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PROLOGUE
Albie

ALBIE COULD BARELY CONTAIN his excitement as he followed his

parents up the stairs to the Temple of the Seven Gods. In his ten
years of life, Albie had been to the temple many times. He had
attended worship services and watched as his mother was appointed
to the Council of Seven. But today, the Temple felt like a new and
wondrous place. Today he would get his dragon.

Albie’s arm jostled as the girl walking beside him bumped into
him, her black curls bouncing up and down. He struggled not to
groan. Dagney.

“Which clan do you think I’ll be put into?” Dagney asked. She
was limping on her bad foot, struggling to keep pace with Albie.

She just doesn’t give up, he thought.
Dagney was the single most annoying girl in all of New

Drakenstad, but she was also the kindest and most loyal. That made



her much easier to tolerate. Her crippled foot, a deformity she’d had
since birth, made her too slow to keep up with Albie when he
wanted to play. Even now, simply walking up the stairs to the
Temple, he could tell she was fully exerting herself to walk at his
speed. But Dagney’s mom worked as an assistant to Albie’s mother,
so the two children always ended up going to events together.
Dagney’s parents were currently trailing behind Albie’s parents and
paying no heed to their daughter.

“Probably the Picayune Clan.” Albie picked up his pace a little,
hoping Dagney would stop trying to talk to him.

She didn’t get the hint.
“Really?” Dagney’s breathing grew heavy as she began hopping

up the stairs on her one good foot to keep up with Albie. “That
would be fun! Their little dragons are so cute!”

Albie rolled his eyes. Of course, Dagney would want the cutest
dragon. She was such a girl. “They’re too small. I want to be an
Iron-Fang. Their dragons are the biggest and the strongest.”

This speculation was all just idle chitchat. Dagney and Albie were
both going to be Eclipse-Breakers like their parents. Being assigned
to a different clan than the rest of the family was like being struck by
lightning. Sure, it happened, but not to anybody Albie actually knew.

“Silence, children,” Albie’s mother scolded as they reached the
top of the marble stairway and approached the heavy bronze doors
of the temple. “I had to pull a lot of strings to get the two of you a
private meeting with the priest instead of wading through the chaos
of the common people s clan assignment ceremony. I won’t have
you embarrassing me by misbehaving.”

Albie and Dagney obeyed immediately, snapping into rigid and
hopefully obedient-looking postures.

Albie’s mother nodded her approval, then turned back to the
bronze doorway. She gave three quick knocks, and the massive front
doors swung open to reveal a spacious chapel lit by six braziers. The
braziers burned in six different colors: a red flame lit by the fire of a
Picayune dragon, a green flame from an Iron-Fang, a blue flame
from an Eclipse-Breaker, violet from a Storm-Chaser, white from a
Crimson-Claw, and pink from a Rock-Roller. A seventh brazier sat in



the corner, dust-covered and unlit. It was the brazier that would
have been lit by a Rust-Kicker dragon had they not all been killed in
the Great War over a century ago.

“What do you think the Rust-Kicker dragons looked like?” Dagney
whispered to Albie, her eyes fixed on the unlit brazier as they waited
for the priest to emerge.

“Shh!” Albie pressed his finger to his lips, keen on avoiding
punishment from his mother. It’s a good question though, he
thought as he squinted at the brazier. Rust-Kicker dragons were
supposed to have been even bigger than Iron-Fangs and as fast as
Storm-Chasers. If that were true, it made sense that the Rust-
Kickers had started the Great War. With dragons like that, they
probably felt like they had a real chance of winning. Back then, it
was a great honor to be a Rust-Kicker, but to become a Rust-Kicker
now was the worst fate a person could receive.

The high priest beckoned Albie and Dagney forward from his
place at the center of the chapel, his black robes swishing with every
movement he made. Albie marveled at the grandeur of the room as
he and Dagney proceeded forward. The fountain behind the high
priest reflected the light of the different flames, causing a rainbow of
colors to drift around the room. The statues of the Seven Gods, each
standing next to the brazier for their respective clan, seemed to be
peering down at Albie, judging him.

The priest turned to Dagney first. “Place your hand on the dais.”
Dagney’s beaming smile could have lit the room had one of the

braziers gone out. She placed her right hand on the stone dais as
instructed.

The high priest produced a vial of liquid from somewhere within
his robes. “Do you accept the assignment the gods have for you?”

“Yes,” Dagney squeaked, bouncing softly on the heel of her good
foot.

The high priest tipped the vial and allowed a single drop to fall
on the back of Dagney’s hand. White light burst from her hand,
glowing bright for only a second before fading away. Dagney held up
her hand to reveal the silhouetted shape of an Eclipse-Breaker
dragon’s sleek and elegant head emblazoned on her skin.



Dagney was officially an Eclipse-Breaker. Once she bonded her
dragon, the mark would turn blue to match an Eclipse-Breaker
dragon’s flame.

The priest turned to Albie. “Place your hand on the dais.”
Albie stepped forward, placing his shaking right hand on the dais.
This was it. It was time to officially join his parent’s clan.
“Do you accept the assignment the gods have for you?” the

priest asked.
“Yes,” Albie croaked.
The priest poured a single drop of liquid from the vial onto Albie’s

hand. A warm sensation began in his hand and coursed through his
entire body.

The priest’s face fell as the light faded, revealing the symbol on
Albie’s hand. The dragon head silhouetted there wasn’t an Eclipse-
Breaker’s. This dragon had a ridged brow, a mouth full of fangs, and
a pair of jagged horns.

Albie’s parents gasped as he raised his hand to show his mark.
His father looked as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t find
the words. His mother clenched her jaw, then turned and walked
away.

“Mother!” Albie called out. “Where are you going?”
“You can’t follow her.” The priest grabbed Albie’s shoulders from

behind, then turned his attention to the adults in the room. “Take
the girl to the Eclipse-Breaker hatchery. I’ll deal with the boy.”

Dagney’s dad grabbed her hand and dragged her out the door.
He was followed by Dagney’s mom and Albie’s father, who gave his
son one last shocked glance before leaving. Albie stared in stunned
silence as they left him there.

“What’s happening?” Albie asked the priest, trying to pull out of
his grip. “I want to go to the hatchery with my parents.”

“You won’t be going to a hatchery,” the priest said solemnly, “and
I’m afraid they aren’t your parents anymore. I’m sorry, my child, but
you’re a Rust-Kicker now.”



IT
WAS THREE IN THE MORNING when the town crier sounded the
alarm: fire in the Crimson-Claw District.

Albie shot up from the pile of straw he’d been using as a bed, not
even bothering to brush off the pieces that clung to his rough
clothing and mixed with his red hair. This was his chance. After five
years of social isolation, after all the prejudice that came with being
a Rust-Kicker, tonight he would prove his worth.

Albie fumbled to jam his undersized leather boots onto his
oversized feet, then slipped into the tool shed where he’d stashed
his project. Hanging on a spike from the wall was the fruit of his
months of labor: several lengths of leather painstakingly rolled and
pinned together to create a thirty-foot tube about two inches in
diameter, combined with a cylindrical chamber and T-handle to
create a handheld pump. This device might not look like much, but it
was going to change everything.

Albie looped the tube over his shoulder, snatched up the cylinder,
and sprinted out onto the hard-packed dirt roads of the Rust-Kicker
District. The unmistakable sound of wing beats overhead prompted
him to stop, although only for a moment, to observe as a flock of
dark shadows crossed over the full moon: Storm-Chaser dragons,
judging from the bluish hue of their sleek scales. That wasn’t good.
Storm-Chasers were fast. If their riders were on the way to help with
the fire, they might have it out by the time he got there on foot.



He made a mental map of New Drakenstad as he rounded a
bend in the trail and sprinted toward a fork in the road. The city was
divided into eight districts, one for each type of dragon, and one
Central District for the militia, main market, and emergency services.
The fastest way to the Crimson-Claw District would be to the right,
taking a shortcut through the Iron-Fang District; but if he turned left,
the path would take him through the Eclipse-Breaker District.

He turned left.
If he had his own dragon, Albie could have simply flown to the

fire. Sadly, that wasn’t an option for a Rust-Kicker. He was going to
have to borrow one if he wanted to arrive before the fire brigade
extinguished the blaze.

The dirt roads and spaced-out farms of the Rust-Kicker District
were replaced by cobblestone streets and tightly spaced buildings as
Albie crossed over into the Eclipse-Breaker District. He snatched up a
handful of pebbles with his free hand, then dashed down a side
street, dodging trash heaps left out for the Rock-Roller dragons to
eat in the morning.

“Dagney!” he called out as he tossed a pebble up toward his
friend’s window.

No answer. That wasn’t surprising; it was just past three in the
morning, after all.

He tossed the next pebble a little harder. “Dagney!”
Still no answer.
“Dagney!” he called a third time. This time, the thin glass

couldn’t withstand the impact from his pebble, and the windowpane
shattered spectacularly.

The window flew open and a groggy black-haired girl poked her
head out. “Breaking my window at an ungodly hour of the night is
not a good way to get what you want,” said Dagney.

“I’ll replace the window,” Albie promised, “but this is important.
There’s a fire in the Crimson-Claw District. I need to borrow
TruthSteel.”

“Go home, Albie.” Dagney turned away and walked back into her
room.



Albie scooped up another pebble and hurled it at the window
hard enough to shatter another pane.

“By the Seven Gods!” Dagney cursed as she ran back to the
window. “What have you got against my windows?”

“I need to borrow TruthSteel,” Albie repeated.
“Oh, come on,” Dagney whined. “TruthSteel hates you. You know

full well I’ll have to come along.”
“Then come down here. I’ll wait.”
Dagney gave an exaggerated eye roll. “You know you’re fixing

my window the second we get back, right?”
“I’ll make it even better than it was before.” Albie placed his hand

over his heart and tried his best to look sincere.
“Give me five minutes.” Dagney turned, walking out of Albie’s

view.
Dagney had changed since she and Albie were children. Back

then, she’d actually looked up to him. He was bigger and stronger
and protected her from bullies. Since their clan assignments, the
roles had completely reversed. She was above his station now. Their
friendship had been tested in the years following the bonding
ceremony, but Dagney had stayed true; she was the only person in
Albie’s life who had. She didn’t have it in her to abandon a friend,
even if that friend was a Rust-Kicker like Albie.

Dagney hobbled out into the narrow side street. “That
contraption had better actually help put the fire out this time.” Albie
knew that she tried hard to hide the limp caused by her deformed
right foot, but she could never mask it perfectly.

“I tested it first this time,” Albie said. “It’s going to work. This
thing is going to get me a job with the fire brigade, just you watch.”

Dagney shook her head as she examined the tube coiled over
Albie’s shoulder. “Just don’t hit anyone when they reject you again.”

“I’m not getting rejected this time,” Albie assured his friend. “This
thing will put the fire out faster than the fire brigade has ever seen.
They’ll have to let me join.”

“That’s what you said the last six times.”
“Just call your dragon,” Albie grumbled.



Dagney looked up to where a circular structure attached to the
elongated chimney of her house, forming a large nest for her
family’s dragons to sleep on. “Come on down, TruthSteel. Albie
needs your help again.”

A black reptilian head, barely visible in the darkness, poked over
the edge of the nest. TruthSteel leaped into the air, unfurling his bat-
like wings. With deft precision, TruthSteel glided into the narrow side
street and touched down next to Dagney. With a body roughly the
size of a sturdy plow horse and a wingspan more than four times the
size of his body, it wasn’t easy for TruthSteel to fit in the street. Still,
he made it look effortless as he stepped forward, nuzzling Dagney
with his gigantic scaly head.

Albie stepped closer, and TruthSteel instantly bore his fangs and
emitted a deep guttural growl.

“It’s okay, TruthSteel.” Dagney patted her dragon’s head and
scratched under his chin. “We’re just giving him a ride, and then he’ll
leave you alone.”

TruthSteel snuggled his head up on top of Dagney’s shoulder and
then glared at Albie, his eyes narrowed and his firm jaw set
disapprovingly. The dragon looked oddly like a father watching his
daughter leave with a boy for the first time. Albie trod carefully as he
edged around the great beast and slowly climbed onto his scaly
back.

As an Eclipse-Breaker dragon, TruthSteel didn’t have any spikes
on his back. The lack of obvious places to grab made mounting the
dragon a little tough for Albie, especially since TruthSteel had the
habit of wiggling and squirming every time Albie touched him, but
this wasn’t the first time he’d taken a ride on the Eclipse-Breaker
dragon. Albie took hold of the knobby protrusions behind the joints
where TruthSteel’s wings met his back and hoisted himself up.
TruthSteel gave one final shudder, but after seeing that Albie’s grip
was firm enough to stay on, he lowered his head and allowed
Dagney to climb up.

“All right, TruthSteel,” Dagney said as she swung her leg up over
TruthSteel’s neck. “Take us to the Crimson-Claw District.”



TruthSteel bolted forward, running on his back legs and
elongated arms at an impressive speed. He didn’t bother dodging
the trash piles of the side street, opting instead to just ram through
most of them. It sent garbage flying up into the air around them.
Albie got the distinct feeling that TruthSteel was specifically trying to
hit him with the garbage.

TruthSteel continued forward at a full run until they emerged into
a wide main road. He unfurled his wings and rocketed up into the
air.

The chilly night air ran over Albie’s face, causing him to gasp as
they rose into the dark sky. Dagney hardly seemed to notice the
cold. She was sitting up front where she was close to TruthSteel’s
fire glands. She would have no trouble staying warm next to those.
Albie, on the other hand, was cold and exposed on TruthSteel’s
rump. It didn’t matter though; he could brave the cold if it would get
him to the fire on time.

TruthSteel flapped his monstrous wings and lurched forward,
prompting Albie to tighten his grip and shut his eyes. The dragon
soared effortlessly over the city, heading for the plume of smoke
billowing out of the center of the Crimson-Claw District. TruthSteel
tucked in his wings, corkscrewing toward the ground before
unfurling them again to touch down softly in front of the burning
building.

Albie gasped as he realized which building it was: Lady Radmilla’s
manor. She was the leader of the entire Crimson-Claw clan.

The area surrounding the manor was abuzz with activity; dragons
carried in enormous troughs of water from the river while sweaty fire
brigadiers formed lines to pass buckets along to throw on the fire.

It was all very routine fire brigade procedure, but Albie could tell
this fire was far from routine. The blaze was far larger than what a
bucket line could extinguish—and it was emerald green. The
Crimson-Claw leaders house glowed in the unforgiving flames of an
Iron-Fang dragon.

The political implications of that fact were staggering, but now
wasn’t the time to dwell on the oddities of the fire. Now was the
time to put the fire out.



Albie leaped from TruthSteel’s back and ran for the water trough,
dodging dragons and brigadiers alike as he sprinted through the
chaotic scene.

“What are you doing?” a tall boy with a deep voice asked as Albie
approached the nearest trough. He had a muscular build, black hair,
and a sneer pasted on his all-too-familiar face.

Bjorn of the Iron-Fang Clan had been apprenticed to Fire Chief
Jorgen of the Rock-Roller Clan since he was twelve years old. All
applications to the fire brigade had to go through him before the
chief would even consider them. He’d already rejected Albie six
times.

Bjorn dunked a bucket into the trough and handed it down the
line. “Let the real fire brigade take care of this, Rust-Kicker.”

“With a bucket line?” Albie asked. “You’re going to lose this
whole building.”

Bjorn snorted and handed another bucket down the line. “Leave
before I have to make you leave.”

“I’m trying to help you,” Albie growled, clenching his fists.
“What, are you going to hit me again?” Bjorn laughed. “How

many years of mandatory service do you have left from the last time
you did that?”

Albie ground his teeth so tightly together that he thought they
might shatter.

Annoying as he was, Bjorn was right. The last time Albie had hit
the boy, he’d been forced to give three years of free labor in the
copper mines. He’d only recently finished that sentence and been
hired on for pay. A slipup now could cost him his income or possibly
a lot more.

“Dagney!” Albie called out, turning away from Bjorn. “Come over
here, I still need you.”

Dagney, who was still mounted on TruthSteel, nudged her dragon
forward. TruthSteel shook his scaly head and tromped over to the
trough.

“Still dragging the crippled girl along with you?” Bjorn taunted,
still not breaking away from his routine of dipping and passing
buckets. “She can barely walk, and she’s still more useful than you.”



“If she’s more useful than me, then she’s definitely more useful
than you,” Albie growled. He turned to Dagney and handed her one
end of the tube he’d brought along with him. “Fly up there on
TruthSteel,” he said, “then point this at the fire. Remember, we want
the water to smother the fuel the fire is burning, so aim at that.”

“I know,” Dagney said, taking the end of the tube. “It’s not the
first time you’ve dragged me along on one of your tryouts.” Dagney
nudged TruthSteel, and the dragon shot into the air, uncoiling the
tube as he went until he was hovering comfortably over the fire.

“Whatever you’re up to, it’s not going to work,” Bjorn said.
Albie ignored him, grabbing the other end of the tube and

attaching it to the fitting he’d made for it in the cylinder he carried.
He dunked the cylinder into the water with the T-handle sticking out.

As he pulled back on the handle, a plunger within the cylinder
rose up, sucking the water into the cylinder until it was full. Then, as
he pushed the handle back down, the water shot into the tube. Albie
continued pumping until the water began squirting out of Dagney’s
end of the tube and onto the fire.

“What were you saying about my friend and me not being
useful?” Albie stared straight at Bjorn as he continued pumping.
“Because we’re going to get this fire put out long before you do. If
we’re not useful, then what does that make you?”

Bjorn growled but didn’t say anything, sullenly continuing to pass
buckets down the line as he watched the water rain down on the
fire.

After a long pause, he said, “My dragon will be back with another
trough any minute. Put your water mover into that one and get this
fire put out.”

Albie complied with Bjorn’s request, moving the pump to the new
trough as soon as it arrived.

Plumes of acrid black smoked entwined with steam as they rose
from the smoldering walls of the manor. Albie’s water-moving system
was performing perfectly, delivering an artificial waterfall directly
onto the fuel that was feeding the fire.

By the time the final embers died out, Albie’s muscular arms and
chest burned from the exertion of constant pumping.



“You did great, Dagney!” Albie called up as he climbed from the
trough to inspect what remained of the building.

Nearly a quarter of the mansion still remained, significantly more
than the fire brigade could have saved without him. Grinning in
satisfaction, Albie leaned back against the trough. “I did it,” he said.



CHAPTER 1: FLAMES IN THE
NIGHT

Albie
IT WAS THREE IN THE MORNING when the town crier sounded the
alarm: fire in the Crimson-Claw District.

Albie shot up from the pile of straw he’d been using as a bed, not
even bothering to brush off the pieces that clung to his rough
clothing and mixed with his red hair. This was his chance. After five
years of social isolation, after all the prejudice that came with being
a Rust-Kicker, tonight he would prove his worth.

Albie fumbled to jam his undersized leather boots onto his
oversized feet, then slipped into the tool shed where he’d stashed
his project. Hanging on a spike from the wall was the fruit of his
months of labor: several lengths of leather painstakingly rolled and
pinned together to create a thirty-foot tube about two inches in
diameter, combined with a cylindrical chamber and T-handle to



create a handheld pump. This device might not look like much, but it
was going to change everything.

Albie looped the tube over his shoulder, snatched up the cylinder,
and sprinted out onto the hard-packed dirt roads of the Rust-Kicker
District. The unmistakable sound of wing beats overhead prompted
him to stop, although only for a moment, to observe as a flock of
dark shadows crossed over the full moon: Storm-Chaser dragons,
judging from the bluish hue of their sleek scales. That wasn’t good.
Storm-Chasers were fast. If their riders were on the way to help with
the fire, they might have it out by the time he got there on foot.

He made a mental map of New Drakenstad as he rounded a
bend in the trail and sprinted toward a fork in the road. The city was
divided into eight districts, one for each type of dragon, and one
Central District for the militia, main market, and emergency services.
The fastest way to the Crimson-Claw District would be to the right,
taking a shortcut through the Iron-Fang District; but if he turned left,
the path would take him through the Eclipse-Breaker District.

He turned left.
If he had his own dragon, Albie could have simply flown to the

fire. Sadly, that wasn’t an option for a Rust-Kicker. He was going to
have to borrow one if he wanted to arrive before the fire brigade
extinguished the blaze.

The dirt roads and spaced-out farms of the Rust-Kicker District
were replaced by cobblestone streets and tightly spaced buildings as
Albie crossed over into the Eclipse-Breaker District. He snatched up a
handful of pebbles with his free hand, then dashed down a side
street, dodging trash heaps left out for the Rock-Roller dragons to
eat in the morning.

“Dagney!” he called out as he tossed a pebble up toward his
friend’s window.

No answer. That wasn’t surprising; it was just past three in the
morning, after all.

He tossed the next pebble a little harder. “Dagney!”
Still no answer.
“Dagney!” he called a third time. This time, the thin glass

couldn’t withstand the impact from his pebble, and the windowpane



shattered spectacularly.
The window flew open and a groggy black-haired girl poked her

head out. “Breaking my window at an ungodly hour of the night is
not a good way to get what you want,” said Dagney.

“I’ll replace the window,” Albie promised, “but this is important.
There’s a fire in the Crimson-Claw District. I need to borrow
TruthSteel.”

“Go home, Albie.” Dagney turned away and walked back into her
room.

Albie scooped up another pebble and hurled it at the window
hard enough to shatter another pane.

“By the Seven Gods!” Dagney cursed as she ran back to the
window. “What have you got against my windows?”

“I need to borrow TruthSteel,” Albie repeated.
“Oh, come on,” Dagney whined. “TruthSteel hates you. You know

full well I’ll have to come along.”
“Then come down here. I’ll wait.”
Dagney gave an exaggerated eye roll. “You know you’re fixing

my window the second we get back, right?”
“I’ll make it even better than it was before.” Albie placed his hand

over his heart and tried his best to look sincere.
“Give me five minutes.” Dagney turned, walking out of Albie’s

view.
Dagney had changed since she and Albie were children. Back

then, she’d actually looked up to him. He was bigger and stronger
and protected her from bullies. Since their clan assignments, the
roles had completely reversed. She was above his station now. Their
friendship had been tested in the years following the bonding
ceremony, but Dagney had stayed true; she was the only person in
Albie’s life who had. She didn’t have it in her to abandon a friend,
even if that friend was a Rust-Kicker like Albie.

Dagney hobbled out into the narrow side street. “That
contraption had better actually help put the fire out this time.” Albie
knew that she tried hard to hide the limp caused by her deformed
right foot, but she could never mask it perfectly.



“I tested it first this time,” Albie said. “It’s going to work. This
thing is going to get me a job with the fire brigade, just you watch.”

Dagney shook her head as she examined the tube coiled over
Albie’s shoulder. “Just don’t hit anyone when they reject you again.”

“I’m not getting rejected this time,” Albie assured his friend. “This
thing will put the fire out faster than the fire brigade has ever seen.
They’ll have to let me join.”

“That’s what you said the last six times.”
“Just call your dragon,” Albie grumbled.
Dagney looked up to where a circular structure attached to the

elongated chimney of her house, forming a large nest for her
family’s dragons to sleep on. “Come on down, TruthSteel. Albie
needs your help again.”

A black reptilian head, barely visible in the darkness, poked over
the edge of the nest. TruthSteel leaped into the air, unfurling his bat-
like wings. With deft precision, TruthSteel glided into the narrow side
street and touched down next to Dagney. With a body roughly the
size of a sturdy plow horse and a wingspan more than four times the
size of his body, it wasn’t easy for TruthSteel to fit in the street. Still,
he made it look effortless as he stepped forward, nuzzling Dagney
with his gigantic scaly head.

Albie stepped closer, and TruthSteel instantly bore his fangs and
emitted a deep guttural growl.

“It’s okay, TruthSteel.” Dagney patted her dragon’s head and
scratched under his chin. “We’re just giving him a ride, and then he’ll
leave you alone.”

TruthSteel snuggled his head up on top of Dagney’s shoulder and
then glared at Albie, his eyes narrowed and his firm jaw set
disapprovingly. The dragon looked oddly like a father watching his
daughter leave with a boy for the first time. Albie trod carefully as he
edged around the great beast and slowly climbed onto his scaly
back.

As an Eclipse-Breaker dragon, TruthSteel didn’t have any spikes
on his back. The lack of obvious places to grab made mounting the
dragon a little tough for Albie, especially since TruthSteel had the
habit of wiggling and squirming every time Albie touched him, but



this wasn’t the first time he’d taken a ride on the Eclipse-Breaker
dragon. Albie took hold of the knobby protrusions behind the joints
where TruthSteel’s wings met his back and hoisted himself up.
TruthSteel gave one final shudder, but after seeing that Albie’s grip
was firm enough to stay on, he lowered his head and allowed
Dagney to climb up.

“All right, TruthSteel,” Dagney said as she swung her leg up over
TruthSteel’s neck. “Take us to the Crimson-Claw District.”

TruthSteel bolted forward, running on his back legs and
elongated arms at an impressive speed. He didn’t bother dodging
the trash piles of the side street, opting instead to just ram through
most of them. It sent garbage flying up into the air around them.
Albie got the distinct feeling that TruthSteel was specifically trying to
hit him with the garbage.

TruthSteel continued forward at a full run until they emerged into
a wide main road. He unfurled his wings and rocketed up into the
air.

The chilly night air ran over Albie’s face, causing him to gasp as
they rose into the dark sky. Dagney hardly seemed to notice the
cold. She was sitting up front where she was close to TruthSteel’s
fire glands. She would have no trouble staying warm next to those.
Albie, on the other hand, was cold and exposed on TruthSteel’s
rump. It didn’t matter though; he could brave the cold if it would get
him to the fire on time.

TruthSteel flapped his monstrous wings and lurched forward,
prompting Albie to tighten his grip and shut his eyes. The dragon
soared effortlessly over the city, heading for the plume of smoke
billowing out of the center of the Crimson-Claw District. TruthSteel
tucked in his wings, corkscrewing toward the ground before
unfurling them again to touch down softly in front of the burning
building.

Albie gasped as he realized which building it was: Lady Radmilla’s
manor. She was the leader of the entire Crimson-Claw clan.

The area surrounding the manor was abuzz with activity; dragons
carried in enormous troughs of water from the river while sweaty fire
brigadiers formed lines to pass buckets along to throw on the fire.



It was all very routine fire brigade procedure, but Albie could tell
this fire was far from routine. The blaze was far larger than what a
bucket line could extinguish—and it was emerald green. The
Crimson-Claw leaders house glowed in the unforgiving flames of an
Iron-Fang dragon.

The political implications of that fact were staggering, but now
wasn’t the time to dwell on the oddities of the fire. Now was the
time to put the fire out.

Albie leaped from TruthSteel’s back and ran for the water trough,
dodging dragons and brigadiers alike as he sprinted through the
chaotic scene.

“What are you doing?” a tall boy with a deep voice asked as Albie
approached the nearest trough. He had a muscular build, black hair,
and a sneer pasted on his all-too-familiar face.

Bjorn of the Iron-Fang Clan had been apprenticed to Fire Chief
Jorgen of the Rock-Roller Clan since he was twelve years old. All
applications to the fire brigade had to go through him before the
chief would even consider them. He’d already rejected Albie six
times.

Bjorn dunked a bucket into the trough and handed it down the
line. “Let the real fire brigade take care of this, Rust-Kicker.”

“With a bucket line?” Albie asked. “You’re going to lose this
whole building.”

Bjorn snorted and handed another bucket down the line. “Leave
before I have to make you leave.”

“I’m trying to help you,” Albie growled, clenching his fists.
“What, are you going to hit me again?” Bjorn laughed. “How

many years of mandatory service do you have left from the last time
you did that?”

Albie ground his teeth so tightly together that he thought they
might shatter.

Annoying as he was, Bjorn was right. The last time Albie had hit
the boy, he’d been forced to give three years of free labor in the
copper mines. He’d only recently finished that sentence and been
hired on for pay. A slipup now could cost him his income or possibly
a lot more.



“Dagney!” Albie called out, turning away from Bjorn. “Come over
here, I still need you.”

Dagney, who was still mounted on TruthSteel, nudged her dragon
forward. TruthSteel shook his scaly head and tromped over to the
trough.

“Still dragging the crippled girl along with you?” Bjorn taunted,
still not breaking away from his routine of dipping and passing
buckets. “She can barely walk, and she’s still more useful than you.”

“If she’s more useful than me, then she’s definitely more useful
than you,” Albie growled. He turned to Dagney and handed her one
end of the tube he’d brought along with him. “Fly up there on
TruthSteel,” he said, “then point this at the fire. Remember, we want
the water to smother the fuel the fire is burning, so aim at that.”

“I know,” Dagney said, taking the end of the tube. “It’s not the
first time you’ve dragged me along on one of your tryouts.” Dagney
nudged TruthSteel, and the dragon shot into the air, uncoiling the
tube as he went until he was hovering comfortably over the fire.

“Whatever you’re up to, it’s not going to work,” Bjorn said.
Albie ignored him, grabbing the other end of the tube and

attaching it to the fitting he’d made for it in the cylinder he carried.
He dunked the cylinder into the water with the T-handle sticking out.

As he pulled back on the handle, a plunger within the cylinder
rose up, sucking the water into the cylinder until it was full. Then, as
he pushed the handle back down, the water shot into the tube. Albie
continued pumping until the water began squirting out of Dagney’s
end of the tube and onto the fire.

“What were you saying about my friend and me not being
useful?” Albie stared straight at Bjorn as he continued pumping.
“Because we’re going to get this fire put out long before you do. If
we’re not useful, then what does that make you?”

Bjorn growled but didn’t say anything, sullenly continuing to pass
buckets down the line as he watched the water rain down on the
fire.

After a long pause, he said, “My dragon will be back with another
trough any minute. Put your water mover into that one and get this
fire put out.”



Albie complied with Bjorn’s request, moving the pump to the new
trough as soon as it arrived.

Plumes of acrid black smoked entwined with steam as they rose
from the smoldering walls of the manor. Albie’s water-moving system
was performing perfectly, delivering an artificial waterfall directly
onto the fuel that was feeding the fire.

By the time the final embers died out, Albie’s muscular arms and
chest burned from the exertion of constant pumping.

“You did great, Dagney!” Albie called up as he climbed from the
trough to inspect what remained of the building.

Nearly a quarter of the mansion still remained, significantly more
than the fire brigade could have saved without him. Grinning in
satisfaction, Albie leaned back against the trough. “I did it,” he said.



CHAPTER 2: DRAGON THE
DRAGON

Albie
“THEY CAN’T IGNORE THIS,” Dagney said from her place atop
TruthSteel. The dragon came in for a landing next to Albie. “That’s
the fastest I’ve ever seen a fire go out, and you saved a good chunk
of the building.”

“Do you really think so?” Albie asked as he coiled the leather
tube over his shoulder.

Bjorn emerged from the smoky ruins of Lady Radmilla’s mansion.
“I suppose you’re going to ask to join the fire brigade again.” His
enormous Iron-Fang dragon followed slowly behind him. The beast
was easily three times the size of TruthSteel, with a set of jagged
teeth protruding from its maw even when its mouth was closed.

“Well,” Albie said, “the last time I applied, I was told I could join
if I could prove how I’d be useful. I think I was pretty useful



tonight.” He doubted Bjorn had actually meant it when he’d made
that offer, but he’d made it nonetheless, and Albie was going to hold
him to it.

“Let me see that thing you made.” Bjorn held out his hands to
take the length of tube from Albie.

Albie bit his lip as he slid the coiled tube into Bjorn’s outstretched
hands.

“It’s heavier than I thought it would be,” Bjorn said, lifting the
tube up close to his face to examine it. “You carried this all the way
here from the Rust-Kicker District?”

“I carried it to the Eclipse-Breaker District,” Albie said. “TruthSteel
carried it from there.”

“That’s still pretty far,” Bjorn mused. “You’re physically strong
enough for brigadier work. I suppose your years working the mines
actually did something good for you.”

Albie bristled at Bjorn’s casual mention of the benefits from his
years of unpaid labor. Clenching his jaw, he forced the anger down.

“This is made from leather?” Bjorn asked, squeezing the tube.
“How did you get your hands on so much of it?”

“I’ve been buying scraps from the tanner with my wages from
the mines,” Albie said. “It took a long time to get enough together to
make this.”

“I see,” Bjorn said. “It was a smart idea creating a portable water
channel like this.”

“Thank you,” said Albie. Was Bjorn going to tell him he could join
or not? He was beginning to get impatient. “So ...”

“Have you met Dragon?” Bjorn asked, pointing up to the
behemoth sitting behind him.

“Not formally,” Albie said, perplexed at the change in the
conversation. “What’s his name?”

“Her name is Dragon,” Bjorn said. “She and I have been bonded
for six years now.”

“You named your dragon Dragon?” Dagney furrowed her brow.
“That’s, um ...

“Not terribly imaginative?” Bjorn asked. “Well, that’s the risk she
took by letting a ten-year-old name her.”



“I was going to say moronic,” Dagney said, casually picking some
dirt out from under her fingernails.

“I’m far from the only person with a lackluster dragon name,”
Bjorn scoffed, turning his attention back to Albie. “But at least I have
a dragon. You’re capable for a Rust-Kicker, but you’re still a part of
that pitiful clan. I would rather watch all of New Drakenstad burn to
the ground than task a Rust-Kicker with saving it.”

With a grunt, Bjorn tossed the leather tube into the air. Dragon
shot her neck forward and snatched the tube in her mouth, slurping
it up like a noodle.

“No!” Albie shouted in despair. Months of work were gone in a
single chomp. His heart sank as his hopes and dreams went down
Dragon’s gullet.

“A Rust-Kicker will never join the fire brigade. Don’t apply again.”
Bjorn smirked, turning to walk away.

Rage hotter than any dragon fire ignited inside of Albie. His
hands clenched into fists of their own accord as the blood rushed to
his face. He’d done everything possible to prove his worth. He’d
created something that extinguished the fire faster than the fire
brigade had ever done, even with the help of their dragons. He
deserved a place as a brigadier. The person who wasn’t worthy of
the work was Bjorn.

“Bjorn!” Albie yelled.
He turned around, flashing a self-righteous smirk.
Albie punched the smirk right off his face.
Bjorn stumbled backward, clutching his cheek where Albie had

hit him. Albie didn’t give him time to respond. He charged forward,
pressing his open palm into Bjorn’s shocked face while
simultaneously kicking at the back of Bjorn’s ankle. The stunned
brigadier slammed into the ground. Albie continued to pummel him,
slamming one fist after another into his face.

“Albie, stop!” Dagney screamed, but Albie was in such a rage that
he barely heard her. Despite all his bluster, Bjorn was powerless
against Albie’s attacks.

The same couldn’t be said about Dragon. One blow from her tree
trunk-sized tail sent Albie skittering across the ground.



“You’ve made a big mistake, Rust-Kicker!” Bjorn screamed,
involuntary tears dripping from his swollen eyes.

Bjorn wasn’t wrong. The full weight of what he’d done washed
over Albie as he stood up, gasping for breath. His hands shook as
the fury that had driven his attack dissolved into fear.

He raised his gaze from Bjorn’s puffy face to the snarling visage
of the Iron-Fang dragon above him, ready to snap her jaws closed
upon her master’s command.

This was the second time Albie had assaulted Bjorn. Nobody
would protest if Bjorn just let Dragon eat him.

Albie turned and sprinted through the smoky remains of Tady
Radmilla’s manor. Bjorn didn’t seem to be following, but if he
decided to climb on Dragon’s back, he could easily catch up.

Albie needed to get somewhere safe, but where could he go?
Running back to the mines would work for a while, but eventually
Bjorn would come for him. Even if Bjorn didn’t come himself, there
were witnesses to Albie’s crime. The militia would come looking for
him. He’d probably be de-clanned or maybe just put to death.

He knew what he had to do.
Albie burst out of the smoldering ruins of Lady Radmilla’s manor

and dashed down a side street, heading for the center of the city. He
didn’t turn back to check if Bjorn had followed. He just sprinted
forward single-mindedly until he reached the massive wooden gates
of the fort.

“My name is Albie of the Rust-Kicker Clan!” Albie yelled, banging
on the gate. “I’m here to turn myself in!”






































































































































































































































































































































