocodiles?"

"I don't know. The word just felt right." Ash shrugged his wings and adjusted his position on the tree.

Albuca shook his head and climbed backward up the tree a few paces. "Alright, Ash. I can see you're being as stubborn as ever about this, so how about a compromise? I get you don't want to kill a hatchling, but I don't want to see you get tossed around by a fully grown bull. There's a cluster of juvenile crocodiles a little way down the river. They keep out of the way of the bigger crocs, but they're just as dangerous."

"Juveniles?" Ash blinked and looked away from the brooding mother and back to his brother. "How big are they?"

"Not as big as a fully grown crocodile, but a lot bigger than those hatchlings. And they've got the same nasty temper as the adults."

Ash nodded eagerly. "Lead the way."

Albuca spread his leafy-green wings and took to the air, leaping gracefully from the tree. Ash, comparatively, took longer to take off. He quickly clambered up the trunk before taking to the air, spreading his wings in a glide while his brother flitted from branch to branch.

True to his brother's word, Ash spotted a cluster of smaller shapes floating in the water some thirty tail-lengths down the river. He tucked his wings and alighted on the river bank, his claws squelching in the thick mud. Albuca landed on the tree behind him and immediately vanished from sight again.

"These are perfect!" Ash beamed. "Thanks, Albuca."

"Anytime, little brother. Now go! Show me what you can do!"

Ash wanted nothing more than to dive into the water and grab the first crocodile he could get his claws on, but that wasn't the right way to do things. A Shadestalker had to be silent and deadly. If he were a proper Shadestalker, he could just climb onto a tree branch and shoot a crocodile with his barbed tail. Since his tail lacked the projectile barbs of his brother, that wasn't an option. He didn't have any ranged fighting skills at all. That meant he would need to get close enough to catch one unaware.

Or maybe he could lure one out instead?

He spotted a tree branch hanging over the water, attached to an old growth that stretched into the oppressive canopy overhead. That would work perfectly for his plan. Carefully, he climbed up the tree and onto the branch. It wobbled precariously beneath his weight, but he didn't hear it cracking. It felt sturdy enough to hold him up.

Ash shimmied along the length of wood until he perched over the river. The juvenile crocs, content to float lazily like living logs, were largely ignoring him. Quietly, he dipped his tail spade into the water and wiggled it around. The goal was to make his spade look like a fish, and hope a croc came biting.

He didn't have to wait long before three crocodiles drifted over to his dangling tail, their eyes and nostrils the only part of them above water. That was more than he bargained for, but he could probably handle them. They were still juveniles.

Ash bit back a yelp of pain as the closest one took a chomp on his tail spade. It didn't matter that it was thick with scales, that still hurt! He wouldn't let the pain win, though. Focusing, he went to lift the crocodile out of the water and onto the tree.

As soon as its upper-half breached the water, it began thrashing violently. Ash's eyes widened as the crocodile’s attempt to pull him into a death spin tugged his tail in every direction. The branch bobbed up and down with the sudden added motion, dipping the crocodile in and out of the water as it picked up speed.

Before he gave it another tug, two more crocodiles leapt out of the water and bit down on his tail. He let out a yelp of pain as they too began the thrashing.

Crack.

Ash's eyes widened in horror as the branch gave way, unable to support both his weight and the furious thrashing of angry crocodiles. He splashed into the water, landing atop two more crocodiles that clamped down on his front legs. He bit back a cry of pain, waiting until he surfaced before screaming. Water burned in his nostrils and throat, threatening to choke him if he didn't cough it up.

"Ash! I'm coming!" Albuca called, quickly jumping to another nearby tree branch. He lifted his tail and started twirling the barbed tip, preparing to launch the projectiles.

"Don't!" Ash shouted, coughing up water. "If you're missing barbs when we get back to the village, they'll know you helped me!"

Albuca cringed and stopped twirling his tail. He only had five barbs to spare—an easy number for the Elders to count.

Growling, Ash grabbed the crocodile on his front left leg and tried to pry its jaws open. No luck, it refused to let him go. Its bite strength was just that powerful. Its teeth weren't going deep, but already he could see his blood pooling in the water all around him.

"Ash! The adults are coming to check out the commotion! You need to get out of there!" Albuca called urgently. "I'm coming to help you!"

"No! I can do this!"

"I will not stand by and let you die for a stupid trial! It's just a test. It doesn't matter!" Albuca insisted.

"It matters to me!" Ash yelled. The words suddenly caught in his throat, like he was choking, and he started coughing. The abrupt cough was enough for the combined strength of the crocodiles to pull him under, swallowing even more foul water.

Bubbles flooded out of his nostrils as air escaped his lungs. He tried to right himself, to get above the water again. There were just too many crocodiles, and they were tugging on his limbs, making it impossible for him to tread water.

It can't end like this! He gritted his teeth and tried to thrash, but the weight of the crocodiles and the water kept him from building any momentum. It was impossible to swim to the surface. I can't just die here!

Suddenly, Ash felt a heat welling up in his chest. He didn't understand what it was, but the warmth felt good. It felt right. He opened his mouth and let it out in a burst of orange light. All around him, the sudden rush of heat repelled away the crushing water and thrashing crocodiles. He wasted no time in propelling himself towards the river surface, gasping for air as soon as his head was out of the water.

For a moment, he did nothing but choke for breath. After a few seconds, his lungs stopped aching, so Ash tried to take stock of where he was. He was floating on his back. All around him, the river was a bubbling boil, with steam wafting into the air. The hot water felt nice against his scales, like he could relax in it for hours. But he didn't have hours to waste.

With a twist, he righted himself in the water. He realized with a start that he no longer had crocodiles clamping down on his limbs, and instead there were two dead crocs floating belly up in the water beside him. Three more were fleeing down the river, away from the bubbling waters.

"Ash! Are you okay?" Ash turned in place as Albuca dove into the water, only to leap back out with a yelp of surprise. He flapped his wings desperately until he perched on a branch hanging over the river.

"I'm fine, I think?" He mumbled, shaking his head in confusion. "I don't understand what happened."

"What do you mean you don't understand? Ash, you breathed fire."

Ash's eyes widened. "I… I what?"

"You breathed fire while underwater! It flash boiled the river, cooking the two crocodiles on your front legs and scaring off the others," Albuca explained. He gestured at the bubbling river with a claw, as though it were obvious. “Seriously, how do you miss something like that?”

"I… Shadestalkers can't breathe fire," Ash said quietly, a note of panic in his voice. With shaking claws, he grabbed the two floating crocodile carcasses and started dragging them to shore. "That shouldn't be possible."

As he climbed out of the water, though, he couldn't deny the result. His scales were billowing steam, and in seconds he was dryer even than Albuca. It was as though he hadn't gone into the water at all. He stared at his copper scales in horror.

"I'm not a Shadestalker, am I?" Ash asked, looking at his brother with mounting horror as Albuca joined him on the riverbank.

Albuca draped a reassuring wing over Ash's back. "I'm sorry, little brother. Elder Softshell and I didn't want to keep it a secret from you, but mom… She insisted you weren't ready to know yet."

"I always knew I was adopted, but this… This is more than I expected." Ash shivered as the warmth started wearing off. The swamp suddenly felt cold in ways he'd never experienced. Like the world around him recognized he was an outsider that didn't belong. "Albuca, what am I?"

Albuca sighed and shook his head. "That's a story that's probably better left told with Mom around," he muttered. "Come on. Let's head home. You've exceeded Elder Wigeon's expectations by killing two crocodiles. Let's see her try to fail you this year."
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      It was later in the day when Pike left the palace to begin his mission. He was mildly surprised when General Sabrefang volunteered to escort him, though the mission was his idea. The pair walked side by side through the dirty Ferum streets as they made their way from the imperial palace and into the military quarter of the city, with Sabrefang talking Pike through his mission briefing the entire way.

"I'm assigning you a small contingent of soldiers. Nothing too difficult for a young captain to handle," the older dragon explained, walking slowly so that the young prince could keep pace. "You will be in charge of five in total. While all five are combat ready, one is to serve as your engineer and two are your pilots. I trust you've been trained in airship operations?"

"Of course!" Pike spat, insulted at the implication.

Sabrefang grinned from beneath his steel helmet. "You're as fiery as your sister."

Pike snorted in disgust, but said nothing. He didn't like the idea of anyone comparing him to his raging brute of a sister, but he knew better than to talk back to the General.

"Of course, as captain, you won't have to pilot the airship yourself," Sabrefang continued, as though his momentary insult had never crossed his lips. "You will delegate tasks, handle navigation, and rationing of fuel, but such should be a simple task for you, no?"

Pike's brows creased together, his frustration at the General's poking jabs unseen through his metal plates. "I'm familiar with the basic duties of a captain. I wouldn't have requested this mission if I was ill prepared."

"Ah, my young prince, but you did not request this mission," Sabrefang reminded him. "I did. You wanted to take an army to war. A foolish request for a dragon your age."

The two dragons stopped in the middle of the street as an Earthshaper slave dragged a wooden cart loaded with scrap metal down a busy intersection, its bulk making passage around it impossible. Craning his neck, Pike realized there were three more slaves to come, and judging by their lax pace, they would be waiting a moment.

"Why did you request this mission on my behalf?" Pike asked. "Not that I'm ungrateful or anything, but we hardly know one another. You're my father's military advisor, and we've only spoken at formal functions or on days where I visit court."

Sabrefang chuckled mirthlessly and gave the smaller dragon a friendly pat on the back. "To tell you the truth? I see a lot of myself in you. You’re a young soldier, eager to prove himself to his superiors. You get special treatment at the academy because of your station as prince, so I doubt you would find the validation you crave by asking any of your instructors. When your father rejected your proposal, I saw an opportunity."

"An opportunity to help me?" Pike asked, cocking his head. He glanced from Sabrefang as one of the cart pulling slaves tripped in the street and hastily scrambled to right its toppled cargo.

"Help you, guide you, or maybe put you in my debt." Sabrefang shrugged. "You could try to sus an ulterior motivation as much as you'd like, but to tell you the truth, I did it because it felt like the right thing to do. I remember how long it took for me to earn my halfname, and how much I had to suffer before it was finally mine. You're turning ten years old in two months, yes?"

Pike nodded.

“Far too old to still be waiting on a halfname,” the General said, nodding. “Especially for a prince.”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell father!” Pike blurted, before catching himself and regaining his composure. “The Emperor, in his magnanimity, has finally allowed me the opportunity to prove myself worthy of a halfname.”

"You know, Prince Pike, I too was once living in the shadow of another. He was my friend, and was loved by everyone." Sabrefang's voice dropped as he stared into the distance, as though lost in memory. With a sigh, he shook his head. "It doesn't matter. He's gone, and I now hold the role he once claimed."

"You earned your position on the death of another?" Pike asked. It wasn’t unheard of for a lieutenant to be promoted into their superior’s station upon their death, though it certainly painted Sabrefang in a different light.

"Oh, make no mistake, I earned my position by the emperor's side like any respectable dragon should. But in a way, you're right. I wouldn't be standing here if he were still around."

"Dare I even ask?"

"It's not a name you'd know very well, and it doesn't matter. He's not here and I am. Do you have questions that pertain to your mission, or are you trying to learn about me?"

"Sorry, sir," Pike said, quickly standing at attention. Just then, the parade of slaves finished dragging their carts through the street, and the way forward was once more open. "What does my mission fully entail, sir?"

"You will lead your team to five Shadestalker settlements. Approximately every six months, we send soldiers to the Shadowglades to take a tally of things like population density, general health, and food rations. We don't legally hold dominion over their swamp yet, and even if we did, it's not like the barbarians recognize any form of proper authority. Still, they are one of our direct neighbours. It would behoove us to remain appraised of their status."

Pike nodded. All of this made sense to him from both a tactical and a civic standpoint. Every year, the line between imperial lands and the Shadowglades grew progressively thinner. It wouldn't be long before the empire sought to conquer the Shadowglades for itself and add the ranks of the Shadestalkers to its population. Therefore, knowing the number of potential defenders and the number of potential slaves available through conquest was imperative.

"This is a high honour you've given to me," Pike realized, a smile tugging at his lips. "It’s an essential mission for the future of the empire."

Sabrefang's smile was wide enough to lift the edge of his helmet. "I'm glad you can see the benefit in it. Your brother once led such a mission, but he… Well, not to speak ill of the emperor-in-waiting, but he is less academically inclined than you are, let alone militarily minded."

Pike snorted a laugh and nodded his agreement. "He prefers his games and sport to his studies."

"Yes. Quite." Sabrefang grumbled.

The pair walked in silence as they stepped into the military quarter, heading for the sky docks at its southern corner. Pike's ears twitched as they picked up the sound of hammering steel and grinding gears from the foundry district, just two streets away. As they passed the barracks, Pike caught sight of young soldiers cleaning their home. Some small part of him yearned for the comaraderie that came with such living conditions, but another part of him was far from interested in foregoing palace life for the squalor of the barracks.

Out here, so close to the billowing smokestacks of the foundry district, he could taste the foul air. It left a burning sensation on his tongue and irritated his throat with every breath. This pollution was the source of every Ironscale's wheezy rasp. The toxins invaded everything, from their air to their food.

No, Pike would not
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