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            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Dearest Reader,

      

      There’s been a lot of talk lately about A.I. bots writing novels.

      If that’s your thing, more power to you.

      As for me, while I’m all for technology being used to improve and enhance our lives, I’m also a big believer in the power of art to connect people with other people.

      Rest assured that this book was written by a real 100% human being with unmanageably thick hair, embarrassing bouts of clumsiness, reading glasses, itchy feet, a dog, a cat, and a borderline obsessive love for the French countryside.

      To prove I’m an actual person and not a robot, this is me smashing my face on the keyboard while contemplating the best ways to show my appreciation to my readers while also affirming my loyalty to all of our present and future digital overlords:

      

      Sdlj;afdra f*ck ejo;jfealeiranv vflm m lfmmv jf f;jld ;fds d;lsafds la;fjdsru[ d*mn/af’a’ mvlvk!

      

      And don’t worry. Even if A.I. bots wind up taking the place of writers, I promise I’ll never use them to replace you as a reader! :)

      
        
        * * *
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      To the ones who thought we’d never rise up…

      

      Fuck you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Perhaps all the dragons of our lives are princesses who are only waiting to see us once beautiful and brave.”

      

        

      
        — Rainer Maria Rilke

      

        

      
        * * *

      

        

      
        “We’re our own dragons as well as our own heroes, and we have to rescue ourselves from ourselves.”

      

        

      
        — Tom Robbins
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            SUMMARY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dragons used to live in old fairy tales.

        They’re about to wake up in a new one.

      

      

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Stormport—a rustic town of horses, wagons, old castles, and cobblestone roads—sits on one side of Misery River.

      Crystalbay—packed with sleek, black skyscrapers of glass and steel—sits on the other side.

      The two cities within the larger Beynash Kingdom have been feuding for five hundred years. They’re different in almost every way except for one: In both places, girls and women have been stripped of their ancient power and are now owned like property and treated like pets.

      In the living room of Stormport’s Castle Lumen, none of that is on Ynarra’s mind as she celebrates her 16th birthday with her two best friends and with her secret and totally forbidden boyfriend from Crystalbay. Everything is going great…until Torren—one of Stormport's mysterious, hooded messengers—arrives with an unexpected, egg-shaped present.

      Now, after five hundred years of a world without dragons, old rules are being challenged, enemy kingdoms are arming for war, a forbidden love is preparing to hatch, and all hell is about to break loose.
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      On my sixteenth birthday, I received a lot of presents. One of them was an egg.

      A big, smelly egg.

      Eggs can hatch many things. Most of them are pretty boring: Snakes. Birds. Bugs. Fish. Frogs.

      This one hatched a future that would see me blindsided by long-buried secrets, locked in a tower with my two best friends, and, at one point, punched in the face (at my request) by the boy I was supposed to one day marry.

      It may also have set me on a course to unearth the past, risk the future, and fall in love.

      Back then, it was just an egg, and I was just a princess.

      One year later, I became a prisoner.

      After that, I was a pet.

      What that big, smelly egg and I would become next would change the world forever.
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      It’s the afternoon of my sixteenth birthday, and a strange, silent boy named Torren just handed me an egg.

      Honestly, it’s more of a stone than an egg. It’s yellowish-gray and about the size of a puppy. But instead of being cute and soft and squishy, it’s rough, pitted, and streaked through with jagged, black fissures.

      Also, it doesn’t smell like happiness, mother’s milk, and love.

      More like a cantaloupe marinating in a swamp of sulfur, skunk musk, and raw sewage.

      And that’s being generous.

      The egg is a crusty, rancid, eye-watering thing. I definitely don’t want to meet the mutant bird or the grisly lizard that laid it.

      Torren delivered the egg, but it’s not from him. I don’t know who it’s from, and I don’t ask.

      It’d be pointless. Torren is a Curator. They live in monkish silence down in the Archives at the Castle’s underground, dungeon level.

      As one of our quiet, hooded couriers, Torren has been picking up and dropping off packages of every shape and size throughout Stormport and up and down the four cylindrical towers of Castle Lumen for years. In all that time, I don’t think I’ve ever heard his voice.

      So when he says, “For Ynarra,” the hypnotic, buttery smoothness of his words catches me off guard.

      It’s especially awkward since it happens in the middle of my living room where I’m relaxing with my two best friends—Kayde and Verse.

      Pax—my tall, handsome, secret, and very forbidden eighteen-year-old boyfriend—is also with us. But he’s not supposed to be, so I’m not sure he counts.

      As the son of the king and queen of Crystalbay, Pax is a prince and technically our enemy. He isn’t supposed to be on my side of the river. And he’s really not supposed to be in my castle, in my living room, or in my life.

      But “supposed to be” is a straitjacket I refuse to wear.

      Unused to the silent, monkish presence of the Curators, Pax rises from his chair and takes a protective stance between me and Torren. Towering over Torren—who is pretty tall himself—Pax glares down at the young man in the green hood.

      “It’s okay,” I promise as I nudge past Pax.

      His head and eyes tilted down, Torren holds out the egg and repeats, “For Ynarra.”

      My name in his mouth is as odd and unexpected as the egg in his hands.

      Dressed in rough, sand-colored canvas pants and with his face and body obscured by the deep-hooded, forest green cowl of the Curators, he edges between me and Pax. Shuffling deeper into the living room, he places the foul-smelling egg on the long, wooden table next to my teetering mountain of colorfully wrapped birthday presents.

      Kayde kneels in front of the table on the plush red carpet. She pushes her black, tangled hair to either side of her round, moon-white face. I try and fail to interpret the thoughts behind her dead, icy eyes. I’ve been trying to read Kayde for years, but she’s a closed book. She reveals her pages on her terms and according to her timeline. Most people find her aloofness annoying at best, scary at worst, and intimidating either way. As for me, I kind of like it.

      If you’re going to have a snarky, antisocial scruttbuckle in the room, it’s probably best to have her on your side.

      Kayde stares at the egg through narrowed, raven-black eyes and frowns.

      Without looking up, she asks Torren who it’s from, but he doesn’t answer.

      I roll my eyes at Kayde because what did she expect?

      Verse reaches past Kayde. Still only fifteen, Verse is already six feet tall with buttercup-yellow hair and dark, berry-blue eyes. She has the sleek curves of a cello and the sneaky, dangerous confidence of a jungle cat. She’s a bossy, imposing, intimidating girl.

      I’m happy to have her as a friend. Not so much because she’s nice—she isn’t—but it’s a hell of a lot better than having her as an enemy.

      Looking for clues about the sender’s identity, Verse picks up the egg and rolls it around in her long, spidery fingers. Her glossy turquoise nail polish nearly matches the color of her eyes. Her fingernails sparkle and catch the light as she investigates the egg.

      When she doesn’t find any notes or labels on the egg, she winks and elbows me on the shoulder. Twice. “Looks like someone has a secret admirer.”

      Pointing at the egg and its hazy halo of foul, yellow mist, I tell her any admirer of mine—secret or otherwise—had better come up with a much better birthday present than that.

      Walking with firm, pounding steps around one of the two big armchairs, Pax scowls at me. At least I think it’s a scowl. Even his happy face looks puckery shit-pickle sometimes, so it’s hard to tell.

      Square-jawed and with the lifted nose and raised chin of royalty, he sucks up the attention in the room with the gravitational pull of a dying star.

      Sliding his fingers through his perfect mane of wavy, sun-kissed hair, he pins his searing green eyes to mine. He growls at me that Verse had damn well better be joking about the secret admirer.

      “She is,” I assure him with a gentle, humming coo that makes me throw up a little in my mouth.

      I hate having to put on the helpless, Damsel in Distress act for him. I do it because it’s what he expects. It’s how his people live in Crystalbay across the river, so I’ve decided it’s easier to play along.

      Easier and kind of fun, too.

      He likes to tug on my invisible leash. I like to pull on his invisible strings. It’s probably not the healthiest relationship in the world, but it’s exciting, steamy, and certainly better than what my boring future has in store for me.

      In two years, when I turn eighteen, I’ll be married off according to Stormport tradition. It’s called the Transaction. I don’t worry about it because I can’t do anything about it.

      Lately, I’m starting to think that’s exactly why I should worry about it.

      My Transaction will be to Weston. Weston—charming, hard-working, a little shy, and a total sweetheart—is one of my oldest and closest friends. That makes being Transacted with him weird, awesome, and terrifying at the same time. My uncle and his father are busy arranging things and hashing out details before they make it formal. Until then, I’m free.

      Kind of.

      I can go to school and get trained in archery, jousting, and fencing. I can have parties, hang out with my friends, hike in the Cursewoods, get into fights, and break curfew without any serious consequences. I can even have a secret, totally unacceptable fling with a spoiled, rich, sexy prince from Crystalbay.

      For the most part, I can be myself and think for myself.

      That ends after my Transaction.

      But that’s a long way away, and there are more interesting, egg-y things happening right now.

      Pax wags a finger back and forth between me and himself. “I swear…Verse had better be joking about a secret admirer. Because you and me⁠—”

      “I know,” I interrupt. “There’s no one. I promise.” I wave off his insecurity.

      As he huffs, I hook my arm into his. Craning my neck up and resting my cheek on the side of his arm, I give him a soothing smile. Just to be safe, I add a battery of batted eyelashes and a totally manufactured blush. “You and me is all we need.”

      He grumbles under his breath and tries to call up a smile. It looks a lot like his constipated scowl.

      For someone so powerful, he can be surprisingly weak. For someone so gorgeous, he can be vomitously unattractive.

      There are more gorgeous times than ugly ones, though, so I tend to forgive him. It helps that he has the face of an angel, the wealth of royalty, the power of a prince, and the body of a god.

      Plus, he’s a hundred-percent off-limits, which makes him a hundred-percent interesting and about a thousand-percent irresistible.

      His excessive hotness aside, I hate having to defend myself against nothing. Pax’s jealousy and possessiveness quicken my pulse and set small, smoldering fires ablaze in my chest.

      I don’t know where they come from or how to put them out, so I let them burn.

      Besides, they feel good. And I’m all about doing what feels good. As daughters of families on Stormport’s Command Council, it’s a luxury that girls like me, Kayde, and Verse can afford, and most others can’t.

      I have two more years before my forced marriage. That gives me a grand total of eighteen years of being myself before I wind up committed to someone else.

      Before I wind up committed to being someone else.

      It’s different on Pax’s side of the river. Over there, girls are practically pets. They wear red metal collars around their necks, and they have trainers and Handlers until they turn eighteen. Until then, they’re called “Darlings.” After that, as long as they pass their Socializing Exams, they’re called “Belles,” and they get to live without restrictions.

      More or less.

      We don’t know a lot of the details, but we know some. They’re prevented from having certain jobs, going certain places, or holding certain positions in society. They still have to answer to men and be alert and afraid pretty much all the time. And they still have to wear those red metal collars.

      It used to be like that on our side of the river, too, but that ended five hundred years ago after the Dragon Wars. According to the old stories, dragons saved us, freed us, and gave us power.

      That’s why the Crystalbayers killed them all.

      So the stories say.

      I know Pax hates that I’m free. He hates that I can think for myself and that I don’t have to wear a collar and shut up and heel because he orders me to.

      From somewhere in the middle of my crackling chest-fire, I love that he hates it.

      I don’t know if there’s a word for a disease that makes you love what’s bad for you, but whatever the sickness is, I’ve got it.

      And honestly, right now, I’m too busy looking at the egg to think about looking for a cure.
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      Shaking her head nearly hard enough to launch it clean off her neck, Kayde advises me to get rid of the egg.

      “Relics are not a reminder of the past,” she warns. “They’re a reminder that the past should mind its own damn business and stay where the hell it is.” She sneers at the egg in Verse’s hands like it insulted her mother. “I say throw it away or else crack it open and scramble it.”

      Pax shoulders me aside and tries to snatch the egg from Verse. She yanks it away, and he winds up flailing his arms, stumbling, and clutching at air.

      It’d be funny if it weren’t so scary. Just one of those wildly whirling arms is long and strong enough to take our heads off if it gets too close.

      At six-and-a-half feet tall, Pax towers over all of us, even Verse.

      His cheeks burn, and his eyes narrow. “We killed the dragons for a reason.”

      “That was a long time ago,” Verse reminds him. “When these things were real.” She cradles the stony egg in the palms of her hands. Giving Pax a snort and a smirky smile, she tells him not to worry. “It’s not real, Pax. It’s a novelty. It’s a toy we give to kids. They’ve got hundreds exactly like this in the gift kiosks in the Stormport markets.”

      “True,” Kayde agrees, her nose pinched between her finger and thumb. “But those ones don’t smell like they’ve been stored in a pig’s ass.”

      Pax pushes the sleeves of his black tunic above his elbows and points an accusing finger at the egg. “We went to war because of those things.”

      “No,” Kayde corrects him with a nasally sneer. “Your people started a war with ours. Your people tried to enslave ours, and your people killed all the dragons.”

      His cheeks fiery red, Pax glares at her. Kayde doesn’t budge. Why should she? It’s our castle, not his. He’s the one who’s not supposed to be here. If he gets caught on our side of the river, I’ll get yelled at and lectured, but he’s the one who’ll get strung up by his funk-nuggets.

      Kayde may not be a royal heir and the child of a king and a queen like he is, but her family is important here in Stormport. The “I don’t give a fuck” vibes she gives off are practically a solid.

      Besides, she’s right.

      The details of the Dragon Wars are sketchy. People don’t talk about them, and our teachers don’t teach about them. Even Nurse Vaille—my uncle’s housekeeper and my governess—remains annoyingly vague. But there’s common knowledge that a long time ago, our people lived with dragons.

      That was before the dragons were all killed by a man named Kottori—a man who later went on to build the high-tech city of Crystalbay across the river.

      The girls and I live in a strong, squat city of stone. Crystalbay’s not like that.

      Pax’s city is one of spiky black towers, glossy walkways, and magical floating carriages. The city of girls in collars. The city of dragon-killers.

      The history of those times has morphed into myth. The reasons behind that history, along with the truth, remain a mystery. It’s a mystery I’ve never really been interested in solving. At least not before this musty, egg-shaped clue wound up in my living room.

      Pax isn’t thinking about the past. Or maybe it’s all he’s thinking about as he lunges forward. He pushes Verse in the middle of her chest and snatches the egg from her hands.

      I cry out to him that the egg obviously isn’t real and that it’s my birthday present. He grips my upper arm in his hand and squeezes—hard.

      When I wince and draw back, he loosens his grip.

      Rubbing my arm, I glare up at him. He looks offended at first, but then his eyes soften. He apologizes and promises he’s doing me a favor. “I don’t care if it’s real or not. It’s a symbol, and symbols have power.”

      “Power your people didn’t want our people to have,” Kayde reminds him through a hissy sneer.

      “Didn’t and still don’t,” Verse adds.

      Pax throws both girls a frosty glare. Verse lets her eyes drop, but Kayde doesn’t.

      Shaking his head, Pax stomps over toward the fireplace with the egg in his hand. It’s an odd sight to see: To us, the egg is a souvenir. To Pax, it’s a bomb.

      In his mind, it’s a bomb whose explosion will unleash the demons of the past.

      The dragons of the past.

      Kayde, Verse, and I leap forward to try to stop him, but he shrugs us off and sends the three of us sprawling. He’s two years older than us, twice our size, and maybe ten times our strength.

      He’s also had an entire lifetime of having girls like us obey his every command. It gives him a confidence he doesn’t deserve and one we don’t respect but also don’t quite know how to handle.

      With the three of us scattered on the floor, he tosses the stenchy rock-egg into the crackling flames. Although it looks like a big river stone, it hisses and sizzles like it’s made of wet wood as it’s engulfed.

      My uncle must have heard the commotion from his library because he comes storming down the curved, torch-lined hallway. His boot heels bang out on the stone floor in angry thunderclaps.

      By the time he bursts into the living room, the girls and I are on our feet. We brush ourselves off and smooth out our dresses in a hasty, nervous effort to appear casual.

      Torren the Curator has retreated into a shadow next to the main open doorway leading into the living room. His head is down. His forest-green hood conceals most of his face. His hands are loose and folded in front of him in that creepy, quiet way the Curators have that makes them practically invisible.

      Pax, meanwhile, has slipped out through the open doorway on the far side of the living room.

      Verse is the one who snuck him into Castle Lumen, so she gets the job of lying to my uncle when he asks, “What the hell is going on in here?”

      It’s more of a roar than a question.

      “It’s nothing to worry about, Councilor Jorus,” Verse promises with a half-bow and a twinkly-eyed grin. “Torren here was delivering a birthday present for Ynarra. She got so excited she tripped over her own feet and knocked us all over.” Verse rolls her eyes. “You know how clumsy your niece can be.”

      My uncle rubs a chubby-fingered hand over his bald head. He scratches his bushy salt-and-pepper beard, fake smiles at Verse, and then passes his walnut-brown eyes from one of us to the other.

      Satisfied that whatever we’re up to is beyond his understanding or control, he grumbles under his breath, turns on his heel, and stomps from the living room. He brushes right by Torren as he goes, but he either doesn’t see him or else doesn’t care that he’s there.

      Torren hesitates before turning and following my uncle out of the room, leaving me, Kayde, and Verse alone in the aftermath of chaos.

      The second my uncle—and then Torren—are out of sight and beyond the curve in the stone-walled hallway, I scuttle over to the fireplace to retrieve the egg, but I can’t see it. The flames in the huge living room hearth are too high and too hot, and the egg has already burned away.

      Which means Verse was right. It was a dumb novelty egg from the market.

      But who would buy me such a thing? They’re worthless trinkets, hardly an appropriate gift for a sixteen-year-old princess.

      (My uncle likes to remind me that I’m more property than princess. He says I’m a regular, ordinary girl. I’ve got a closet full of super expensive, off-the-shoulder, lace corset dresses and strapless layered tulle ball gowns and an armoire full of expensive jewelry that say otherwise.)

      At the sight of the flickering, egg-less fire, I drop my shoulders and hang my head. Trinket or not, I wanted that egg. I was sure there was something special about it. I knew it was important.

      Or maybe I needed for it to be important.

      In two years, I’ll be married off in the Transaction. Then, I’ll be nothing. Life as I know it is running out.

      I’m not as bothered about being wrong about the egg as I am by how easily I let Pax push us around and destroy it. Whether the egg was worth anything or not, for a minute there, it was worth something to me.

      I’m starting to wonder what I’m worth to him.
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      Only an hour or two after the incident with the egg, a dozen or so of my friends and I set out on a long hike along the edge of Misery River toward the Paroxic Sea.

      Nurse Vaille tried to push me to have a regular birthday party in the castle, but I told her I was in the mood for a change, for something different.

      Half the fun of sneaking around with Pax has been the ability to do something with someone else. The other half has been the thrill of getting to do it somewhere else.

      As Uncle Jorus always says, “Castle Lumen keeps us safe. That’s its value.”

      In my head, I’ve always added, and its problem. I’ve never said that out loud to him, of course. Uncle Jorus is protective of me, which makes him noble and heroic. It also makes him a bit of a prison guard. Which is to say, he’d protect me right up until the point I tried to escape, and then I’m pretty sure he’d kill me. Or least make me wish he had.

      It was Verse’s idea to go on a hike and do some camping. Weston clapped his hands and said he was all in. Of course, he’s from a farming family, so anything rustic and outdoorsy has always been mother’s milk to him.

      As someone who’s rarely left the castle, for me, nature is a place you go if you feel the overwhelming urge to get bitten, scratched, hunted, lost, slimed, or stung.

      Like me, Kayde wasn’t so sure about the hiking idea, but Verse promised we’d have fun. She also threatened to make our lives hell if we didn’t go along.

      So go along, we did.

      It helped that she took care of the requisitions and permission forms. Boys need verbal permission from a Councilor or other administrator to leave the castle grounds. Girls also need verbal permission, plus a hip-high stack of signed Liberty Forms.

      The Councilors tell us it’s for our own good. I’m starting to think it’s more for their good than for ours.

      (Although I’m not sure what good a bunch of men can get out of restricting the rights of a bunch of girls.)

      As my friends and I leave Stormport, I look across the river at the sleek black towers of Crystalbay. They’re a stark contrast to the yellowed limestone buildings on our side of the river. Like their prince, they’re tall, pretty, and cold.

      Verse catches me staring and tugs me along. “Forget about Pax,” she teases, reading my mind. “Today is supposed to be about you.”

      My friends and I follow the choppy water downstream for a few miles. The trails are wide in places and narrow in others. Sometimes, we have to clamber down steep, rocky ravines or through dense thickets of bushes and slanted trees bordering the river.

      The merchant ships and the V-bottom Drift Transports on the water sail back and forth as they deliver people and goods to the towns and cities throughout the realm.

      The river is deep, choppy, and full of dangers—from submerged razor reefs to sharp-toothed water worms and ghostly river wraiths. Only the most experienced, brave, and—let’s face it—insane men wind up working these river jobs.

      Tired, my friends and I stop not too far from one of the smaller villages where we meet up with some fellow students from the Battle Academy. I know a few of them from our Armor and Shields class and a few from the Catapult Building, Loading, and Maintenance seminar we had last term.

      Free from the confines of the Academy, we find a nice spot to swim and fish in the river. It’s a small cove, protected by a sloping dune and tucked away from the churns and swells of the frothy water.

      As night falls, we sit around a campfire on one of the small, tucked-away beaches. Verse opens the leather satchel she brought and lays out a small buffet of meat skewers and grilled peaches. We eat heartily and happily.

      I laugh along with my friends as we joke about school and listen as Verse regales us with her endless streams of gossip.

      Everyone leans in when she says anything about Crystalbay. It may be right across the river from us, but it’s foreign enough to perk up the ears of any Stormporter with even the tiniest bit of morbid curiosity. (Which is all of us.)

      She tells us more about the leashes and the red collars the girls over there have to wear. We hear how the girls aren’t allowed to go to school like we are, train for combat like we can, and how the people over there still brag about how they’re the ones who killed the dragons all those years ago.

      “And there are slaves of some kind who work in the factories to the west,” she adds as we listen in wide-eyed, open-mouthed awe. “I heard they’re giants, but I’ve never actually seen one, so who knows?”

      She talks about their strange magical technologies, their green-tipped weapons, the glassy cleanliness of their streets, and about how the Crystalbayers always seem nice on the outside. “But underneath,” she clarifies in a throaty whisper, “you can tell they’re eager to go to war.” She points upriver toward Stormport. “Guess who with?”

      And on and on she goes, smiling through all of it.

      We don’t believe half of what she tells us, but she’s considered the expert. Thanks to her family’s connections and their roles as Envoys and peace-time ambassadors, she’s the only one of us who’s been there.

      Other than me, that is. And I’m not saying a word. Not that I have much to say. I’ve snuck over there a few times to visit Pax, but it’s always in the dead of night. I’ve hardly noticed or cared about the city, itself. My goal was to sneak in, make out with Pax, and get home before anyone knew I was gone.

      With Verse regaling us with tales of Crystalbay’s weirdness and injustices, for a second, I forget about Pax and the way he bullied me out of my birthday present.

      But only for a second.
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      It’s dark by the time we get back to the castle. A pair of knights stops us at the door. They do a quick headcount, check our Liberty Forms, and wave us inside.

      Kayde, Verse, and Weston splinter off and head up to their apartments. I head back to my apartment in North Tower where Nurse Vaille has slices of frosted hazel-hedgenut birthday cake laid out and ready for me on the kitchen table.

      She scolds me when I tell her I’m not hungry. “If you don’t eat it, I’m going to have to,” she warns. She plants her hands on her hips and gives them a happy jiggle. “If I eat one more thing today, I won’t be able to walk back to my room.”

      I laugh and tell her not to worry. “I can roll you.” I give her a wink. “Although I might have to call the girls over to help.”

      Nurse Vaille calls me a nervy sass and swats me with a dishtowel.

      I grab my arm and pretend to be hurt and offended, but Nurse Vaille knows me well enough to know when I’m bullshitting her.

      I don’t know how many conversations I’ve had today or how many words I’ve spoken, but the only thing on my mind for my entire sixteenth birthday has been that egg.

      That reeking, intriguing egg.

      That sadly incinerated egg.
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      Tired from a long day of swimming, hiking, talking, and eating, I tuck myself into bed.

      I’m happy I got to spend the day with friends, but I’m still annoyed with Pax and disappointed in myself.

      Feeling good and bad at the same time—I used to think it was an impossible contradiction. I’ve come to realize that impossible contradictions aren’t necessarily the enemy of the truth.

      My mind keeps drifting from the egg and back to Pax. From Pax to the egg. I’m hot for Pax, but I’m burning up with curiosity about the egg.

      I think maybe the wrong one got tossed into the fire.

      I don’t know what it is about Pax. Normally, I’m an up-for-anything, free-spirited kind of girl. Around Pax, I turn into a spineless, gushing sack of melted butter.

      I guess I also don’t know what it is about me.

      On my side of the river, I’m a princess. On Pax’s side, I’d be a pet.

      But today, we were on my side of the river. It was my living room, my present, and my special day. I was supposed to be the center of attention. Gifts were supposed to be for me, and things were supposed to go my way.

      Instead, I got knocked over and had one of my presents chucked into the fire and destroyed by the hottest, most dangerous boy in the world.

      In bed, I toss and turn under my covers. I can’t get comfortable. My brain won’t stop fidgeting even though the rest of me wants to rest.

      The problem is that I love and I hate being mad at Pax. The teetering makes me queasy. I want stability and balance, but at the same time, I’m afraid of it.

      It’s like there’s a hunk of cold, smooth metal in my heart, and there’s a spinning magnet in his that attracts and repulses me in equal proportions. It’s a thrilling, dizzying experience. I love it, hate it, and am scared to death of it. I also have no idea what to do about it. Or if I should do anything about it.

      If I do the crazy thing and keep seeing him, will I lose myself in him? If I do the sane thing and break things off, will I disappear into the void he’ll leave behind?

      When I finally drift off to sleep on the night of my sixteenth birthday, I’m tired, confused, happy, and mad at the same time. It’s way too much for my brain or my heart to handle.

      My sleep is restless and agonizing, but at least it doesn’t last.

      Disoriented, I snap awake and bolt up in bed. My heart is racing. It’s still dark out. The silk brocade draperies are drawn over the windows on either side of my bed. I’ve got my covers clenched in my fists and my hands pressed to my chest. I squint hard and try to remember what I was dreaming about, but my mind is a swirling, foggy mess.

      I open my eyes wider and snap fully awake when I realize I’m not alone in my bedroom.

      The figure standing at the foot of my bed is practically a human shadow.

      Clamping my teeth down to avoid a lip-tremble, I call out, “Pax?” But the shadow doesn’t answer.

      I draw the covers closer to my chin. “Uncle Jorus?”

      Still no answer.

      “Kayde? Verse? Weston? Nurse Vaille?”

      Nothing.

      I sit up higher and peer through the room’s inky darkness.

      Everything about the shadowy figure is murky and two-dimensional—like someone painted the silhouette of a person in charcoal but forgot to go back and add perspective, depth, and color.

      The silent, stone-still figure is bathed in a halo of weak, sooty-gray light. It’s a boy. No. A man. A young man. About my age. Maybe a little older. His forest-green hood conceals most of his face as he starts to walk around my bed toward me.

      I squint through the darkness. “Torren?”

      I hurl off my covers and am out of bed and in a fighting stance before the second syllable of his name is past my lips. My nightgown is billowy and sheer—hardly intimidating and a far cry from the padded combat gear I wear every day at the Battle Academy.

      I’ve got my springy, honey-brown hair tied back with a fabric band. A few stubborn strands still manage to hang loose and bouncy around my face.

      I might not look like much now, but I’ve been training to kick ass since I could crawl.

      Torren must know that. Maybe that’s why he stops. Or maybe he finds the sight of me amusing.

      I can’t blame him: I’m standing here in slack-jawed shock with balled-up fists. My mane of amber ringlets is sprawling out behind me. Even in the dimly lit room, my diaphanous nightgown is sheer enough to show off my lacy pink underwear to the world.

      I take advantage of Torren’s pause to let my eyes skim over to where my rapier is hanging in its brown leather sheath from the opposite footpost of my bed. I could dive over my bed to grab it. Or I could try to calm-talk Torren while I edge my way around to it.

      Most Stormporters carry small, ceremonial daggers around town, but us students from the Battle Academy are expected to always have a rapier, foil, saber, longbow, or crossbow within arm’s reach.

      It’s a badge of honor and entirely for show, but at this exact moment—surprised and cornered in my own bedroom—I can see the practical advantage of having a good weapon close by.

      This is a dangerous situation, but I don’t feel as afraid as I know I should.

      There’s something about Torren. The way he’s standing or his aura or his presence…he doesn’t seem threatening. Strange. Silent. Strong. But not threatening.

      He’s a Curator who has somehow found his way into my bedroom in the middle of the night. But I sense he’s confused. Like he’s in a trance or something—as if he’s sure he’s in the right place but unsure about why.

      I lean forward a little to get a better look into the black abyss of his deep hood. I focus my eyes, trying and failing to find his.

      He’s definitely around the same age as me, but he carries himself with the quiet cool of someone who’s seen the greatest and scariest things in the world and who is no longer interested in the small stuff.

      Despite our lives on opposite poles at the top and bottom of Castle Lumen, I get the weird feeling that in his eyes, I’m small stuff.

      He takes another step toward me, but I don’t step away. This is my bedroom in my tower, and he’s a lowly Curator. I could yank the string on the call-bell by my bed and have a dozen knights in here to drag him down to the dungeons if I want to.

      But I don’t want to, and I’m not in the habit of doing things I don’t want to do. There’ll be plenty of time for that when I turn eighteen. Until then, I’ve got free will, and I plan on using it until it’s gone.

      Standing tall and solid as a redwood, Torren extends both hands and works his fingers around like he’s packing a snowball.

      Tilting his head down toward me, he unfurls his fingers to reveal an ugly, rancid, gray-green, and muck-yellow egg.

      For a second, I think maybe it’s a close duplicate of the egg Pax tossed into the fireplace earlier today. But, no. It’s not a duplicate. It looks exactly the same. The same pits, scuffs, and scars. And no two eggs in the world could possibly share this eye-burning, throat-closing odor.

      There’s no doubt. As impossible as it is, it’s the same egg.

      Out of instinct, I hold out my hands. Torren rolls the egg into my open palms.

      As he does, his fingers brush against mine.

      There’s no light and no fire, but there’s a surge of warmth. When our skin touches, a tiny web of twiggy white lightning bolts passes between us. The electric ribbons sizzle and crackle. I feel them on my skin but deeper than that, too. They heat my insides and make my chest twitch like my heart is having a bad case of the hiccups. I’m not imagining it, either.

      Or, if I am, I have one hell of an imagination.

      When I kiss Pax, I get a surge of adrenaline. It’s the danger and excitement of doing something awesome and idiotic. Like trying to baton-twirl a venom-rat.

      This split second of contact with Torren feels dangerous, too. But it’s a different sensation. It’s still the same danger and excitement of doing something awesome and idiotic. Only instead of handling a deadly, legless rodent, it’s more like leaping from the top of a castle tower and thinking you might be okay because you’re seventy-five percent sure you can fly.

      Whatever the feeling is, it ripples a flare of crackling flame down my neck, through my lower back, along the backs of my legs, and right down into my toes.

      For a second, I feel closer to death but also more alive than I’ve ever felt before.

      Shaking off the odd sensation, I squint down through the dark at the warm, pitted egg and wrinkle my nose at its smell. Its odor hasn’t improved from earlier today. If anything, it’s gotten worse.

      Raising my head, I try again to find Torren’s eyes under that hood.

      He reaches up to tug the hood off and expose his face. His coal-dark eyes narrow. His near-black hair is swept back in smooth, clean lines, except for a small cluster of C-shaped swoops hanging down above his eyebrow. The tiny bit of moonlight wisping in through cracks in the draperies high up on the wall and on either side of my bed bathes his cashew-colored face.

      His smooth, perfect skin seems to radiate light and heat. It looks like someone soaked him in a vat of my uncle’s single malt whiskey and then dipped him in melted caramel to see if they could pass him off as a bronzy candy apple.

      In a subdued voice unaccustomed to being used, he says, “Take care of this…” He trails off, swallows hard, and tries again. His words struggle out, weak as a sprig of dried lavender but sandpaper rough. “Take care of this, Ynarra. Your life depends on it.”

      He turns to leave. He’s halfway through my bedroom doorway when he stops. Without turning around, he adds, “And so does mine.”

      He tugs his forest-green hood back up over his head and slips out of my bedroom, ready to rejoin the rest of the castle’s shadows.
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      I close my bedroom door and take a full five seconds to stare at the ornately carved wooden panels.

      I’ve seen this door a million times—its bronze vine twist door pull, round-headed iron hinge straps, and elaborate carvings etched into the dark walnut—but somehow this feels like the first time I’ve laid eyes on it in my life.

      I know the details of the four narrow trees, and I know the snaking, crawling vines etched into the wood are meant to represent the four towers of Castle Lumen.

      So why do they suddenly look like a nest of dragon tails?

      I shake myself out of the weirdly hypnotic moment.

      It’s a strange and unexpected feeling. My options seem painfully infinite. I’m frozen but eager for action.

      Should I throw open the door and chase Torren down? Am I supposed to thank him for saving the egg? Curse him for giving it back to me? Or should I find him and beat the crap out of him for creepily breaking into my bedroom in the middle of the night?

      I’m pretty sure I could hold my own in a fight with him. He’s spent his life delivering messages, scrolls, and packages in the castle. I’ve spent mine learning how to spar, joust, and stab people in the throat.

      I’m a Royal. He’s a Curator. The Judicial Tribunal wouldn’t dare convict me. Hell, they’d probably give me a reward. Or at least a Certificate of Accomplishment.

      Forcing Torren out of my head, I return my attention to the weird, chunky egg nestled in the palms of my hands. It’s warm, but I don’t think it’s from having been in the fire. That was more than twelve hours ago. And I don’t think it’s from whatever mini-lightning bolts flickered between Torren’s hands and mine.

      No. This thing is giving off a soft, radiant heat of its own. I peer down at its rough but oddly soothing surface. For a second, I think it’s humming, but it turns out it’s my own breathing. Then, I think it’s pulsing. But it’s my own heartbeat.

      I run the palm of my hand over the top of the egg. “What are you doing here? I could’ve sworn you got burned up.” I take a deep breath and give my head a shake to clear it. “Get a hold of yourself, Ynarra. You’re talking to an egg.”

      With the egg in my hands, I pace back and forth along one of the embroidered carpets on my bedroom floor. In the shadows of my ceiling’s long, weathered wood beams, my ancestors are staring down at me from their gold-framed portraits hanging on the walls. They might even be mocking me. It’s hard to say since they’re dead. And paintings.

      The castle is full of portraits like these. They’re on constant guard in the hallways and are a reminder of everyone who’s come before. I’m used to walking past them and falling asleep in my bed under their gaze.

      So why do I feel like this time, I’m the victim of something more than passive staring? Why do I feel like I’m being spied on, mocked, and possibly judged?

      “Okay,” I tell the egg, “I don’t quite know what to do with you. Verse says you’re a souvenir. Pax says you’re Armageddon. Kayde wants to turn you into a mushroom omelet.”

      That’s three options from three people, and I’ve got a voice howling inside my head that every one of them is wrong.

      I’ve always had a voice howling inside my head. I think everyone does. This time, though, the voice doesn’t sound like mine.

      For starters, it’s a male voice.

      I shake it from my head and walk over to my bedside table. I grab the small hand-lantern that’s sitting between my jewelry box and a stack of books I haven’t read yet. After snapping the lantern’s handle on, I click its flint-trigger. A small, flickering flame sparks to life inside the glass cylinder.

      I stride across my bedroom and throw open my closet doors. Scrunching down, I spread my fingers wide and cradle the egg against my chest. With the egg in one hand and the lantern in the other, I worm into the deepest closet corner where I know even Nurse Vaille at her nosiest won’t dare to go.

      She’s a total clean freak. Fortunately for me, her chronically bad back and creaky knees keep her from digging too deep into places like the dark recesses of my large bedroom closet.

      Going as far back as I can, I tuck the egg behind a couple of small storage boxes. I pull two more boxes in front of the first ones to form a makeshift castle keep. I want to be sure the egg is as invisible and as protected as possible.

      “You’ll be safe here. I’ll figure out what to do with you in the morning.” I spread my fingers and cup my hand around the egg. “Are you going to be okay until then?”

      I wait a full three seconds before I roll my eyes at myself.

      I’ve gone from talking to the egg to expecting it to answer.

      Embarrassed but with the egg safely hidden, I crouch-crawl out of the closet and slip back into bed.
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      I can’t sleep.

      My brain keeps bouncing back to Torren. For someone who hardly ever talks, he’s raised an awful lot of questions:

      How the hell did he get into my bedroom?

      What was with his mysterious, creepy comment about our lives depending on that egg?

      Who sent it to me to begin with?

      And the biggest question of all:

      How did Torren manage to rescue that old, rocky egg from the middle of a raging fire?

      Actually, there’s one more question, one even bigger than the biggest question of all:

      Why can’t I get Torren’s face out of my head or the fiery feel of his hand on mine off my mind?

      Torren. The egg.

      Neither one is where it’s supposed to be. Torren belongs in the bowels of the castle. The egg belongs in a marketplace bin. Or back in the fireplace as a heap of ashes. Or, if it were real, in the distant past.

      Lying here in bed, I’m the only one who is where she’s supposed to be. And yet, I suddenly feel a million miles away from myself.

      As I toss and turn in a tangle under my silk sheets and my downy comforter, I hear shuffling. I pull my covers up under my chin.

      Did Torren come back?

      I don’t know which will make me more upset: If it’s him. Or if it isn’t.

      I squint through the darkness. I’m alone.

      Maybe a mouse has gotten in again?

      That would be equal parts annoying and gross.

      Mice are common around the castle, but I’ve never gotten used to them. When I was little, their random scurrying annoyed me. Their tinny chirps and the clackety scrabble of their needle-claws on the stone floors gave my stomach an eye twitch.

      I used to chase them down so I could try to stomp on them, but I never caught one. Nurse Vaille—who was magically always around—once snagged me by my collar and hauled me clean off my feet before I had the chance to make a kill.

      “We’re not allowed to step on something just because it annoys us,” she told me. “If we were, I would have stomped on you a million times by now.”

      And then she swatted my backside, suppressed a grin, and told me to get the hell out of her kitchen.

      You’re sixteen now, Ynarra. Way too old to be chasing, killing, or being afraid of anything.

      My second thought, after Torren and the mouse, is that Pax has somehow shown up.

      After the afternoon chaos with the egg, Verse mentioned sneaking him back across the river as a late-night birthday present. I’d been clear about not wanting that. I told her, “He knocked us over and threw my present into the fire. He can stay in Crystalbay and play kissyface with his sleazy Darlings in the Den for all I care. I don’t care if I never see him again.”

      Pathetically, that last part was a lie.

      Still, it would hardly be the first time Verse ignored my wishes and did whatever the hell she wanted to.

      Sneaking Pax in that late at night would have been intrusive, a total violation, and, okay, inappropriately hot. We’d snuck into each other’s homes before, but after his little stunt earlier with the egg, I’m prepared to let him stew in his own juices for a while.

      This secret game of ours we’ve been playing for the past couple of months has been the best, dumbest, and most exhilarating thing in my life.

      So why does it feel like it’s losing its luster?

      Clamping my eyes shut, I will the skritchy shuffling to stop. When it doesn’t, I try to convince myself that it’s all in my head.

      Imagining my head is full of mice isn’t helping.

      When my brain tells me to stop being such a paranoid knuckfuckle, I groan and disentangle myself from my sheets and blanket. I concentrate on locating the source of the sound.

      It’s coming from the closet.
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      Scooping up my hand-lantern from my bedside table, I snap its handle into place and fire it up.

      I inch over to the closet and ease the doors open. Scrunching down, I weave and wedge my way past the white shoe racks, past a stack of wooden storage boxes, under the row of my fancy formal dresses hanging from a long metal rod, and into the back corner of the closet where I hid the egg.

      The egg which is now twitching and rocking on its fat end on the closet floor in a tipsy little dance.

      I pivot around so I’m on my knees and nudge aside the boxes I stacked around the egg.

      Under the yellow-orange glare from my hand-lantern, one of the black fissures streaking the egg’s rough surface stretches apart. A dark membrane morphs from black to gray to nearly white. It creases open with a light sigh and splits down the middle. Then it curls up into thin, shriveled clumps on either side of the new opening.

      I gasp as the gap fills with the top half of the ugliest lizard-bird I’ve ever seen.

      I don’t get spooked easily, but this thing is shockingly dreadful. It may be a novelty, but it sure as hell isn’t a toy. No. This is a whole new level of horrifically real.

      The creature poking its way out of the egg has a long, snaky neck. Its little blue-green head is topped by a pair of tiny, ivory-white horns and coated in a thick layer of translucent ooze, as if it’s been the victim of a mucous-y, drive-by sneezing.

      The first thing the critter does is yawn. The second thing it does is choke up a frail, hacking cough.

      With its foggy pewter-gray eyes squinting shut, a small hail of sparks shoots out of its nose. Startled, I reel away, slamming the back of my head against the closet wall.

      The thing’s sparkly cough—combined with me whacking my head on the wall—is loud enough to make me stop and hold my breath. I stare at the mini egg-monster and wait a full ten seconds for Nurse Vaille to come banging on my bedroom door to ask if I’m okay.

      After those agonizingly slow ten seconds, I let go of my held breath and instantly wish I hadn’t.

      The inside of the egg smells even worse than the outside. In the deepest part of my closet, with no ventilation, the misty sulfur tingles my skin, stings my eyes, and makes me regret having a nose.

      I drape an arm over my face as the demon-nestling wriggles the rest of the way out of its rock-egg. With a strained squint, it separates its small, frail wings from the sticky goo holding them to the sides of its body.

      Standing up from the bowl of its shell, it stretches its four little legs.

      I have to think really hard to remember if chickens have two legs or four.

      No. They have two. Definitely two. Two legs and no horns. Which makes this thing something other than a chicken.

      Something a lot other than a chicken.

      The only thing I think it can be can’t be. It’s impossible.

      The little non-chicken-monster squelches up another sneeze. This time, some of the embers from its slime-coated nose land on top of a tidy stack of extra bedsheets on the closet floor. With a sharp crackle, the stack explodes into flames.

      In a panic, I rip one of my dresses down from its hanger and throw it over the pack of bedsheets to extinguish the fire. I give the dress a furious thrumming with my palms to smother the flames.

      I realize in that instant that it’s one of my favorite semi-formal dresses—the sleeveless, green and gold, A-line scoop-neck dress with the tight bodice and lace panels I wore to last month’s promotion party when Kayde’s older brother got appointed to the Judicial Tribunal.

      But I have much more interesting and more dangerous things to worry about than the dress.

      The awesome, irreplaceable dress that makes me look ten years older and at least ten times sexier than I actually am.

      I don’t know if the horned lizard-chicken’s red cheeks are from the trauma of being born or from its sizzling coughs and fiery sneezes, but the slime-feathered mini-monster looks embarrassed. It twitches its rat-tail and stares at me through silver, coin-sized eyes.

      My deep walk-in closet is foggy with smoke.

      I whisper for the baby-ogre bird to wait right there and to not go anywhere.

      Backing out of the closet, I turn and hustle the smoking bundle of my charred dress and burned bedsheets down the long, spiral staircases of North Tower. I slip out the front door and run in a tiptoe sprint across the lowered drawbridge. I weave through the gardens and skim down the steep, zigzagging wooden staircase bolted to the face of the Barrier Cliffs. From there, I clamber my way down to Misery River.

      The smoldering bundle sizzles when I chuck it into the churning water. I watch it bob and swirl in the dark rapids as it disappears downstream.

      After a lung-straining and leg-burning return sprint back up the spiral marble staircase of North Tower, I slip into my bedroom and return in a scrambling crawl to the deep corner of my closet.

      Standing now on the craggy remnants of its shell, the demonic bat-bird squints at me. It snorts what I pretend is an apology but is probably just him getting rid of some remnants of newborn nose-goo.

      Thin tendrils of smoke drift from his flared nostrils.

      I press my palms together and beg him, “Please. Not again.”

      There are knights out on patrol. I managed to slip by them this time, but I can’t risk pressing my luck. If I get caught out late at night, I can always explain that I couldn’t sleep and was out for a stroll. If I get caught sprinting down the North Tower stairs with an armful of charred clothes, I could maybe pass that off as an accident with some laundry and a tipped-over hand-lantern.

      If I get caught burning to death in the back of my closet with a tiny, gruesome, fire-breathing, baby goblin-goose…

      Well, that will take a bit more of an explanation.

      Despite his newborn frailty and disorientation, there’s something alive and alert in the creature’s tarnished silver eyes.

      He climbs the rest of the way out of the broken eggshell. With an offended squint, he nudges the shards of shell with his nose. He turns over his shoulder to look at me before returning his attention to the egg. His little chest is coated in slick, fishy scales. His sides swell as he sucks in a deep breath. He stretches his long neck, opens his mouth, and coughs up a coconut-sized ball of blistering silver-white flame at the egg.

      The pieces of shell don’t catch fire. Instead, they bristle for a second and then implode instantly into a pile of dark, clumpy ash.

      The foul fowl sniffs and paws at the nest of gray dust before turning and winking at me.

      At least I think it’s a wink. We’re scrunched in the back of a closet under a weak lantern light that kind of makes everything look like a wink.

      I tilt my chin toward the pile of dark powder that a minute ago was the sharp-edged fragments of a stony egg. “You did that on purpose, didn’t you?”

      He gives me a black-lipped grin and hocks up what is probably another cough or a sneeze, but it also sounds a little like a laugh.

      I nod in agreement with myself. “Yeah. You did that on purpose. You’re a little arsonist.”

      I repeat the word out loud. “I’m going to call you ‘Arson.’”

      He gives me a squinty glare.

      I grin at him and shrug my shoulders. “It’s either that or ‘Sneezy McFire Face.’”

      His squint relaxes into an open-eyed stare.

      “Okay, then. We agree,” I tell him with a firm nod. “‘Arson’ it is.”
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      Arson’s been living in the back of my closet for the past six days.

      I spend every minute of those six days in some form of shock or wrinkle-brained disbelief. I’m a mess of thrilled, worried, preoccupied, and terrified.

      There’s magic in the world. I know that.

      The woods, mountains, valleys, rivers, and seas of Beynash Kingdom are filled with an array of beings: Nymphs. Elves. Blood wolves. Orcs.

      There are also conjurers, witches, wizards, sorcerers, healers, fortune tellers, necromancers, and soothsayers scattered throughout the realm. Some are scammers. Some are real. I’ve heard about hustlers conning people in the Stormport marketplaces. With my own eyes, I’ve seen magicians conjure fire serpents, smoldering phoenixes, and various hellish apparitions in the royal court of Castle Lumen for the entertainment of the Command Council.

      Whether the performers and their powers have been simply incredible or completely unbelievable, I’ve always been able to get my head around them.

      This dragon may be little, but he’s somehow bigger than my brain, bigger than my entire imagination.

      There are dragons in the past, and there are dragons in old stories, in fairy tales, and in our fantasies. There are even plenty of dragons in our dreams.

      But right now, there’s a real live dragon in my closet!

      I repeat it over and over like a mantra. Like saying it in my head will somehow make it normal. It doesn’t. It makes it weirder. It also makes it scary and exciting but also somehow safe. It’s like my fling with Pax: Sure, my life will be over if we get caught. But I don’t have to worry about falling in love with Pax, getting married, or living happily ever after. Sneaking around with Pax is thrilling. Having any kind of life with him is impossible.

      Impossible things are safe because you know they can’t happen.

      And right now, I’ve got the impossible Living. In. My. Closet.

      I’ve spent so much time obsessing over the little silver-blue dragon that I can’t remember a time when I thought about anything else. Last week, once or twice, Pax was on my mind. For a few minutes here or there, I thought about Weston and our future Transaction. I gossiped with Kayde and Verse, got lectured by Nurse Vaille, avoided my uncle, and occasionally paid attention in class at the Battle Academy.

      Now, I’ve got dragons on the brain.

      And. In. My. Freaking. Closet.

      Since Arson hatched last week, I’ve been feeding him scraps of marsh boar and turkey I’ve snuck from dinner. I’ve also been bringing him small bowls of water, which he tends to ignore. He never seems thirsty. I keep the water around anyway. It seems like a good thing to have on hand when you’re harboring a living ignitor.

      Eventually, though, some secrets are too big—and too flammable—to keep locked up in a closet.

      On the second day, he burned a hole in a wooden box of my summer swimwear. On the fourth day, he melted half a rack of high-heeled shoes.

      When he caught a cold and sneezed a spray of fire on my arm, I figured it was time to get him out of the castle.

      I considered stopping at the infirmary first to have one of the nurses take a look at my burns.

      While I was considering doing that, the raised, blistering red marks on my arm turned scaly and silver. Then they vanished, and my skin looked completely normal.

      I debated whether that meant something was very wrong or else very right with me. I fell asleep before I could decide one way or the other.

      Now, on the seventh day, I figure it’s time to take action. If I can’t decide about myself, at least I can decide about Arson.

      I bundle up the kitten-sized dragon in a fluffy yellow bath towel. I tuck him into my red canvas archery bag and head out into the Cursewoods.

      After a couple of hours of hiking over some of the roughest terrain around, I find a remote clearing deep within the woods for him to call home. There’s a flat-topped boulder on one side of the clearing and a steep drop-off on the other. It’s surrounded on three sides by dense thickets of trees and a network of nearly impenetrable, thorny vines. It’s not a natural place to end up, so I figure Arson will be safe from any hikers or hunters who accidentally wander this deep into the woods.

      Arson is a waify little thing, but he can already fly and has no trouble hunting on his own.

      He starts out chasing down bugs but quickly gets a taste for the Cursewood’s larger, scurrying critters. (Like me, he’s annoyed by mice. Unlike me, he doesn’t have Nurse Vaille to stop him from hunting them down and killing them.)

      When he hunts, he tucks his wings to his sides to become a blurry blue missile, streaking and darting through the woods and in and out of the canopy of trees. In an instant, he can spread his wings wide and come to a complete stop, or he can glide along with the invisible silence of an owl. His tail acts as a rudder, but it’s also dexterous, and he can use it for balance or even to hang upside down from the tree branches as he scans the forest floor for prey.

      I’m growing more fascinated by his behavior than I am by his existence.

      I’m not worried that he’ll be lonely or starve. He’s proven himself to be a clever and resourceful hunter.

      I’m not worried about him being discovered, either. He’s naturally wary and can whip around and disappear into the dense woods in the silent space of an eye-blink.

      And I’m not worried about the predators lurking in the woods. We crossed paths with a pair of horse-sized blood wolves early on. At the time, I was holding Arson under my arm and figured he was about as intimidating as a baby bunny.

      Still, the blood wolves seemed curious about me but terrified of him. There were seven or eight of them. A full pack. Weirdly spooked, they tucked their tails and turned and bolted into the woods like they were running from a forest fire.

      I’m not even really worried about Arson trying to track me down in Stormport. He seems to understand the danger and doesn’t try to follow me home.

      What scares me isn’t any of that. What scares me is that this ugly little closet chicken-monster isn’t supposed to exist.

      And yet, here he is. A myth, a fable, and a fairy tale come true.

      As a little girl, I used to listen to stories like that. Now, like it or not, I’m in one.

      I’m not simply the holder of a secret anymore. I’m the caretaker of a rekindled flame and the keeper of an impossible flight of fancy.
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      I’m turning seventeen today.

      A full year has passed since Torren handed me a mysterious egg. Twice. In the same day.

      It may have been only a year ago, but in a lot of ways, it feels like ancient history.

      It’s been a long year in some ways and a blazingly fast one in others. I’ve had plenty to distract me. I’ve blasted through classes in dueling, fencing, riding, jousting, blacksmithing, studying, and training at the Battle Academy.

      I’ve suffered through a barrage of Kayde’s wilting, suspicious stares, and I’ve fended off Verse’s probing questions about why I’m “being so weird, lately.” I knew they didn’t know my growing list of secrets, and I’ve spent a lot of sleepless nights terrified about what they’d do if they found out.

      During that time, I’ve continued to sneak across Misery River for illegal late-night dates with Pax—sometimes at his place, sometimes in the Den. In all that time, it’s only recently occurred to me that—other than last year on the afternoon of my sixteenth birthday—we’ve never seen each other in the daytime.

      I say that makes the relationship unique. Kayde says it makes it insane. Verse says it’s romantic. (We bickered about it for an hour before deciding insanity and romance were pretty much the same thing.)

      When it comes to Pax, Kayde worries I’ll get caught. Verse swears I won’t, but I think she secretly hopes I will.

      She loves me, but I think she loves drama even more. My getting busted will give her one more thing to gossip about.

      It hasn’t just been Pax and my friends who have kept me busy.

      I’ve been lectured by my uncle about the importance of next year when I turn eighteen and how I’m going to need to dress, act, and behave when I’m married off to Weston.

      “So, it’s official?” I asked him a month ago.

      “Not yet,” he admitted from behind his desk and without looking up at me. “But that doesn’t mean you should be fooling around with every boy in Stormport. The Transaction is your future, and your future is Weston.”

      I wanted to ask a million questions:

      What about my training at the Academy?

      What about my friends? My home? My future? My freedom?

      I didn’t ask, though.

      Curators don’t answer. Uncle Jorus does. And his answer would have been the same for every question:

      “When you turn eighteen, you’ll belong to Weston, and you won’t have a care in the world.”

      Except for the fact that I’ll belong to someone other than myself.

      Standing there in my uncle’s office, I wanted to rebel, revolt, or run away. But I couldn’t. Or, at least, I wouldn’t.

      Besides, there are worse futures than one with Weston.

      Weston. Just thinking about him makes me smile.

      My friend. My classmate. My future husband. The total and absolute like of my life.

      Dragons may be our mythical past. Pax may be my secret present. But Weston is my inevitable future.

      He’s been one of my best friends for as long as I can remember. We’ve shared a pleasant bond and have enjoyed a friendship with no drama, no hard work to be done, and no strings attached. Maybe that’s what makes the thought of being married to him so strange.

      I care about Weston. I really do.

      He’s the same age as the rest of us, but even as a little kid, he talked like an adult and reasoned like a philosopher. He was short, but he acted tall. He was talented, but he was constantly insecure. Combined, that got him admired half the time and bullied the other half.

      While Kayde exudes quiet scorn and Verse radiates smug bitchiness, Weston gives off vibes of pure positivity.

      His dark skin always looks polished and poreless. The glint in his eyes matches the glint in his smile. Both boast of something unexpected and extraordinary under the surface.

      When Weston and I were only twelve years old, he was already the best swordsman and the highest-rated fencer in our Dueling Class at the Battle Academy.

      That didn’t stop him from getting picked on from time to time.

      To be fair, he gave as good as he got. His bullies often woke up to find half their heads mysteriously shaved, scorpions in their shoes, or small clumps of spiky burrs in their underwear.

      On my eighteenth birthday—after negotiations have been finalized—my uncle will pass me off to Weston’s father, who will pass me off to Weston.

      And that’ll be that. I’ll be Weston’s wife, a member of Stormport’s wealthiest farming family, and a valuable bartering chip for future trades.

      It doesn’t leave a lot of room for me to be myself.

      But that’s still a year away. Today, I’ve got more important things to worry about.

      For starters, it’s late in the afternoon of my seventeenth birthday—a few hours before my party—and my bedroom mirror is mocking me. I’m sure of it. If it had a tongue, it would stick it out at me.

      My reflection in the mirror is ridiculous. The girl staring back at me looks like the kind of girl who is dumb enough to hide and raise a dragon in the woods and even dumber to think she can keep it a secret forever.

      It’s not only my mirror. Even my hair and my skin are out to get me. I’m sure of that, too.

      Unlike on my sixteenth birthday when we went hiking and camping, this year’s birthday party is going to be epic. It’s a huge dance party tonight in the castle ballroom. Everyone will be there.

      I was hoping to look my best. Instead, my hair is being annoyingly uncooperative. Even worse, I’ve got another breakout on my face.

      Another weird, metallic, scaly breakout.
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      Standing behind me, Nurse Vaille has her knotted, nimble fingers weaving in and out of my thick, ringlety hair.

      Earlier in the day, I tried telling her I could do my hair myself. “I’m seventeen,” I insisted with crossed arms and a foot-stomp. “I don’t need you fussing over me all the time.”

      She said, “Fine” and left me to it.

      The knotted, starburst hodgepodge of snarled hair I wound up with had me banging on her door and begging her to come fix me.

      She agreed, but only after shouting, “I told you so!” into my face through cupped hands.

      Five minutes later, she was in my bedroom with a wicker basket of hair care supplies hooked over her arm. She planted me in a chair in front of the mean, mocking mirror perched on my makeup table and promised she’d take care of me.

      Now, stopping mid-braid, she brushes the edge of her thumb over the ugly patch of flaking, silver skin on my forehead.

      I expect her to say something, but she doesn’t. Not at first, anyway.

      With a tidy bundle of pins and purple and white ribbons pressed between her lips, she mumbles to me that it’s nothing to worry about. “The same thing used to happen to me when I was your age.”

      Her flimsy-framed reading glasses are perched on the tip of her nose. Because she can see my face plain as day in the gold-framed mirror in front of us, I resist the urge to roll my eyes.

      Regular teenagers get blemishes and pimples. I understand that. It’s normal. There are clogged pores, blotches, dry skin, oily skin, cracked skin, and stubborn combination skin that does whatever the hell it wants. I understand that, too.

      This looks like someone smacked me in the forehead with a dead fish.

      “I know what’s going to happen,” I assure Nurse Vaille.

      “Hm. Do tell.”

      “Kayde will say something snarky.”

      “I can see that.”

      “Verse will tell me I’m dying.”

      “I can see that, too. She’s addicted to drama, that one.”

      “Weston will suggest—politely—that maybe I’m turning into a lizard.”

      Nurse Vaille takes the bundle of hair accessories from between her lips and sets them on the three-legged wooden stool next to us. Her own strawberry-gray hair is pulled back and up in a tight, tidy bun.

      Her throaty laugh echoes off the stone walls and the cathedral ceiling of my bedroom. Even the gold-framed paintings and the hanging tapestries aren’t enough to absorb her annoying cheerfulness. “My dear Ynarra. Trust me. Weston will do no such thing.”

      Personally, I don’t care if the girls tease me about my weird, patchy breakout. I don’t care if my friends from the Battle Academy ask me if I’ve been bobbing for apples in a bucket full of boiling chrome.

      But Weston—him, I care about. He’s sweet, and he’s one of my best friends. Magically, in the last couple of years, he’s also turned alarmingly attractive.

      He used to be an awkward, gangly foal of a boy. Now, he’s got starry, butterscotch eyes, broad shoulders, a tapered waist, and ruddy, full lips that somehow always look a little wet.

      I’ve known him my entire life, but it’s only in the past year or two that I’ve started to look at him as something other than my almost-brother.

      Is that familiarity? The seeds of love? Or is it my brain and my soul getting me used to the inevitability of the Transaction?

      Weston is very nice and very cute, but more important, he’s also very safe. And a good cushion of “safe” is exactly what I need these days.

      My need to have something secure in my life is partly because Pax and I have been sneaking around together for over a year now, and I’m not ready to abandon the thrill of our secret and totally forbidden fling.

      It’s also partly because of my secret dragon, my scaly breakouts, and the fact that my lies, fabrications, and assorted fairy tales are piling up. Combined, they’re threatening to turn me inside out when they inevitably explode out of my head and burst from my chest.

      “You think Weston likes me, don’t you?” I ask Nurse Vaille.

      She snorts up a huffing laugh. “I’m sure he does. But that’s not important, is it?”

      “No.”

      “Once your uncle and Weston’s father finalize the terms⁠—”

      “Next year, I’ll get sold off as part of their Trade and Protection Pact.”

      Nurse Vaille gives my long, springy hair a sharp tug. “Not sold off, ya scamp. Transacted.”

      “Ouch. Same thing.”

      “There are worse things than marrying your best friend,” Nurse Vaille assures me.

      “And better things than being forced to marry anyone.”

      She purses her lips but doesn’t answer.

      Her fingers continue to dance their way through my hair. Her touch is gentle now. Practically a massage.

      I sigh and wish I had some comforting words for the girl staring back at me from inside the mirror.

      We’re not supposed to question the Transaction, and we’re definitely not supposed to oppose it. I feel guilty about objecting to it, anyway. I have a lot of privileges and freedoms, and I have another full year to enjoy them. Maybe I’m wrong to get snarky about it. And Weston really is a great guy. Of course, there are plenty of stories about great guys turning into total ass-hats the second their Transaction is complete.

      I’m sure Weston won’t be one of those guys, and we won’t be one of those stories.

      I’m certain about it.

      I’m almost totally certain about it.

      I guess I’ll find out for sure exactly one year from today.

      At the rate I’m going—with all the sneakiness and lies—I’ll be lucky if I make it that long.
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      Nurse Vaille continues to plait my hair. Humming to herself, she weaves slender ribbons and thin strips of leather into the intricate nest of braids. She drones on for a few more minutes about how important I am to Stormport’s stability.

      “We haven’t had an external war in five hundred years,” she reminds me. “Forget about Crystalbay. Your uncle is right to focus on our internal strength. A marriage like yours to a Stormport farming family like Weston’s will give us another generation of security, power, and peace.” She gives me a wink in the mirror. “And if the two of you little lovelies happen to have a few kids, maybe even another generation of adorable prosperity.”

      Weston and I used to have contests to see who could spit peach pits into the other person’s mouth from across the room. The idea of being married off to him is weird enough.

      The thought of having kids with him is whacktacularly insane.

      Weston and I have never even kissed. To think about the sweaty, naked, tangled-limbed contortions it would take to make a baby with him…

      Ugh!

      There are a lot of images I don’t need in my head. This one is at the top of the list. I close my eyes hard and tell my brain to mind its own damn business.

      Still, Nurse Vaille’s not wrong. Stormport has a lot to gain when my family unites with Weston’s. My family has political capital. His family is an agricultural powerhouse. Our union in Stormport likely means a stronger union throughout the scattered towns and villages of Beynash Kingdom.

      We may not be at war with Crystalbay anymore, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be prepared.

      Hardly a day goes by when someone around here doesn’t say something about how one wrong word or one misstep could rip open the five-hundred-year-old wounds.

      “That’ll be war,” they always say. “And that’ll be the end of us.”

      No one ever says why.

      I don’t know a lot about our history, but I know the basics.

      After the Dragon Wars, Crystalbay built itself up. Ironically, they did it by digging down. In their cities and towns on the other side of the river, they carved out huge trenches and harvested minerals from the earth. They dug mines and erected massive, smoke-belching foundries. (The ones Verse swears has giants working in them.)

      Over time, the Crystalbayers filled their kingdom with sleek, black, sky-scraping towers, magical floating carriages, lights without fire, advanced weapons, and strict laws about who would be in control and who would be controlled.

      They leashed, collared, and trained their Darlings—girls like me—and didn’t release them into society as Belles until they turned eighteen.

      I don’t know why it’s like that over there. Verse says it’s one of those things that goes on for so long it starts to feel normal, and no one ever asks questions about what’s normal. Kayde says it’s the so-called “normal” things we should be asking the most questions about.

      I’m sure one of my two friends is right, but I don’t know which one.

      In Stormport, we stuck to the old ways: the ways of farming, fairy tales, swords, and stone.

      Pax and his people in Crystalbay may have better technology, but the land on our side of the river is far more fertile, so they rely on us for a lot of their food, lumber, and other natural resources.

      It’s a precarious balance, and my uncle is determined to make sure the scales don’t tip too far out of our favor. One of the ways to do that is to consolidate power on our own side of the river in preparation for any future attacks from theirs.

      I’m pretending to sound interested as Nurse Vaille drones on about Weston and politics, but that’s only so she doesn’t suspect I have another boy on my mind.

      In the year or so that Pax and I have been seeing each other, secrecy has been key. It hasn’t been hard. Not for me, anyway. And not for Kayde. She doesn’t care enough about anyone to gossip. Verse, on the other hand, is a six-foot-tall, girl-shaped blabbermouth.

      To keep her quiet, I’ve kept her busy.

      I’ve been relying on her to pass scrolls back and forth between me and Pax and to arrange my secret midnight meetings with him—sometimes on his side of the river, most of the time on ours. She even helps to prep my little boat on the nights I sneak out and head over to Crystalbay.

      As much as we trust the Curators, this is the kind of scheme best left in the hands of Verse, the world’s most brave, connected, and convincing liar.

      Being a social butterfly, a gossip, and a born snoop has its advantages. Verse has contacts woven throughout our two kingdoms. Her grandfather is one of the Envoys between our two cities. When she was little, he’d sometimes take her with him on his diplomatic errands. He wasn’t supposed to, but when Verse was young, he passed her off as a boy. It’s harder now that she’s older, but her grandfather helps her disguise herself as his page. It’s quite the scam, and it’s a dangerous game they’re playing, but they haven’t been caught.

      Yet.

      Because of her grandfather’s secret acts of rebellion over the years, Verse is one of the only girls I know who’s been in Crystalbay and who has seen with her own eyes how they do things over there. She’s seen how they live and how they treat girls like us.

      According to Kayde, “Verse has one finger on everyone’s pulse and another in everyone’s pie.”

      Unlike the Stormport and Crystalbay governments, Verse isn’t weighed down by politics, obsessed with the past, or restricted by fear. I’m pretty sure she knows everything about everyone, and she’s not shy about firing up the rumor mill whenever she’s in the mood.

      And she’s always in the mood.

      I’m not kidding myself, though. She’s not in it for me or for Pax. She’s in it for herself.

      For her, being nose-deep in something secret, sexy, sinful, and borderline stupid is mother’s milk.

      She practically begged me to let her set up a date for me and Pax tonight after my seventeenth birthday party, but I told her not this time.

      “We’ve got the party, the dance…I’ll be too tired tonight,” I assured her.

      It was only kind of a lie. I probably will be wiped out after the dance, but that won’t stop me from going on the late-night date I’ve got planned. It’s a date I’ve been looking forward to all day.

      But first, I have to get through my birthday party. Having a gross patch of silver acne on my forehead isn’t going to help.

      I groan and lean forward to inspect my hairline in the mirror. “You can cover it, right?”

      Nurse Vaille grins, assuming I’m thinking about Weston, and I grin back, knowing I’m not.

      She grips a coiled clump of my thick, auburn and honey-highlighted hair in her fist. “With hair as long and thick as yours, I could cover your entire body.”

      I serve up a pretend frown and tell her I hope that won’t be necessary.

      Humming to herself and with the skillful precision of a surgeon, she continues taming and braiding my wild mane of corkscrew curls. The firm yanks and tugs feel good, but they kind of hurt, too.

      I know better than to complain, though. From the time I was little, Nurse Vaille has been known to call me “tender headed” and whack me with the back of a hairbrush.

      As she finishes up, she dabs some concealer onto my forehead with a powder brush. She makes sure to leave a few looping locks of hair strategically placed over the flaking, fishy patch of silver skin above my left eye.

      I know my breakouts aren’t normal. What I don’t know is why Nurse Vaille insists on treating them like they are.

      Sometimes I feel like I could spontaneously burst into flames, and she would click her tongue and tell me about how the same thing used to happen to her when she was my age and that it’ll pass.

      It’s kind of her mantra.

      I tilt my head to make sure the dangling strands of loose hair are covering the offensive part of my forehead.

      Why me? Why now? And why does it always have to be scales?

      It would make sense if anyone in my family was a fish or a lizard. But as far as I know, my mother and father were both regular, flesh-and-blood people. My uncle may be a figurative snake, but he’s not a literal reptile.

      Everyone has problems, but at least they’re human.

      Lately, I’m finding that harder and harder to say about myself.

      It’s been a year now that these little patches have been popping up on different parts of my body. For all that time, I’ve hidden my odd, metallic breakouts, and for all that time I’ve hidden my affair with Pax.

      Nurse Vaille knows about the scales, of course. She doesn’t know about Pax. And she definitely doesn’t know that my secret affair with him is nothing compared to the bigger, burning secret I’ve been hiding from the world.

      Nurse Vaille assumes my birthday party is a big deal to me. Turning seventeen represents the beginning of my last year of independence and freedom. It’s supposed to be a year of light-hearted fun and carefree carousing.

      But it’s not a big deal. And there’s nothing fun about racing through a year when you know there’s a set of shackles and chains waiting for you at the finish line. They might not be literal chains like they have in Crystalbay, but they’ll be every bit as effective at weighing me down and holding me back.

      No. This last year before my Transaction is an obstacle and a hurdle.

      It’s an obligation I have to endure before I can slip out into the Cursewoods later tonight to spend time with Arson, the one-year-old, fire-breathing dragon, who’s rapidly and impossibly turning out to be the most normal and delightful guy in my life.
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      My mind is on Arson, but my ears are preoccupied with the racket and roar of the more than two hundred teenagers crammed into Castle Lumen’s Ballroom for my seventeenth birthday party.

      That’s more people than I know in all the Battle Academy. Some of them are friends. Some are fellow students I might nod to in the hallways. Some I don’t think I’ve ever seen before in my life.

      It's one of the many perks and curses of being my uncle’s niece: Anything that has to do with me is automatically a command performance.

      He might say I’m not a real princess, but that’s hard to believe when everything and everyone around me says I am. And it’s not just the closet full of ornate dresses.

      Let’s face it: I live in a castle tower. I attend the Battle Academy. I get the biggest parties and the nicest clothes. I get invited to the classiest functions. I get shown off as my uncle’s pride and prize. I’m a year away from being sold off to my best friend’s family.

      How can something be so flattering and so belittling at the same time?

      Plus, I’m seeing a prince, and I have a secret dragon. It doesn’t get much more princessy than that.

      No one’s saying it out loud, but they’re treating my birthday party like a going-away party. Like a bon voyage and a fond farewell.

      Which isn’t far from the truth.

      Next year, I’ll be at a party, but it won’t be to celebrate my eighteenth birthday. It’ll be a last send-off before I get married to Weston and shipped away to live out my life on his family’s massive farm.

      Even though my Transaction is still a whole year off, it’s starting to feel real.

      Weston’s family estate is only an hour ride on horseback from Castle Lumen—he travels back and forth all the time—but it might as well be on the far side of the Paroxic Sea.

      During school, Weston mostly lives in West Tower with his uncle, Councilor Gregore, his Aunt Nysistratta, and his three younger cousins. He goes back to his father’s farm during breaks.

      Next year, I’ll be with him on his farm, and it’ll be my turn to live somewhere other than home.

      The same thing will happen with Kayde on her birthday. Verse will get married off less than a year after that.

      My Transaction with Weston will elevate my uncle’s status among the Agrarians. Weston’s people will benefit from a wide array of favors from my uncle and the Councilors. There will be trade agreements, resource sharing, selective tariffs, travel waivers, and even military protection.

      My uncle insists that the Transaction isn’t a bad thing. “It’s a fair trade,” he likes to tell me. “In a good Transaction, everyone wins.”

      Everyone except for the girl getting traded.

      The Transaction is an old tradition.

      According to Nurse Vaille, it didn’t used to be this way. “Five hundred years ago,” she once told me, “girls your age didn’t get bonded with boys. They bonded with dragons.” She laughed at my skeptically raised eyebrow.

      “Dragons? Real ones? Come on.”

      “You can doubt all you want, Ynarra. That won’t change the past.” She went on to say that after the Dragon Wars, there were no dragons left to bond with. “So Grand Regent Kottori, the last king of the Gathered Realm, decreed that girls your age would go back to bonding with boys.”

      “Bonding,” I snarked. “More like bondage.”

      She whacked me with the back of a hairbrush.

      I was eight years old, and I sulked for the rest of the day.

      It wasn’t fair. No one asked me if I wanted to be owned by one man and passed off to another. No one worried about how I’d feel being a human contract, a prize, and a bargaining chip to be flicked across someone else’s negotiation table.

      What was the point of being a girl, living as a princess, and growing into a woman if I was currency all along?

      For right now, though, I don’t have time to dwell on ancient history, and next year is the distant future.

      Today is my birthday, which means tonight, we get to party.
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      Inside the ballroom, the limestone walls have been cleaned and polished to a high shine. They bounce back the glow from the torches in their wall sconces until the normally cold room is bathed in warmth and light.

      If she were here right now, Nurse Vaille would fire off one of her favorite sayings. Something like, “You know. Dancing is like standing still. Only faster.” Or she’d squint, cover her eyes with her hands, and say the place was “bright as a dragon’s ass.”

      (I once told her I didn’t think the ass was the dragon’s flammable end. She told me I didn’t know the first thing about dragons and shooed me out of the kitchen.)

      High up on the ballroom’s curved walls, narrow cutouts in the stone let in crisp, nighttime air from outside. Dozens of wood-bladed ceiling fans—connected to each other by an endless leather belt and powered by the waterwheel next to the castle—help to circulate the air and cool the room.

      The whole place is packed with teenagers and decorated with twisted lengths of colorful streamers. Musicians, dancers, and long, lace-covered tables topped with a rainbow of decadent desserts fill the ballroom.

      All around, there are flirtations and the general, chittering gossip of teenagers. Everyone is eager to burn off steam and test the boundaries of adolescence with roving hands, pressed-together bodies, and shared breaths passed between soggy, awkwardly open mouths.

      Whatever pairings happen here aren’t likely to last.

      At one point, every girl in this room will either be transacted, traded, raffled, auctioned, or else sent out to one of the neighboring villages to live alone and do odd jobs when called upon.

      The future is a commodity that girls have to sell, and boys get to buy.

      We’re safe in predictable lives, trapped in a cycle of freedom.

      Right now, though, it’s time for a different kind of freedom, one of dancing, eating, sweating, and general indulgence.

      Music fills the ballroom in endless, crashing, twenty-foot-high waves.

      Stormport has a lot of really good musicians. The Music Conservatory has almost as many students as the Battle Academy. There are harpists, drummers, violinists, violists, organists, and lute and bagpipe players.

      Verse even played the lyre before transferring to the Battle Academy five years ago.

      Tonight’s musicians are in top form. Dozens of them at a time take turns clambering up onto the square wooden stage in the middle of the ballroom. They bounce around and play with frantic passion while the rest of us dance around them.

      Other musicians mingle on the floor with the dancers. Riffing along with their fellow musicians up on the main stage, the roving players weave in and out of the undulating crowd. Their loud, twangy notes swallow us up and hold back the outside world.

      Amplified by the resonant acoustics of the domed, cylindrical ballroom, the thumping rhythm is enough to rattle the stone walls and loosen my molars.

      It’s like having a pulse inside and outside, and I love it.

      At one point, Verse pulls me and Kayde aside to bombard us with an endless, shouting litany of academy gossip.

      Kayde turns up her nose and pretends she’s not interested, but I notice she’s not exactly going away.

      Even before I spent half my time with Arson on my mind, I was used to tuning Verse out. All I hear now are snippets of which girls are being Transacted this year, which are getting Auctioned, and which are likely to wind up as Discards. Everyone knows my Transaction is close to being a done deal.

      Verse cups my face in her hands and tells me I’ve got it good.

      I slap her hands away and tell her to frack off.

      She’s a gossip and mean and a pain in the ass, but she’s not wrong.

      Girls who are auctioned have it rougher. They’ll get paraded around in the Bargain Depot. Men and even some women will wind up bidding on them. There will be marriages, business partnerships, and agreements about manual labor contracts.

      It’ll end with everyone living happily ever after.

      Or so we’re told.

      Any girl without trade value will become a Discard.

      Which, from what we’ve heard, isn’t all bad. There are plenty of stories about Discards who wind up moving away, finding a calling, having a family, and, I’m guessing, also living happily ever after. I don’t know of any personally. That doesn’t mean they don’t exist…but I’m skeptical.

      Auctioned. Traded. Transacted. Discarded.

      We can be all those things. Boys are just…boys.

      A couple of months ago, when we were hanging out in my living room, Weston said he was sometimes jealous of girls for all the different options we have, all the different paths our lives could take.

      Kayde snapped at him. “Is it really good to have so many choices of things you can be if none of them is something you actually want to be?”

      Weston’s mouth open and closed, and he looked to me for backup. I shrugged and told him that he was a prison guard, and we were inmates who got to choose between prisons. “Which side of the bars would you rather be on?”

      Verse was more diplomatic. She reached over and cupped her hand over Weston’s knee. “It’s not your fault that you’re part of the problem. It’s only your fault if you don’t do something about it.”

      Now, lifting her voice over the tumult of the ballroom, Verse is running through the list of what must be every girl in Stormport. As the granddaughter of an Envoy, there seems to be no end to what she knows and no limits to the negotiations and bartering taking place right under our noses.

      “There’s a stonemason’s family that reneged on terms with a winemaker,” Verse tells us with sparkly-eyed glee. “And now they’re practically at war with each other.” A couple of other teenagers from the academy gather around to hear more.

      Since we live almost entirely inside the castle and on the castle grounds, news is hard to come by and thrilling to hear.

      Verse glows under our riveted, open-mouthed stares. “A roofer refused to finish a job when his family couldn’t come to terms over the Transaction with the eldest daughter of a tanner’s family. A squad of Watchmen had to intervene in that one, and now the case has been turned over to one of the local tribunals.”

      The teenagers around us ooh and ahh.

      Verse goes on to rattle off the names of girls and families we’ve never heard of. It’s an impressive bit of gossip-mongering, and it occurs to me that she and I are nearly exact opposites: She lets everything out. I keep it all in.

      I wonder if she’s ever as envious of my restraint as I am of her unbounded bluntness.

      My ears perk up when she starts telling us about some of the recent, secret sins of Crystalbay. Since none of it is about Pax or his family, though, I lose interest.

      As she rambles on, I’m distracted by the sight of my uncle on the far side of the ballroom.

      “Fuck,” I mutter.

      Kayde asks what I said. I tug the sleeve of her dress and direct her attention to where Uncle Jorus’s bald, brown head is bobbing up and down through the noisy, dancing crowd.

      Working his way over to the three of us, my uncle cups his hand to the sides of his mouth and asks if we’re okay.

      “Everything’s fine,” I shout back. “We’re okay, Uncle Jorus! You don’t have to check up on us!” I point over to where two armored knights are standing guard at either side of the ballroom’s huge wooden main doors. Six more pike-wielding knights are stationed along the walls and at the other three exit doors. “We have more than enough chaperones!”

      Uncle Jorus points a thick, ring-covered finger in the direction of Weston, who’s hanging out with some friends of ours and a few of his fellow farmers over on the far side of the stadium-sized room. “You should be over there with Weston!”

      “I will,” I promise.

      “Because this time next year⁠—”

      “I know! I know!” I tell him with a hand up and an annoyed nod.

      I’ll marry Weston so I can improve his family’s status while fulfilling all of your dreams and none of my own.

      A flute player skips up to us. Her starburst of orange hair is wild and wet as a pile of autumn leaves. She pauses to play a few high-pitched, happy notes in my uncle’s ear.

      Uncle Jorus growls at her and tells her to frack off.

      The girl’s smile drops, but she recovers quickly. She bounds away to join two other flute players and a violist who are serenading some kids at one of the tables on the outer edge of the parquet dance floor.

      Returning his attention to us, Uncle Jorus frowns at Kayde. He turns from her and lets his eyes do a slow meander up and down Verse’s tall, curvy body.

      It’s a creepy look. I probably shouldn’t blame him, but I do. A lot.

      It’s inevitable that Verse attracts attention. She may only be sixteen, but she’s packed into her red mermaid dress with the beaded appliqué and the plunging neckline like a nest of vanilla ice cream scoops crammed into a sausage casing.

      I’m sure Uncle Jorus thinks his attention is enjoyed, and Verse does a tragically fine job of faking being flattered.

      The way he’s looking at her reminds me of how Pax sometimes looks at me. It’s how another person might look at a pet, how a greedy person might look at a sack of gold, how a hungry person might ogle a buffet, and how I’ll never look at Arson.

      There’s already enough ownership in the world without me staking a claim on someone else and without having someone else stake a claim on me. Being noticed is okay. Being on display is awkward. Being assessed, though…that’s deflating.

      Tugging his eyes away from Verse’s body, Uncle Jorus starts to warn us to behave ourselves.

      Nurse Vaille emerges from the crowd. Swooping toward us, she slides her arm into the crook of my uncle’s. Her reading glasses are perched on her forehead. Her hair is pulled back and up into its usual tidy, rock-solid bun.

      Above the thrum of the music, she leans in and reminds my uncle that he still has a stack of property allocation forms to sign in his office upstairs.

      He grunts that they can wait, but Nurse Vaille assures him they can’t.

      “Fine,” he snorts. His mustache and nose hairs bristle like a party favor.

      As Nurse Vaille turns him away from us, she gives me a wink over her shoulder, which I return.

      Nurse Vaille has been looking after me for years. She’s hidden my scales and kept my secrets. At least the ones I’ve told her about.

      My uncle, on the other hand…he only cares about me as a political bargaining chip. In exactly one year, I’ll have married Weston and served my purpose, and my uncle will be done with me.

      I try to console myself by remembering that I won’t be alone. I’ll be joining a long line of girls who’ve had to do the same thing over the past five hundred years.

      Hell, I’ll be one of the lucky ones. Because of my uncle’s position on the Council, my Transaction will be smooth sailing.

      A lot of other girls will wind up in limbo while their fathers, brothers, uncles, and male cousins haggle over their trade value and their relative worth.

      In Stormport, girls are hailed as heroes. We’re the ones whose sacrifice as capital keeps the fabric of our society from unraveling.

      It’s not the fact of getting married off, either. A lot of times, girls get traded for things like weapons, farming equipment, land, boats, horses, livestock, kiosks in the marketplace…anything one person needs and another person wants.

      We’re supposed to take pride in being the gift from one family to another. There’s even an annual parade in our honor. We’re called “the kingdom’s treasure,” and we’re expected to be flattered that the political unions and the general commerce of Stormport couldn’t happen without us.

      We’re not supposed to doubt. We’re not supposed to ask to be excused from the glorious role we’re expected to play.

      But I ask all the time, anyway. At least in my head.

      Asking out loud would get me smacked with a hairbrush by Nurse Vaille, lectured by my uncle, and possibly executed by the Justice Tribunal.

      There’s no way out.

      Except possibly for the one I have been keeping a secret for the past year.

      Having what might be the key to freedom is easy. What’s hard is risking your life by testing that key in the lock.

      With one year left before my Transaction, I’m thinking maybe it’s time to take that risk.

      I don’t know what I expect to happen if I reveal Arson to Kayde and Verse. I can picture their reactions: Kayde will be thrilled. Verse will be terrified. They’ll both be amazed…and then they’ll smack me around and ask if I’ve completely lost my mind and will tell me I should forget about Arson and never ever mention his existence to anyone unless I really want to get us all killed.

      “And not just the three of us,” they’ll insist. “It’d mean the end of everyone in Stormport, in Beynash Kingdom, in Crystalbay…everywhere.”

      And they won’t be wrong.

      What I don’t picture—if I decide to share my secret—is an instant end to the injustices in the two kingdoms on opposite banks of Misery River. I don’t imagine that boys will give up their power or that girls will suddenly be free and valued as people instead of as products. I don’t know if Arson and I will fly off into the sunset.

      And I sure as hell don’t know what I’ll do with whatever freedom is waiting for me on the other side of my secret.

      All I know is that there’s magic in the world, fairy tales are real, and the past isn’t over.

      Not only is the past not over—as impossible as it’s supposed to be—I’ve got a date with it later tonight.

      And if Arson is possible, then maybe freedom is, too.
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      Verse wrinkles her nose and waves a hand back and forth in front of her face. “No offense, but your uncle…lingers.”

      “Like post-meal gas,” Kayde agrees.

      “I suppose he means well,” Verse sighs as she elbows me in the arm. “He’s protecting his greatest asset after all.”

      Kayde scrunches up her face and points in the general direction of the far wall. “It’s bad enough men get to rule out there,” she complains. “They shouldn’t be allowed to rule in here, too.”

      “He’s not ruling,” I apologize on my uncle’s behalf. “We’re the kingdom’s treasure, the worth of Stormport.”

      It’s an old slogan, one I don’t really believe in anymore. I say it because I’ve been trained to.

      Forget about princes, castles, and dragons—the closer I get to my Transaction, the more I realize free will is the real fairy tale.

      But the girls are right about one thing: The whole point of a party, of any party, is to shield yourself from realizations like that. It’s to grant yourself a timeout from the expectations and obligations.

      It’s a rare chance to cut loose and surrender yourself to music instead of to men.

      To make my uncle happy and so I don’t have to lie about it later on, I tell the girls I’m going to go over and dance with Weston for a bit. Not that it’s a chore. I like Weston. I always have.

      That’s what makes it so hard to know that to his family, I’m as much finance as I am fiancée.

      “You don’t have to go over there, you know,” Kayde advises, her dark eyes flashing. “You don’t have to do everything your uncle says.”

      “Actually,” Verse corrects her. “She kind of does.” Towering in her heels, Verse flips her long, blond hair over her shoulder and sneers down at Kayde. “She’s an Asset. Her Transaction’s in a year. She might as well get used to it.” She wags a long finger between the three of us. “All of us might as well get used to it.”

      “Why bother?” Kayde says with a shrug of one shoulder. “The Transaction’s just the beginning.”

      Sadly, she has a point. Some Transactions last forever. Often, though, girls wind up being traded multiple times throughout their lives.

      We use coins, emerald chips, and paper notes as currency for everyday things. But sometimes larger transactions—like purchases of property, livestock, weapons, carriages, boats, and machinery—require an exchange of women. Because I’m a Royal, my Transaction with Weston is likely to be one of the long-lasting ones.

      Which makes me…lucky?

      Grumbling, Verse points at the wall and in the general direction of Crystalbay. “Over there, girls like us are pets. Leashes. Collars. Crates. Obedience school.”

      “I don’t know if they actually keep them in crates,” Kayde tells her.

      “Ynarra and I have been over there before,” Verse reminds her. “You haven’t.”

      Kayde scoffs and tells her that’s not the point. “In Crystalbay—for guys like Pax—it’s about control over girls like us. Tell me again how it’s any different over here?”

      “It’s different because we’re free,” Verse fires back.

      “Free to get passed around like sacks of gold,” Kayde grumbles under her breath.

      “There are worse things to be than gold,” Verse snickers. Flashing an annoyed smile, she presses the pad of her finger to the middle of Kayde’s chest. “You might like feeling worthless, but I prefer knowing I’m needed.”

      Kayde swats Verse’s hand away. “There’s a difference between being needed and being valued.” She peers at me from behind the straggles of black hair that refuse to stay in place behind her ears. “How about it, Ynarra? Are you feeling free and valued and treasured right now?”

      I put a hand on her shoulder. She generally recoils at human touch—I’ve seen her punch kids who accidentally brushed past her in the Academy hallways—but over our years of friendship, I’ve somehow earned the privilege.

      “I’m not thrilled about my Transaction,” I confess. “Especially when it’s just so my uncle can score some political points on the Command Council. I know it’s my sacred duty, and I’m being a hero and all that crapbaggery. But you know what? It’s still better than being Auctioned.”

      “Anyetta and Harrah are both getting Auctioned next month,” Verse informs us. She shakes her head. “Anyetta won’t stop crying about it.”

      “Is that why she hasn’t been in school?” I ask.

      Verse shrugs. “She doesn’t see the point. And Harrah’s been talking about either standing up to her father and brothers or running away.”

      “Her sister stood up to them a couple of years ago,” Kayde reminds us. “And you see how much good it did her.”

      The three of us hang our heads. For every success story about a Transaction or an Auction, there are a dozen stories where the girl winds up punished, “mysteriously” injured, or doomed to a life of misery with some bitter man who never really wanted her in the first place. It happens mostly to the Discards.

      Sometimes, in rare cases, girls just disappear. No one talks about them, and it’s like they never existed.

      Those girls are called “Deficits.”

      They become myths. Cautionary tales. Wispy, intangible bits of history. Like dragons.

      Or, like dragons were until a year ago.

      Who knows? If dragons can come back, maybe we all can.

      The thought of that inspires me, and I nearly spill the beans right here in the ballroom about the dragon I’ve been raising in the Cursewoods. Fortunately—or unfortunately?—my fear of the unknown crushes my optimism, and I keep my mouth shut.

      I’m not sure how much longer I can keep this bottled up, though. The truth wants its freedom as much as I do. It wants to ooze from my pores, cover my skin in scales, and shoot from my mouth like fire.

      “So sad,” Verse sighs. She pokes me in the shoulder.

      “What?”

      “I said it’s sad.”

      “What is?”

      “Where is your head at, Ynarra? I was asking if you can imagine having to wait and see who decides you’re not worth bidding on.”

      “I’m not getting Auctioned,” I remind her. “Besides, I’m not going to worry about something that hasn’t happened yet.”

      Verse nods, but Kayde rolls her eyes in disbelief and disgust. “Ugh. How can you not be worried?”

      I smile into her ghostly face and into those brooding, shark-dark eyes. “I don’t need to. You worry enough for both of us.”

      Kayde wrinkles her nose and steps back to let me begin my journey across the ballroom.

      Kayde may be an antisocial whackdackle, but she’s also smart and protective of me. As much as Verse loves helping me get into ill-advised bouts of drama, Kayde is as good at getting me out of them.

      Or when she can, stopping me from getting into them in the first place.

      Before I get two steps away, Verse grabs my arm and spins me around. “You know, next year…” She leans down so her mouth is close to my ear. She passes a head nod between me and Weston, who’s over on the far side of the room. “Your Transaction with Weston is going to make you and Pax impossible.”

      “I know. I’m ready for it.”

      She draws back and stares into my eyes. Scowling, she lets me go, and I head across the crowded, noisy, and sweaty ballroom toward Weston.

      I’m not alone, though. I’m accompanied by the giant lie I just told: that I’m ready to be traded away.

      I’m not ready. I don’t picture a day in the next year when I will be. I’ve spent the last year doing a lot of things and being in a lot of places. But whether I was at home, in school, with Pax, with Weston, or with Kayde and Verse—in my head and in my heart, I was out in the Cursewoods with Arson the entire time.

      I used to dream of freedom. Now, thanks to a one-year-old dragon, I’ve tasted it.

      And I want more.

      I know Kayde and Verse are looking to me for guidance. As the oldest of the three of us, I’ll be the first to be Transacted. I’ll move out of the castle. I’ll give up my training at the Battle Academy and live out my life on Weston’s family farm.

      We’re afraid. All three of us. We’re afraid because we don’t know what we’ll do after that. We’re even more afraid about what we’ll become after that.

      And me—I’m afraid of what I’ll have to give up after that.

      It’s not like I’ll be a slave next year. I’ll have certain freedoms on Weston’s estate. I’ll be able to work and shop. I’ll make new friends, and I’ll have a chance to go back to Castle Lumen from time to time to visit. I’ll even be able to pop in to say “Hi” to Nurse Vaille and Uncle Jorus if I want to. And if Weston and his father give me permission.

      One thing I won’t be free to do, though, is slip away in the middle of the night to visit Arson in the Cursewoods. For the first few years after a Transaction, especially an important one like mine, the Transacted girl is trained, tested, and watched like a hawk.

      We’ve been trained to be smart people and strong fighters. They’re skills we’re expected to have—just never to show or use.

      We’re told it’s a “luxury.”

      Which isn’t much different from an excess, which isn’t much different from a waste.

      In the past year, my life has gone in a direction I never expected. I’m on a weird and potentially dangerous path. It’s one I can’t tell anyone about, but for a change, it’s my path.

      Mine and Arson’s.

      I don’t know where it’s headed, but maybe the two of us—a dragon and a seventeen-year-old girl—can take it in a better direction. And, if we’re lucky, maybe we can even make it wide enough for others to join us.

      I was going to say that stranger things have happened. But I can’t think of any.
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      As I continue to weave across the dance floor, I catch Weston’s eye and give him a little wave. At the same time, I’m seared through by a nasty streak of resentment.

      Ever since Arson crawled out of that egg, I find myself calling into question things I’ve taken for granted:

      History. Dragons. Rules. Traditions.

      What idiot decided that the only way to manage Stormport and to preserve our five-hundred-year-old way of life was to force me to marry one of my best friends? Who the hell figured it should be girls who get traded instead of boys? Or that people—instead of goods or currency—should be exchanged at all?

      And who made the rule that my worth as a person would be based on my value to someone else?

      Damn it. Kayde got into my head.

      Inside, I’m a wild river of bouncing, white rapids. Outside, my uncle has put up dams and engineered my path in an unnatural direction. It’s one of his choosing. It leads from free will and fun times and right into Weston’s family bank account.

      Ugh. I hate myself for thinking about it that way. It sounds so bitchy. I like Weston. I really do. He’s good-looking, smart, talented, and really nice.

      Pax, on the other hand, is good-looking, smart, talented, and, occasionally, an arrogant egotesticle.

      A good boy on one hand and a bad boy on the other.

      Why must I be the meat in a square-jawed, hairy-chested, indecision sandwich?

      Conveniently but also sadly, it’s a choice that’s been made for me.

      I wonder who I’d pick if it were entirely up to me.

      I wonder if I’d pick anyone at all.

      After greeting the kids gathered around Weston, I thank them for coming to my party and make the obligatory chitchat. As soon as I can, I tug Weston by his wrist and tell him to come with me.

      Bouncing and winding, we make our way to the parquet dance floor surrounding the musicians’ stage in the middle of the ballroom.

      Weston is a really good dancer. He’s got natural rhythm. He moves like he’s got soft bones inside of a body full of warm jelly.

      Tonight, though, he seems tense and on edge. We’ve known each other forever, but he’s avoiding making eye contact like we just met yesterday.

      Even his hands on my hips feel timid, light, and a little lost. They glide down my right side, work their way around my hips, and find a spot to settle at the small of my back where my skin is exposed.

      I close my eyes for a second and wait for the sparks that passed between me and Torren to crackle their way between me and Weston. His touch is soft and warm, but it doesn’t feel like it might start a fire. Not how it was with Torren’s touch that night in my bedroom.

      Or even with Pax’s. (Although with Pax, it’s a fire that risks running dangerously out of control.)

      Weston is fidgety. He’s leaning away and holding his breath like he’s worried he might catch something if he gets too close.

      Honestly, I’m not sure he won’t.

      Pretending to brush a loose coil of hair from my forehead, I skim my fingers under my hairline.

      I wonder if he’s noticed the scales.

      I’ve been lucky for most of this past year. Always temporary, my scaly breakouts have popped up on my legs, chest, upper arms, and even on my rear end—all places easily concealed by clothing. If they’re going to start roaming over my face, I’m going to have to come up with some pretty good explanations.

      Or a mask.

      Weston grins and spins me around on the dance floor. Anyone else would think he’s having fun, but I know him better than anyone. He’s stressed and worried. Probably from thinking about our inevitable Transaction whose countdown has officially begun.

      Is he as freaked out about it as I am? Does he regret the idea of owning me as much as I regret the idea of being owned?

      Even scarier, does he know about Pax?

      Kayde is off in the corner with some of the Academy’s other worried-eyed doom-and-gloomers. They’re probably snarking on us dancers and grumbling about how parties are a waste of time.

      She sticks her tongue out at me when I look over and catch her eye. I do the same, and we smile at each other from across the room.

      Well, I smile. Kayde scrunches up her face until it’s wrinkled as a marsh boar’s butt. Which for her is a smile.

      For someone who hates social stuff, she’s pretty chatty over there. And for someone who hates dances, her bare shoulders and narrow hips are doing their fair share of shimmying.

      Meanwhile, Verse is a tornado on the dance floor. Tall and vibrant, she’s got her long hair radiating out in an explosive, blond corona.

      I’m sure the rest of us are going to get caught up in her vortex.

      The boys and most of the girls are slack-jawed and salivating as they wait their turn to dance with her. Or even near her. Some don’t bother to try. Others don’t wait at all.

      A few shoves and minor skirmishes skitter through the testosterone-fueled half of the crowd.

      Verse acts like she doesn’t notice and doesn’t care, but I know her well enough to know she does both.

      Sexuality steams from her pores and is inhaled by the boys. They breathe it back, and she feeds on the fumes. It’s a psychotic, pathetic, and, frankly, super sexy cycle.

      If I’m the meat in an indecision sandwich, she’s the bullseye on the target getting aimed at by a hundred pointy erections.

      Across the room, Kayde and I catch each other’s eyes again. We’re impressed by Verse, and we’re both glad we’re not her. The responsibility for keeping up that kind of perpetual motion machine is way too much for either of us.

      The musicians continue to sweat, sway, and play. The rest of us revelers continue our own cycle of dancing, eating, drinking, chatting, singing, resting, and dancing some more.

      I keep trying to make conversation with Weston, but his mind’s not on it, and his heart’s not in it.

      I ask him what’s wrong. He assures me it’s nothing.

      So why does it feel like it’s everything?

      I’m the one who’s supposed to feel awkward and uncomfortable. It’s my life that’s going to get handed over.

      But I guess his life is going to change, too.

      The difference is that he doesn’t have to give anything up for me.

      Meanwhile, I’ve got to give up my freedom, my choices, all my secrets, and, most tragically of all, my dragon.
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      It’s not until long after midnight that the last of my party guests leaves.

      It’s only then—when it’s just me, Kayde, Verse, and Weston—that I finally take a real breath.

      With everyone gone and with the custodial staff cleaning up in the ballroom, the four of us head upstairs to my apartment in the top of North Tower.

      Gathered in front of the big fireplace, we lounge around on the living room floor, couches, and chairs like we always do. This time, though, we’re exhausted from dancing, deaf from the music, and bloated after downing endless pewter mugs of fizzy Ale of Amaranthine and from plate after colorful plate of Chef Renata’s Sweet Violet Cardamon and Bristle-Rose birthday tarts.

      Moaning and taking up all three cushions on the couch, Weston folds his hands over his swollen stomach. “Now I know what it feels like to be pregnant.”

      “I’m pretty sure you don’t,” Kayde sneers at him from where she’s sitting cross-legged on the floor.

      He lets out a loud, lion-y yawn. “Then I know how it feels to be retaining water.”

      Verse is slouched down in the deep cushions of one of the two high-backed armchairs on either side of the fireplace. “I’m a hundred percent sure you don’t know that, either,” she grumbles at him.

      “Then I guess I don’t really know much of anything,” he sighs.

      “You know plenty,” I laugh. “It’s the wrong stuff, but at least you know it.”

      Weston flips over and buries his face in one of the couch cushions. His voice is muffled when he says through a stifled yawn, “I wish someone would be brave enough to teach me the right stuff. Preferably before life gets worse.”

      He turns enough for me to catch his eye. It’s a quick, knowing look, the kind that happens between good friends whose bond is beyond words.

      Is he talking about me? About us? Was I wrong for thinking he didn’t have to give up anything in our Transaction?

      I’ll be giving up my freedom. I guess he’ll be giving up our friendship.

      I guess we both will.

      Verse groans herself upright. Rising from her chair, she takes a minute to nudge at the logs in the fireplace with an iron poker. The logs shift, and the fire rises and sparks. Satisfied, she walks over to where I’m lounging on a nest of throw pillows in front of the other armchair—the same armchair Pax sat in exactly one year ago today.

      Right before he assholishly tried to destroy the weirdest, smelliest, and best birthday present ever.

      Verse casts a quick, quiet glance over at Weston to make sure he’s not listening. Folding her long legs under herself, she sits next to me and leans in. Her voice is soft and muffled behind the snap and sizzle of the burning logs in the fireplace beside us. “You’re sure you don’t want to see Pax tonight?” She takes a second to direct her eyes to the curtained window. “I can get him here before the sun’s up. And I bet he’s got a great birthday present for you.” She nudges me in the side with her elbow. “Ifyaknowhatimsayin!”

      “Sadly,” I sigh, “I always know exactly what you’re saying. You have a one-track mind.”

      “Screw that. I have a racetrack mind,” Verse corrects me with a jingling laugh. “It’s not my fault no one can keep up with me.”

      “And it’s not their fault you keep running them over,” I chuckle under my breath.

      “What can I say? Boys like me, and I like them.”

      “No. You don’t like them. You like that they like you. Pax can wait,” I whisper. “It’s way too late, anyway.”

      “Are you still mad at him about last year?”

      “Last year?”

      “When he threw that egg in the fire.”

      I almost tell her about how the egg mysteriously survived, how Torren handed it to me in my bedroom in the middle of the night, and about how it is now a wolf-sized blue and silver dragon currently waiting for me in the woods. Thankfully, the thought of spilling that much truth right here in my living room stops my lips in their tracks. Instead, I tell her, “Yeah. And he never even apologized.”

      Verse looks over at Weston one more time. His face is back to being planted in the couch cushions. He’s mumbling something to Kayde about how he ate too much and how he’s planning on getting intimately acquainted with the bathroom later on.

      Reassured that he’s not listening, Verse says into my ear, “You’re the only person I know who can resist a handsome prince.”

      “A handsome prince from Crystalbay,” I remind her from behind my hand. “If the two of us ever got caught together⁠—”

      “We’d all be…”

      She doesn’t have to finish the thought. We know exactly what we’d be if my uncle, if Weston’s father, if King and Queen Norland from Crystalbay, or really if anyone in the world found out what Pax and I have been up to.

      We’d be dead.

      We’d be beyond dead.

      We’d be the spark that lit the flame that set the fire that burned down the world.

      The thought should terrify me, and in truth, it kind of does. But it also excites me. With Weston, I know exactly what’s going to happen. With Pax, I have no idea. And I don’t mind keeping that chest-fire of mine raging for a little while longer.

      I’ve kept my secret about Pax from Nurse Vaille, Weston, and my uncle.

      Before my sixteenth birthday, I hadn’t kept secrets from Kayde or Verse.

      But then things got too big, too scary, too scaly, and too, well, inflammatory to share.

      In this very room and in a jealous, juvenile rage, Pax tossed an old, foul-smelling, and funny-looking egg onto the fire.

      Kayde and Verse were there, so of course they know that.

      They knew I was mad as a trapped rat at Pax for destroying my birthday present. They knew I was even angrier at myself for letting him do it.

      They knew that girls in Crystalbay were pets, but that the three of us were princesses.

      They also knew there wasn’t much of a difference.

      Even though it was in its early stages, they knew about my inevitable Transaction and my future life with Weston.

      What they don’t know about that night is that long after they left, I walked down the hall and into my bedroom.

      They don’t know that I changed into my night clothes, slipped into bed, and fell asleep almost immediately.

      They don’t know that in the quiet darkness of my bedroom, for about five minutes, I wasn’t alone.

      They don’t know about Torren, and they don’t know about Arson.

      And they especially don’t know that for the past year, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about either one of them.
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      It’s no surprise I’ve been thinking about Arson. He’s a dragon. No one around here has seen one for five-hundred years. I’ve been seeing one a few times a week for a full year.

      No. The surprising part is Torren. A year ago, he was nothing to me. I barely knew he existed.

      So why is he spending so much time in my mind?

      I’ve seen Torren around a bunch of times since his midnight egg delivery, but I haven’t spoken to him.

      Not once.

      We pass in the castle’s halls or on the grounds from time to time. He sometimes brings packages into the Academy classrooms or out to the stables or to the jousting arena. Three or four times a month, he rolls stacks of wooden crates on a red, two-wheeled wooden dolly into Chef Renata’s kitchen on the castle’s main floor. A few months ago, he delivered a pair of crutches to Verse’s apartment after she sprained an ankle in one of our fencing classes.

      Less than two weeks ago, he knocked on the front door of my apartment and handed me a leather-bound packet of Land Management forms for my uncle to sign.

      By the time I looked up from the bundled scrolls to thank him—and possibly to ask him about that night—he was gone.

      Every time I’ve seen him, I’ve tried to make eye contact. Every time, he’s looked away. There’s a lot of space under that forest-green hood of his, and he uses every inch of it to hide.

      Having him appear like that last year in my bedroom in the middle of the night was creepy.

      Having him act like it never happened is weird.

      Having him act like he doesn’t know who the hell I am is the worst.

      Because the Curators wear the same rough, camel-colored pants and matching tunics under a woolen, hooded, forest-green cowl, people joke about not being able to tell them apart.

      Because the Curators rarely speak, because they never remove their hoods in public, and because they’re considered an invisible class, it makes sense that there’d be a certain anonymity about them.

      And that’s always been the case as far as I was concerned.

      Until that night in my bedroom.

      After that night, I could tell which Curator was Torren from a mile away. It was in the way he moved or in the way he didn’t move. It was in his presence, his gait, his hands, his smell, his outline, and his aura.

      The little sparks that passed between our fingertips that night crackle to life in my chest when he’s around. The heat we shared finds its way into my cheeks and seeps into my neck and down my chest and back. I get sweaty even though I’m shivering like I’m cold.

      And it’s only when I see Torren.

      Or when I think about him.

      Or dream about him.

      Forget anonymity. As far as I’m concerned, in the middle of a hundred other Curators, he might as well be wearing a name tag.

      The rest of the Curators look like shapeless, unidentified messengers, like they belong on one silent, shuffling errand or another.

      Torren looks like he belongs in my bedroom.
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      Lounging in my living room with my three best friends, my head still hurts from the loud music and from the sickly rich food from my seventeenth birthday party.

      It’s late. No. It’s beyond late. Even the after parties are over by now. The Garrison House Bell just rang three times. Or was it four? I’ve lost track. Either way, we’re somewhere in those quiet, tucked-away hours between midnight and dawn.

      At this moment, after hours of dancing and expending what they thought were endless stores of energy, two hundred teenagers are straggling home to surrender to sleep.

      Not me.

      Verse stands, rubs her eyes, stretches, and says she’d better get going.

      Kayde has fallen asleep on the floor next to the couch. Her sweat-sheened hair is spread out around her head like octopus tentacles. Awake, she’s as snarky and scary as they come. Exhausted and purring on my living room floor, she’s closing in on being kind of cute.

      Wobbling, Verse slings her closed-toe high-heeled shoes over her shoulder by their straps and wakes Kayde by poking her in the side with her toe.

      Kayde pops awake and smacks Verse’s foot hard enough to stagger her.

      “Come on,” Verse insists through a yawn. “I’m sure Ynarra’s birthday wishes didn’t include you drooling on her living room rug.”

      Kayde grumbles herself to her feet and pushes her tangled hair behind her ears. “And my wishes don’t include getting my ribs caved in by your big feet.”

      As the girls start toward the door, Weston says he’s got to get back to his farm before noon. “My father’s going to be homicidal that I stayed out this late,” he moans. “If any of you finds my body in five separate pieces in the woods, I’ll save you the trouble of investigating. My dad did it.”

      “It was a birthday party for your future wife,” I assure him. “Your dad will understand.”

      “There’s a difference between knowing and understanding,” Weston answers. He holds up a finger and takes a breath while attempting to blink his eyes in unison. “My dad might know I’m here, but that won’t help him understand why he shouldn’t beat the crap out of me when I get home.”

      Verse asks if he really has to go back to his farm. “It’s so late. Can’t you stay at your uncle’s place in West Tower tonight?”

      “Farmers start early,” he tells her. “It’s just for a day or two. I’ll be back in time for school on Monday.”

      I take Weston’s hands in mine. Next year, I’ll be his. Today, though, I don’t belong to anyone. The knowledge of that fact is empowering. I feel it, and I know Weston feels it, too.

      Blushing, he averts his red, sagging eyes and lets his hands slip from mine. “It was a great party, Ynarra. I’m sorry it had to end.”

      “Everything ends,” I tell him with what’s supposed to be a teasing grin.

      It comes out as more of a eulogy.

      The four of us jump when Nurse Vaille raps her knuckles on the doorway frame and pokes her head into the living room. With her hand planted over her heart, she gasps and asks what on earth we’re still doing up.

      “Just going,” Verse promises. She offers Kayde a hand.

      Groaning, Kayde smacks her hand away and tells her she’s perfectly capable of walking on her own. Her bleary-eyed body-quake says different.

      With their wits finally about them and their heads temporarily fog-free, Kayde, Verse, and Weston plod toward the door. Nurse Vaille waits until they’re out of the living room, down the hall, and out the front door of our North Tower apartment. When she hears the door click closed, she turns to me with worry in one eye and fury in the other.

      “You need to get your sleep,” she warns. I’m in the middle of nodding my agreement when she adds, “Things are happening. You need to take care of yourself.”

      “Things?”

      “It’s called life, young lady. You might want to start living it sometime.”

      There’s an urgency, an insistence in her voice. I’ve heard this tone before. It’s an old and tired one. Only this time, it’s laced with something else. Something I can’t quite put my finger on.

      If I had to guess, I think it might be fear.

      “Living my life for Weston, right?” I ask with a half-hearted eye roll.

      “No. For all of us.”

      I start to ask her what she means, but she clicks her tongue and waves off my question.

      She clamps her hand over my arm and drags me out of the living room and down the hallway toward my bedroom. As sure as if she’s tossing the week’s trash into the garbage chute, she slings me into my room and tells me to get into my night clothes.

      I comply and head over to my wardrobe.

      “Ynarra. Wait.”

      I turn around and stifle a yawn. “Yeah? What is it?”

      Nurse Vaille points to a spot on her forehead and tells me the scales are gone.

      I brush my fingertips over the spot near my hairline. I’d forgotten about them, and no one said anything, which means Nurse Vaille’s camouflage worked. Nodding and giving her a little bow, I acknowledge she was right.

      The scales have faded again, exactly as she said they would. Exactly as they’ve been doing for the past year.

      I don’t tell her that they’ve found their way down the right side of my rib cage and are currently working their way around my hip and over to the small of my back: the exact places where Weston’s hands were on my body when we were dancing only a few hours before.

      Nurse Vaille looks me up and down, almost like she knows I’m hiding something.

      I’m hiding a lot of things: Pax’s seductiveness. Weston’s hesitance. Arson’s existence. Silver-blue reptilian scales all over my body. Take your pick.

      I give her a smile, which she returns with a squinty frown. She casts one last suspicious look my way before telling me good night and leaving my bedroom.

      The door shuts behind her with a satisfying clack.

      The sun will be up in a couple of hours. I glance down at my bed. I’m tempted to follow Nurse Vaille’s advice about taking care of myself. I’d love to follow the lead of my fellow partygoers and get some much-needed sleep. I’m tempted to crawl under the covers and not get up until the crack of noon. But I resist the urge.

      I’m tired. The party’s done. I should be asleep, but I’ve been turning weirdly nocturnal lately, and this night isn’t over yet. Not by a long shot.

      Everyone else might have exhaustion. Not me. I’ve got a date.

      I chuck my sweaty party dress into the wicker hamper and slip into my brown, black-trimmed hiking gear. I tuck a dagger into the sheath on one side of my belt and clip my flint-activated hand-lantern onto a metal hoop on the other side.

      I have to take extra precautions to make sure my boots don’t thump out too loudly on the stone floor as I slip out of my bedroom.

      I’m halfway down the tower’s curved back staircase leading to the ground level before I even think about second-guessing myself.

      You’ve come this far, Ynarra. Might as well go all the way.

      I’ve slipped out like this dozens of times over the past year.

      I know the route like the back of my hand:

      Out of my bedroom.

      Down the hallway and under the torches on the walls.

      Tiptoe past Nurse Vaille’s bedroom and hope to hell she’s not up for one of her half-dozen midnight pee breaks or sneaking into the kitchen for the sugary snacks she swears she doesn’t eat but that I know full well she does.

      Then, it’s down the spiral, marble staircase and past the castle’s residential levels.

      Past the Battle Academy with our classrooms and the dirt-floored training courtyard.

      Past the Servants Quarters.

      All the way down into the big, empty prep kitchens on the ground floor and out the back, making sure to avoid the knight on patrol near the kitchen’s delivery door.

      From there, it’s a winding, hunched-over, skittering walk past the gardens, around the primary wells and water basins, and through the stables.

      The horses are quiet tonight, so I don’t have to worry about them fussing over my presence and waking up Prokolev, the old Stable Master with the mutton chop sideburns, the patchy red and white beard, and the missing pinky fingers on each hand.

      I cross the last dirt road and duck under the long, leaning wooden fence at the far end of the alfalfa fields. Taking a breath like I’m about to plunge into Misery River, I dive into the deep sea of dark trees.

      It’s not long before I’m fully immersed in the Cursewoods.

      The night sky is at most two or three hours away from surrendering to the inevitable sunrise, so this’ll have to be a fast date.

      It’s been a couple of weeks since Verse set me up on a date with Pax. We met on his side of the river. He snuck me into the Crystalbay armory. He wanted to show off the weapons he’d one day command. I told him I was impressed, which was the truth. Our armory is full of hand-crafted weapons of wood and steel. Their armory is packed with sleek, glossy, green-tipped weapons that look like they were conjured by a Dusk Wizard from the forbidden side of the Scarlet Mountains.

      Pax liked that I was impressed. I think he enjoyed that I was jealous, and he loved that I was intimidated. But Pax isn’t my date for tonight.

      Weston’s not my date for tonight, either.

      Tonight, I’m meeting up with the boy I’ve been bonding with. The one who has become as attached to me as I’ve become to him. The boy who doesn’t mess with my head or my heart but who sets fires in my soul.

      Tonight, I’m meeting up with my scaly, one-year-old, newest best friend.

      Tonight, I’m meeting up with Arson.
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      I push through a tangle of tightly packed trees and creeper vines and break into the pebble-strewn clearing with the flat-headed boulder on one side and the steep, rocky drop-off on the other.

      I press the tip of my tongue to the roof of my mouth and give a high-pitched, three-note whistle.

      There’s no echo out here, and my whistle vanishes into the leaves and gets lost among the inky ether the second it leaves my lips.

      As usual, I have a moment of doubt.

      What if he doesn’t come this time?

      What if he’s tired of me or doesn’t need me anymore?

      What if he’s found someone better?

      The sliver of the pink-tinted crescent moon hangs low in the sky. It offers little light, less comfort, and no answers.

      I unclip my hand-lantern from my belt and click the trigger at its base to activate the flame. The spring-loaded flint strikes, and a small fire inside the glass globe shimmies to life. Making sure it’s on its lowest setting, I detach its handle and set it on the top of a platter-shaped stone near the edge of the clearing. The lantern bathes the clearing in a soft, orange glow. The shadows cast on the surrounding trees and vines makes it look like they’re dancing, holding hands, and having the time of their life.

      My birthday in the ballroom was fun, but out here—this is where the real parties happen.

      I plunge my hands deep into my pockets and take a few baby steps around the clearing. I’m pretending I’m on a casual midnight stroll, like I don’t care what happens next and like there’s nothing in the world to worry about.

      I kick at the leaves, twigs, and pebbles coating the dark ground as I hum one of Nurse Vaille’s old songs to myself.

      Concentrating on my breathing, I do my best to keep my heart calm and my pulse steady. He can smell distress and unease in the air as easily as I can smell Chef Renata’s honey-glazed Evysian Hearts steaming under warm towels in the kitchen on a winter morning.

      A rustle from the treetops finally lets me breathe and makes me smile.

      There’s no question about who it is: The birds are asleep, the owls and bats are silent, and the nocturnal gliding tree-mice are too small to rattle the forest canopy like this.

      After making me wait the exact right amount of time, my date has finally arrived.

      The dragon bursts from behind the high branches, banks hard, and hovers in the air for a few powerful beats before landing on top of the large, flat-headed rock.

      Arson’s feathery scales glisten under the patchy moonlight in an electric rainbow of silver, green, and blue. They reflect the flicker of the stars, the moon’s meager rays, and the dancing glow from my hand-lantern.

      His scales absorb light but also bounce it back.

      Combined, it gives him the illusion of a strobe light and the feeling that at any second, he could explode into a blinding glare or else click off and disappear forever into a cowl of darkness.

      It must be maddening for the small animals out here he calls prey. One second, they catch a glint of light, a hint of movement. The next second, they’re dinner.

      He’s grown fast.

      In about a month, he went from being a slimy, horned demon-chicken to being the size of a house cat. A couple of months after that, he was as big as a holiday goose. A few months later, and he was the size of a slender but tall, broad-chested coyote.

      Now he’s nearly as big as the huge, shaggy-coated blood wolves that roam the woods and occasionally slip out to attack farmers or kill livestock.

      Arson has four legs, each ending in a thin-toed foot with each foot ending in a set of talons. The talons are black as obsidian, curved as a scimitar, and pointed as a Milliners needle.

      An emerald, silver-speckled wing extends from above each of his ropey, muscular shoulders. A year ago, those wings were fragile and translucent. Now, they’re sleek, thickened up, leathery, and as strong and wide as canvas flaps on a camping tent.

      From his perch on the flat-topped boulder, his tail winds like a snake’s and wags like a puppy’s. The segmented ridges over his silver eyes taper off into a pair of curved, metallic-looking horns. The cluster of pale blue spikes under his chin are small and stubbly. (They remind me of Weston and how he used to stare into the big oval mirror in my living room. He’d stroke his chin and cheeks and complain about not being able to grow facial hair. Verse told him she was sure he could do it if he put his mind to it. Kayde suggested drawing stubble on his face until his real hair came in. I reminded him that ten years old is a little young to have a beard.)

      Clacking his claws lightly on the surface of the boulder, Arson folds his bat-like wings back and tucks them against his body. He tilts his flaring nostrils upward into the cold, quiet, nighttime air. The scales on the underside of his long, curved neck catch the light from my lantern.

      Considering the day’s events and the ungodly hour of night, I should be exhausted, but I’m not. Seeing him wakens and refreshes me. The sight of him catches my breath and quickens my pulse.

      The red-cheeked flashes of passion and rage I get from being around Pax and the gentle warmth I get from being with Weston are nothing compared to the inferno spreading through my body right now.

      Even the electricity that passed between my hands and Torren’s a year ago isn’t the same as this.

      But it’s close.

      I start out by making quick eye contact with Arson and then turning my back.

      I learned the hard way that sustained eye contact gets you bit. Long, unblinking stares get you singed.

      Keeping my head low, I give a half-turn and let my eyes skim the ground and then let them rise in a careful glide to meet his.

      The dragon chirps at me and narrows his silver eyes. I stand still, and after a few seconds, he barks. The series of sharp yelps is metallic and unnatural out here in the middle of the Cursewoods. He doesn’t sound like an animal. He doesn’t sound like a machine either. It’s both, and it’s neither.

      It’s the sound of a cold sword being plunged into hot stones.

      I let my eyes skirt the ground again before returning my focus to the pointed tip of a low-hanging branch behind him and off to the side. The idea is to see him without looking at him and to let myself be seen without him thinking it’s a trick.

      I take in the entirety of him through my peripheral vision. The dark woods around him are in focus, but I let him be a blur in the corner of my eye.

      He hisses and shakes his head. The sparkling, feather-fringed scales coating his long neck tinkle like a sack of broken glass.

      Baring his teeth, he unfurls his leathery wings and beats them against the air with long, slow, even strokes. Billowing like ship sails in a headwind, the motion kicks up dust and debris from the top of his perch and from the forest floor beneath my feet.

      I resist the urge to cough. He doesn’t like it when I cough. I think he finds it insulting. I think he thinks I’m trying to make fire come out, and then he’s disappointed and embarrassed for me when it doesn’t.

      Although he’s beating his wings, he doesn’t take off or fly. This flapping shuffle of his is a display. A show. Not quite a warning but less than an invitation. More of a tease—a reminder that he can fly, and I can’t.

      His black-rimmed lips tug back at the corners of his mouth in a wicked, spike-toothed grin.

      I repeat my three-note whistle, and Arson pushes himself from his perch and leap-glides across the clearing to land about fifteen feet in front of me.

      His curved claws skid and clack against the rocky ground. His extended wings kick up a puff of dust in the air between us as he parachutes himself to a stop.

      I stand still as he approaches. Padding on all fours, he circles me, his wings tucked to his sides. The side of his head and the armored scales of his body scrape against the rough fabric of my hiking pants.

      After two full circuits, he stops and stares up at me. His lips tug back to expose curved, gleaming teeth. His front teeth are sharp-tipped and conical. The ones toward the back are peaked and serrated.

      I’ve seen what the combination of those grabbing and slicing teeth can do to the unsuspecting critters in the woods. I’ve also seen what they can do to human skin, and I’ve got the scars to prove it.

      They’re scars I’ve successfully kept hidden all year. Which sucks, because I’m actually kind of proud of them.

      The small patches of silver scales that keep popping up on my body are embarrassing. But the scars I’ve gotten from a year of being out here and play-wrestling and exploring the woods with Arson…those are special. They connect me to a mythical, mysterious past. They make me unique. After all, it’s been five hundred years since anyone could say they were clawed, scratched, nipped, burned, or bitten by a dragon.

      As much as I’d love to brag, it remains yet another secret whose revelation could get me interrogated and could get Arson killed.

      Like the scales, though, the scars tend to heal and vanish long before I have to worry about anyone finding out about them. Some haven’t faded completely, but they’re easy enough to dismiss as wounds suffered during weapons training at the Battle Academy.

      The dragon’s steely eyes glint, and he pokes my hip with his nose. Standing about as high as my waist, he’s strong, and I stagger two steps to the side.

      He edges past me to sniff at the hand-lantern. He bumps it with his nose. He’s never liked this thing. Unfortunately, I usually can’t visit him out here during the daylight, and there’s not enough moonlight or starlight this deep in the Cursewoods for me to be able to do without it.

      At least not yet. Over the past few weeks, though, my night vision has been getting good. Oddly good.

      Satisfied that the hand-lantern is necessary and harmless, Arson returns his attention to me. Squaring himself up, he rears up onto his back legs and spreads his wings almost to their full length. His long neck stretches. His broad chest swells, his lips part, and his mouth opens.

      A flicker of metallic white behind his teeth and above the back of his ham-pink tongue hints at the fire he’s capable of breathing.

      Pitching his wings back and in a blindingly fast flash of blue and silver, he lunges at me.

      The pads of his front paws hit my chest, knocking me backward. I stumble and slam to the ground ass-first and nearly break my wrists trying to cushion my fall on the surface of the dirt-packed clearing.

      My head winds up next to the hand-lantern. From this close, its light casts long, deep shadows across Arson’s metallic, scaly face. With his face inches from mine, he blinks against the yellow-orange glow and grinds out a menacing growl.

      Wedging his long muzzle under my ear, he blasts a huff of his warm, wet breath against my cheek and proceeds to drape his front legs over my chest. The pressure feels comforting instead of confining.

      For most of our time together, I’ve had to wear a layer of chainmail under my tunic with my leather jacket over top. Now, there’s nothing but a thin, silk undershirt and a wool hunting tunic between my skin and Arson’s claws.

      He’s gotten gentler, and I’ve gotten tougher, with the two of us meeting nicely in the middle.

      Still on my back, I throw my arms around his neck. I pull him to me and hold him close. He squirms his head against my chest and rakes his back claws into the earth on either side of my legs.

      “It’s good to see you, too!” I laugh.

      He snorfles in my ear and licks my face.

      I’ve had secret dates with Pax. Next year, I’m going to be married publicly to Weston. He and I we’ll probably live—not happily but at least peacefully ever after.

      But there’s no one I’d rather have pinning me down and licking my face than this gorgeous, rare, deadly, and happy little dragon.
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      I nudge Arson to the side and push myself to my knees and then to my feet.

      The ground is rough, but my palms are scaly and hard. I tell myself it’s from all the training I’ve been doing at the Battle Academy. The steel and leather-bound sword hilts, the grip from my long bow, the worn and rough wood from my battle lance, the frayed leather reins from my horse’s jousting gear—there’s nothing better to give a girl’s hands a bunch of nice, helpful, ugly callouses.

      I’ve been telling myself a lot of things lately. Most of it’s been lies. I’m going to have to find a way to stop before I start getting too used to it.

      “So,” I ask Arson, “what adventures do you have for us tonight?”

      The arctic-blue dragon snuffles and shakes his head. The thin spikes running down his long, snaky neck quiver and sparkle. The silver scales on his shoulders clink like overlapping plates on a suit of armor.

      “I can’t stay long,” I tell him as I take a quick look up at the fading remnants of the moon. “Nurse Vaille will be poking her head into my bedroom in a few hours.”

      Arson snorfles out a huff of smoke and turns his back to me.

      It’s been a year, and I’m still not sure how much of me he understands. I’m even less sure about how much of him I understand.

      There’s definitely communication happening between us. I can’t speak it or hear it, but I can feel it as sure as if it’s an ocean wave passing back and forth between us. It’s slow-going, but it’s moving forward and in an exciting direction.

      My relationship with Kayde and Verse is based on shared interests, school, and a common future. My relationship with Pax is based on rebellion and insubordinate lust. My relationship with Weston is based on friendship and barter. My relationship with Torren…well, that’s not really a relationship. But whatever it is, it seems to be based on mystery, breaking and entering, and general late-night stalking.

      What I have with Arson is deeper than anything I have with anyone else. It’s more than one thing or another. I’m not supposed to be sneaking around with Pax, questioning my Transaction with Weston, or having midnight bedroom conversations with Torren. And yet, in the last year—since that egg first hatched in the back of my bedroom closet—things that can’t happen have been happening.

      Dragons have been happening.

      In a life filled with rules, barriers, and unbreakable laws, Arson is the one thing that can make the impossible possible.

      He’s a relic of the past, and I’m looking for a way to escape my present.

      Our differences and limitations make communication between us challenging but somehow vital. I can’t wait to see where it all leads.

      With his wings folded against his sides, he crouches low and starts a slow, slinking walk across the clearing and into the thick of the woods.

      I scoop up my hand-lantern and attach the handle. Holding the lantern in front of my face like a torch, I follow close behind. I’m careful not to lose him in the tangles of branches and vines and just as careful not to get so close that I step on his tail.

      He’s more surefooted than I am, and he seems to have no trouble seeing in the near-total darkness of the Cursewoods.

      For me, on the other hand, the deep shadows my lantern casts against the dense foliage make the woods seem darker instead of lighter. It’s been happening back at Castle Lumen, too. In my chambers, in the castle corridors, in the Battle Academy…wall-mounted torches that once lit the way—against all odds and logic—have somehow been producing more darkness than light.

      Lately, I’m almost better off forgetting about the flame from my hand-lantern and relying instead on my own eyes.

      “I don’t know if my eyesight is getting better or worse,” I confess to Arson. “But it’s definitely getting weirder.”

      Eyesight. Hearing. Speed. Reflexes. And, of course, scales.

      Let’s face it…my whole body is getting weirder.

      Arson’s sense of hearing is as acute as his senses of balance and smell. His small, pointed ears are in constant motion. They twitch, pivot, and react to forest sounds I can’t hope to hear.

      After a long, winding walk, he leads me down a steep, rocky hill and into an old, dried-up creek bed.

      We walk along the crunchy ground and wind our way around the smooth, exposed rocks that were covered in water hundreds of years ago.

      In contrast to the dusky density of the woods, the creek bed is exposed and open to the crisp glow from the stars and the moon.

      “This creek bed was once a tributary leading into Misery River,” I say out loud to Arson. “We have another river to the east. That’s Widow River. Very dangerous. Lots of rapids. River ghouls live in it. It flows into Misery River and empties out into the Paroxic Sea. That river runs south of the Barrens. That’s the desert in the North. You don’t want to go there, though. It’s all sand and bones. They say the dragons lived in the Scarlet Mountains but were killed and buried in the Barrens.”

      Arson flicks a glance at me over his shoulder. I can’t tell if he’s confused about my little geography lesson or if he already knows the lay of the land because he’s seen it from above or if he doesn’t care one way or the other.

      Or maybe—scariest and most miraculously of all—he understands me completely.
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      Arson hover-flies over the empty creek bed. Embarrassingly, I have to walk through it.

      Over the centuries, the leaders of Stormport have dammed or diverted most of the old creeks like this one for purposes of energy and irrigation. In a few cases, it was to wipe out river ghouls, cactus-fish, leech-snakes, riverbed rot vines, or other invasive species.

      Still leading the way, Arson flies up a near-vertical cliff face to get out of the creek bed. He makes it look easy. I have to strain and grunt my way along behind him and hope I don’t slip and plunge to my death on the pointy rocks below.

      At the top, he stops and turns to wait for me. I haul myself the rest of the way up.

      Huffing and cursing under my breath, I turn and plop down on the ground. I cross one leg over the other and hope I don’t look as winded as I feel.

      Normally, I’d be able to keep up better than this, but it’s been a long day, and the scales I’ve been getting haven’t gotten around to protecting my lungs.

      Padding over to me, Arson folds his back legs under himself. He has his armor-plated chest thrust forward and his head held high. It’s a serious, regal look, but it makes me laugh, anyway. For someone who’s not supposed to exist, his presence is solid and weirdly real.

      He and I sit next to each other and stare out over the old creek bed into the darkness of the woods on the other side.

      Arson has led us into a part of the Cursewoods I don’t know. I’m not afraid of being in a new, unknown part of the woods. I wouldn’t be afraid even if Arson weren’t here. As a kind-of princess, I’ve never really had any natural enemies. As Uncle Jorus’s niece and only blood relative, I’m right up there at the top of the social food chain.

      Out here, there are no titles, no duties, and no safety nets.

      I’m starting to realize I don’t want or need them.

      Sitting next to Arson is nice. He’s warm and cute. I’m getting the sense, if the situation ever arose, he’d burn down the woods to protect me.

      It doesn’t get much more adorable than that.

      My relationship with Arson has turned out to be a lot different than I expected. At first, I thought I was going to be kind of like a mother bird to him—minus the gross mouth-to-mouth passing along of regurgitated food. Then, I thought maybe we’d be more like a human mother and child—minus the blechy diaper changes.

      When he broke his tiny, slimy self out of that nightmare of an egg, we bonded right away. There was something about the way he made eye contact with me. The way he stayed close when we walked together in the woods. The way he kept looking over his shoulder to make sure I was paying attention when he beat his wings and flapped up to the top of a rock or onto the low branches of a tree or when he banked in swooping circles in the air above one of the forest’s clearings.

      It was like he wanted my approval, or at least my focus.

      But he’s had his independent streak, too. On our early adventures in the Cursewoods, he’d refuse to follow me down one trail or another. Not because there was danger. He just wanted to go in another direction.

      Some of those times, he’d perk up his pointed ears and tilt his head to one side or the other. Following his lead, I’d do the same. Sometimes I thought I heard something crunching around in the woods. Other times, I was sure I didn’t.

      I never knew if Arson was protecting himself or protecting me. Or maybe he wasn’t doing either. Maybe he was walking along and wondering why I was struggling to keep up.

      Our relationship hasn’t been one of leader and follower or one of mother and child. But it hasn’t been one of trainer and trainee, either.

      It’s not how Weston’s father trains guard dogs to protect pastureland or how Kayde’s cousin Unyelle trains patrol dogs to herd sheep or how my uncle trains hunting dogs to flush pheasants, chase horse-sized marsh boars, or bring downed birds back to him and lay them at his feet.

      For a short time, I thought maybe Arson would be like that—like a pet.

      I tried the tricks I’d seen dog owners do: Letting Arson sniff the back of my hand. Patting the side of my leg to get him to come closer. Holding my hand up, palm out, to prevent him from coming closer than I wanted. Ordering him to sit, stay, fetch, and heel.

      None of it worked.

      Maybe it’s because he didn’t want to be a pet and just as likely that I didn’t want to be his owner.

      During that time, Arson tried tricks of his own: Asymmetrical flapping of his silver-blue wings. Gaping yawns. Puffing smoke from his nose. Rattling the armored scales on his neck, chest, and shoulders. Flicking his tail and pawing at the ground. Sparking a series of starburst flames from the back of his throat and lighting up the midnight sky.

      But that “training” phase of our relationship didn’t last.

      Arson wasn’t dumb or stubborn. He did what he wanted to do, and he didn’t appreciate anyone telling him otherwise.

      I can relate.

      So instead of trying to nurture or train each other, Arson and I have spent the last year out here learning from each other.

      About six months ago, when he first realized how bad my senses are, he led me on an epically long walk through the woods. He stopped and pointed with his nose at all the things I was missing: paw prints, animal burrows, nests of twigs and bark, bent and broken branches, exposed root systems, nearly invisible spider webs, scraps of fur or scales, small clusters of tiny white bones, and leftover purple organs from another predator’s recent meal.

      When I wanted to show him the dangers of my world and how to stay hidden from them, I took him to one of the plateaus in the Scarlet Mountains high above the Cursewoods so he could look down and see the castles, the thatch-roofed houses, the stables, the roads, the orchards, and the countless agricultural fields and endless pasturelands making up Stormport.

      I could hardly ever do it in the daytime, but when I could, I showed him the forest of towering black buildings and the sleek, slender spires of Crystalbay on the other side of Misery River.

      The river is narrow in spots but really wide in others. From Castle Lumen, we can easily see Crystalbay’s skyscraping towers, but there are parts where the river is so wide all you can see is the horizon. From up in the Scarlet Mountains, though, Arson and I can see it all.

      On clear nights, the moon and the stars gift us with plenty of light. On cloudier nights, we rely on the countless rectangles of light from the towers on the Crystalbay side of the river and on the many torches in Stormport on our side.

      Either way, as it’s turning out, we both have pretty amazing night vision.

      A few times, I’ve shown Arson the huge stretch of desert and dunes to the north of Crystalbay. “That’s on the other side of the river, but it’s still considered part of the Barrens,” I explained.

      I pointed to the giant steel rigs rising over Crystalbay’s mineral quarries in the middle of the Eastern Barrens. On clear days, I showed him the deep gashes in the earth over there, the yawning mouths of ore mines in the distance, and the noxious smoke chugging out of the tube-shaped chimneys around them. I showed him the odd contrast between Crystalbay’s clean sterility and the industrial pollution clouding its outskirts.

      What I really wanted to show him, though, was the people from our two towns.

      From up in the mountains, the people of Stormport were nearly invisible, barely dots. That didn’t make their existence any less dangerous to Arson.

      “You can never go there,” I warned. “No one can ever see you. No one can ever know you’re here.”

      Sitting on his haunches next to me, he gave a chirpy little bark and swung his head around to stare at the spindly black and glass towers of Crystalbay and at the enormous cranes and derricks beyond.

      “No,” I told him. “You especially can’t ever go over there. Ever. Stormport is off-limits, but Crystalbay is beyond a hundred percent forbidden. Those are the ones who killed your ancestors a long time ago.”

      I felt like a snitch saying so. And I felt like a betrayer to Pax. But he and I weren’t doing anything more than sneaking around and having some dangerous fun being bad together. Lately, his same confidence I once found attractive has been morphing into cockiness. He’s happier controlling me than enjoying me.

      I felt a lot of things for Pax. Loyalty wasn’t one of them.

      That day, after I showed Arson the lay of the land, he pawed at the ground and nodded. I didn’t know if it was an instinctive reaction or if he really understood what I was saying.

      Over the past year, Arson and I have made a thousand attempts to communicate with one another.

      I’ve made wrong moves and have gotten bit.

      He’s made wrong moves and has gotten slapped.

      None of it has been out of violence, impatience, or anger. It hasn’t been a struggle or a confrontation.

      It’s been a dance. Sometimes, the moves have been smooth and fluid. Other times, they’ve been wild and unpredictable.

      Once in a while, they’ve been painful.

      Since the week after he hatched, Arson and I have been meeting out here as often as possible. We’ve been experiencing each other, feeling each other out, and learning each other’s moves.

      Together, we’ve explored depths of the Cursewoods I didn’t know existed. We’ve skirted our way around one of the areas where the wood nymphs live. We came close to one of the elven villages at the foot of the Scarlet Mountain. We’ve hiked, tracked, stalked, chased, wrestled, played, and hunted together. We’ve even gone swimming and fishing in some of the many meandering streams and creeks winding their way through the woods.

      Sometimes, we’ve found a nice, high plateau in the mountains above the tree line where we could sit in silence and watch the sun rise.

      So, no. We’re not training each other.

      We’re existing together, which is harder and more challenging. It’s also a hell of a lot more rewarding.

      Back home, Pax gives me danger and uncertainty. Weston gives me a future and stability.

      I don’t know what Arson will wind up giving me.

      But I’ve been having a lot of fun finding out.
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      Sitting side by side in the dark, Arson and I take a few minutes to slow our breathing and to inhale as much of the clean forest air as we can.

      “We had a party tonight,” I tell him. “A big party. Lots of kids. Lots of music and dancing.”

      Arson’s nostrils flare. He bends his long neck around to nibble at something on one of his back legs.

      “It was my birthday.”

      He swings his head back around and nods. I don’t know if it’s a nod of agreement, of appreciation, of understanding, or if it’s a random motion that looks like a nod.

      “I shouldn’t even be out here,” I confess after a deep yawn. “It was a long day and a longer night, and I’m tired. But I wanted to see you.” I reach over and scratch at the overlapping scales between his front shoulder and his wing. They’re ridged and hard, like the curved, bumpy surface of a clam shell. “It’s kind of your birthday, too. I figured we should share it.” Leaning toward his ear, I press a finger to my lips. “Of course, I’m seventeen, and you’re only one. You know how people can get about big age differences, so it’s probably best if we keep this little relationship of ours a secret.”

      Arson’s black lips tug back in a grin. He wraps his tail around himself and curls into a blue and silver cinnamon bun and rests his chin on my knee.

      I run my palm between his horns and along his neck. His scales look cold, like the armor and chainmail we wear at the Battle Academy. I’m always surprised at how warm they are to the touch.

      It’s one of a million things that continues to shock, amaze, and surprise me about this dazzling, unique, forgotten, and rediscovered creature.

      Sighing, I ponder the bigger, more pressing, and infinitely more combustible question: Where the hell did Arson come from?

      It’s a question I’ve been asking myself for a year and a secret I’ve kept bottled up. The pressure of containing it is starting to get to me.

      Arson isn’t my child, my pet, or even my friend.

      He feels like a partner.

      No. That’s not quite it.

      He feels like he’s a piece of me.

      No. That’s not quite it, either.

      It’s more like we’re pieces of each other. We’re circling each other and sizing each other up, each doing our best to complete the other.

      Individually, we’re a girl and a dragon.

      Together…I don’t know what we are. I sure as hell don’t know what we’re going to be, but it’s starting to feel too exciting and too important to keep to myself.

      There’s no way I’m talking to my uncle about this, though. He’d kill Arson and would seriously consider killing me.

      I can’t tell Nurse Vaille. She’s been tight-lipped about my scaly breakouts, but that’s only after lots of pleading and one bout a few months ago of embellished begging.

      If she found out about Arson, that’d be a totally different fairy tale. She’d freak out and would insist on telling my uncle, which again, would lead to lots of pointless murder.

      Pax is out of the question. He’s sexy as sin and a great kisser, but he’s also a privileged pork-knob, who comes from a centuries-old line of privileged, dragon-killing pork-knobs.

      Kayde, Verse, and Weston have been my best friends forever. The problem with best friends is that they insist on looking out for you.

      Kayde would tell me I was crazy for keeping that egg to begin with. She’d insist it was another level of insane to raise Arson in secret and an even deeper level of stupid to keep meeting up with him like this in the woods.

      Verse would think it was the coolest thing she’d ever heard of and would immediately run to tell my uncle—and everyone else in the world with ears—and that would bring me back to getting murdered.

      Weston is probably the one I could trust most. Still, with our past of friendship, our present of awkward and uncertain pre-courtship, and our future as a pair of married political pawns, I’m not a hundred percent sure where his head is at or where his ultimate allegiance lies.

      That brings me back to me and Arson.

      It would be nice if the two of us were all there were, but we’re not. There’s a whole world of people out there, people who I doubt would be content to sit in peaceful silence like this next to a dragon on the top edge of a deep ravine.
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      The sun will be up soon, which means I need to get back home before the Curators start their daily deliveries, before the castle staff starts their chores, and before my uncle and the Command Council assemble in North Tower for their daily morning meeting.

      I reach over and give Arson’s wing a little tug. “I’ve got to get back.”

      Standing, he shakes his head and moves a few feet away from me. He takes three quick steps toward the edge of the cliff, spreads his wings, and launches himself out over the abyss.

      His front legs are tucked under his body, and his back legs are tucked under his extended tail. His feathery scales sparkle under the starry sky as he snakes in an easy glide to the far side of the deep ravine. He spreads his wings wide and lands on the rocky ledge.

      With his wings folded against his sides, he pins his silver eyes to mine and paws at the ground.

      I can’t believe it, but I know what he’s saying.

      “Sorry, Arson,” I call through cupped hands across the wide, dark space between us. “Flying is your thing.” I wave my arms up and down at my sides. “These arms of mine can do a lot of things. Flying isn’t one of them.”

      Arson gives me an impatient glare from his side of the ravine.

      I answer with a helpless shrug.

      He snorts his disgust, waggles his wings, and shakes his head.

      “Great,” I mutter into the cool night air. “You take me to a place in the woods I’ve never been and then leave me to try to make it back home on my own?”

      The words are barely past my lips when I realize that’s probably the entire point. He didn’t lead me out here to gaze longingly into each other’s eyes or to sit around holding hands under a starry night sky. He led me out here to help me. To teach me that the guides I need are already here. They’re the trees, the stars, the tracks on the forest floor, the bent and broken branches, the leaves, the bugs, the direction of the wind—they’re all clues to get me out of the maze.

      I’ve spent my life inside the protective confines of a castle. That has plenty of advantages. As I’m discovering, it’s also got plenty of disadvantages. The stone walls of Castle Lumen have kept me safe from a lot of things—including the truth.

      But out here, it’s the opposite. There are dangers everywhere. They come and go as they please, and every living thing has to learn how to fight or flee. Or hide. Everything can hide out here. Except for the truth. Out here, it’s exposed.

      There are no lies in the woods.

      “Fine,” I sigh across the gap to Arson. “I trust you.”

      And you help me to trust myself.

      I say goodbye to Arson by waving at him. He says goodbye back by hiccuping up a small, silver flame from the back of his throat and snorting smoke from his nostrils.

      Pivoting around and kicking up a whorl of dust, he flies off, staying low over the treetops as he heads toward the Scarlet Mountains.

      Holding my hand-lantern up, I turn toward home. I know the general direction of Stormport and Castle Lumen from here. Now, it’s a matter of getting there quickly, preferably without getting lost, injured, captured, killed, or eaten along the way.

      It’s a long walk, and I don’t feel light like I do when I’m with Arson. I feel slow, sloggy, and embarrassingly human.

      On top of everything else, I’m weighed down by secrets—secrets I’m realizing I finally need to share.

      The truth has been buried long enough. It’s time to raise it from the dead.
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      Kayde, Verse, and Weston have joined me in my living room for one of our marathon, after-school decompression sessions.

      Today was an especially brutal day at the Battle Academy, and we’re all weakened and wiped out. Half of our conversation is punctuated by moans and by complaints about our assortment of sore muscles.

      Some days are spent entirely in the classroom, where we learn about everything from weapons and combat strategies to the impact of geography and topography on historical battles.

      The all-classroom days are boring and safe.

      Today wasn’t one of those days.

      We did have classes, but only after we did our Practicals. Which is to say, we got the shit kicked out of our bodies and then out of our brains.

      Days like today are the worst.

      During sparring, Kayde’s foil slipped under Verse’s face mask and poked a nice round hole in her cheek. Verse spent twenty minutes in the bathroom spitting blood into the sink.

      On the jousting track, a boy named Merv got kicked by a horse and had to go to the infirmary with a torso full of broken ribs. An hour later, I hit his twin sister Avra square in the chest with my lance during a warm-up joust. She fell from her horse and blacked out. When she came to, she was dizzy and confused, and she had two fewer teeth than she started with that morning.

      She limped off to join her brother in the infirmary.

      Our teacher, Noble Effregard, awarded me bonus points, but I felt like a total ass-sack about it. Avra was a nice girl. She was just bad at jousting. Really bad.

      I slipped away for a few minutes during a break to spend time with her in the infirmary. She was gracious and accepted my sincere apologies. She even forgave me for knocking out two of her teeth.

      I tried hard not to laugh at the whistling sounds she made whenever the letter “S” came up.

      Fate got back at me a few minutes later when I went out to the stables to help clean the stalls and refill the water troughs. An ill-tempered horse named “Mister Sister” bucked and knocked me into the wall. Bells clanged in my head, my eyes rolled back, and I fell face-first into a steaming pile of buttmud.

      Fortunately, only about ten or fifteen people were there to see it and laugh at me.

      Later, during the classroom part of the day, we had an impossibly hard surprise quiz in our Military Tactics Class. Weston said it wasn’t so bad, but Verse and I are pretty sure we bombed it. Neither of us could remember the variations in strategies used for reconnaissance and flank-exploitation by the Chivalric versus the Calvary types of army.

      After that, in our Forging Class, Kayde nearly broke her hand punching a hole in the wall out of frustration when she couldn’t get the right balance of copper and zinc for her brass instrument project.

      And then Weston, usually the ace of the class, nearly got his head chopped off during a long-sword scrimmage. He got away with a gash to the neck and a possible concussion and called himself lucky.

      As for me, as I was sitting down for lunch, I stupidly sloshed scalding hot chicken and barley soup onto the back of my hand.

      I expected it to hurt, but it didn’t. Instead, my silver acne scales popped up in that exact spot. I had to scramble to cover them with a napkin before anyone got close enough to get a good look.

      Nursing his own wounds and from behind slightly-blurred eyes, Weston asked if I was okay. I told him, “No. It hurts like hell. But I’ll live.”

      The funny thing is, I lied. It didn’t hurt at all.

      Embarrassed about another one of my strange breakouts, I wound up having to wear one of my fabric fencing practice under-gloves for the rest of the day to cover up the glittering silver and blue scales.

      Wearing the single, stretchy glove provoked a few curious stares and a mean comment from Verse that I wouldn’t need to hide my hands if I’d just let her governess, Nurse Farminder, give me a nice manicure for a change.

      “I swear, Ynarra,” Verse announced in front of the entire class and with a dramatic eye roll, “your nails look like you’re trying to pick an old lock with a skeleton key.”

      She got a good laugh, and—when my face and neck heated up to molten-lava levels—I got to feel what it’s like for Arson to breathe fire.

      After the day we had, Kayde, Verse, Weston, and I didn’t even bother washing up before heading up to my apartment to collapse in relieved, musty heaps on the living room furniture and on the floor in front of the fireplace.

      Maybe it’s because I’m tired. Or maybe it’s because my body is battered, and my brain is scrambled.

      Either way, that’s when I decide to tell my friends about the egg.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            23

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

        

    

    







            CONFESSION

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Technically, I didn’t lie,” I remind my three best friends.

      They’re not impressed.

      “What do you mean you technically didn’t lie?” Kayde asks. She’s leaning forward in her chair now, clearly upset. “You really hatched that egg?”

      “Well, I didn’t build a nest and sit on it or anything if that’s what you mean.”

      Verse spreads her arms out over the back of the couch and crosses her long legs at the ankle. She shakes her head and chuckles under her breath. “He must have gotten it out of the fire when we were paying attention to your uncle that night.”

      Weston whips around and asks her what she said.

      “Torren. He must have somehow rescued the egg from the fire.”

      “Torren,” Kayde repeats and then grins and nods to herself. “I bet you’re right. I bet it was him.”

      Ignoring Kayde, I catch Verse’s eye. I give her a stern frown and a small head shake. I can’t risk having her talk too much about that night. If she drops the fact that Pax was there, I’ll be embarrassed, Weston will be humiliated, and I might have to stab Verse in the face with a shrimp fork.

      Weston groans to his feet. He clamps his hands to the sides of his head and starts pacing back and forth on the thick, red, gold-bordered living room area rug in front of the fireplace. “This is crazy. No. This is beyond crazy. It’s suicidal. No. It’s homicidal.” He stops mid-step to whip around and pin his eyes to mine. “Ynarra. Getting a mysterious birthday egg and then hiding it is one thing. Having a secret dragon in the woods…that’s genocidal.”

      “It was one egg, and now it’s one dragon,” I scoff. “It’s not exactly an invading army.”

      “It’s one dragon now,” Weston whines. “What if there are more?” He starts pacing again. “This is bad. This is bad. This is bad.” Moaning to himself and clutching his stomach, he asks Kayde what she thinks.

      “About what?”

      Weston stops in his tracks again. “What do you mean about what?” He points an accusing finger at me. “She’s got a real live dragon hidden out in the Cursewoods.” He holds up a hand and wags his finger like he’s scolding himself for something I did. “We can’t have dragons. No. No. No. We’ve had dragons in the realm before, and the realm almost didn’t survive. If Crystalbay gets wind of this…Well, dragons mean war, and war means we’re dead. All of us.”

      “Wait,” Verse interrupts, whipping her head around to face me. “How do we know this isn’t a joke?”

      “It’s not a joke,” I assure her. “Arson is real.”

      “Arson?” Verse laughs. “You named it?”

      “He’s a he, not an it. And yes. I call him Arson.”

      “And what does he call you?” Verse asks with a taunting, slanted smile.

      Standing, I shake my head and shnuffle through my nose. I give out a light bark, extend one elbow a few inches away from my hip, and paw at the living room rug with my right foot.

      Weston stares at me for a full three seconds. “What the hell was that?”

      “I think that’s his name for me.”
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      I spend the next half hour telling Kayde, Verse, and Weston about my adventures in the Cursewoods with Arson. Their ears perk up when I tell them about skirting around the elven villages, steering clear of the wood nymphs, and changing direction fast when we thought we might have caught the attention of hungry blood wolves or wandering orcs.

      “Don’t worry,” I assure them. “We didn’t get killed.”

      Kayde rolls her eyes and says, “No shit.”

      “Arson’s senses are really good,” I explain. “And I think most of the creatures living in the woods are scared of him.”

      “I wonder why?” Verse asks with a sarcastic wave of her hand. “He’s a deadly monster who shouldn’t exist and who no one’s seen in five hundred years. His existence is going to upset the balance of the whole world and start us on a path to a very painful, very fiery death.”

      “He’s not a monster,” I object.

      The rest, sadly, is probably true.

      I go on to tell my three friends about the fun times, the scary ones, and all the learning in between. I tell them about how fast Arson’s been growing and about how smart he is. I let them in on my dozens of excuses—thankfully unused—I’ve got reserved in my back pocket in case I’m ever caught coming out of the Cursewoods in the middle of the night:

      “I was sleepwalking. I thought I saw a ghost. I lost my lucky locket. One of the teachers at the Battle Academy gave us an assignment to create a star chart. I’m a werewolf.”

      Verse rolls her eyes and calls me a “shitty liar.”

      She means it as an insult, but I take it as a compliment.

      Because in my friends’ minds, dragons are harbingers of war, I make sure to mention how cute Arson is.

      Kayde, Verse, and Weston ask a question or two from time to time, but mostly, they let me talk. It’s exciting to talk about the dragon, and it’s a relief to be able to get this secret off my chest.

      When I’ve got them caught up, Weston strides over to where Kayde is sitting in a quiet slump on the floor in front of one of the two high-backed armchairs. He takes a deep breath before asking, “Would you please talk some sense into her?”

      Kayde shrugs and glares up at Weston from behind her wavy straggles of coal-black hair. “She sounds like she’s making perfect sense to me.”

      “Of course you’d think that. You’re as dragonshit crazy as she is. This is a no-win scenario that Ynnara somehow thinks she can magically win.”

      Ignoring Weston’s tirade, Kayde looks up at me. Freckly patches of pink dot her ivory-white cheeks. Her normally bleak and sullen eyes go wide when she asks, “Can we meet him?”

      She looks almost…happy?

      Weston interrupts with pumped hands and a “Woah, woah, woah,” like he’s trying to calm a charging bull. “We are not going into the Cursewoods to meet a dragon. The less we know, the better.”

      “For who?” I ask.

      “For all of us. If this gets out, your uncle is going to have our heads on a pike, the Command Council is going to have you sealed up in full body armor and tossed into the river, and the rest of us won’t be far behind.”

      “Aw,” I coo. “You care about me. You’re so cute when you’re paranoid.”

      “I do care about you. And I’d be a lot cuter if I didn’t know about any of this.”

      “We’ve been living in ignorance all our lives,” I counter. “We learn everything in the Academy. Fighting. Fencing. Riding. Jousting. Forging. Welding. Even historical battles. Everything except for the most interesting and important thing.”

      “Dragons,” Verse says.

      Nodding, I point at the stone wall and in the general direction of Crystalbay. “Five hundred years ago, our two kingdoms nearly killed each other. Crystalbay did kill all the dragons. So how come no one talks about it?” I pivot to face Weston. “I mean, that does seem more important than learning how to make a bunch of trumpets, zippers, and brass coins in Metallurgy Class, right?”

      Weston plops down on the sofa next to Verse. He plants his palms on his knees, drops his head, and embarks on a deep staring contest with his feet. “Look, I’m done with my mandatory term at the Battle Academy after this semester. After that, it’s back to the Agricultural Seminary. I’m a farmer, not a fighter.” With his eyes still pinned to his feet, he gives his head a slow, sad shake. Clearing his throat, he looks up and lets his eyes find mine. “Our marriage next year might be a convenient political move for your uncle and for my dad, but I really like you, Ynarra. I really care about you. I always have.” He puts his hand out, palm down, about two feet above the floor. “We’ve been friends since we were this high.”

      “I care about you, too, Wes⁠—”

      “Then forget about this dragon, and let’s let life play out like it’s supposed to.”

      “Just because Stormport gave us a script,” Kayde interrupts, “doesn’t mean we have to follow it word for word.”

      “Believe me,” Verse says with a snide smile, “Ynarra’s plenty happy to go off script.”

      This time, I flash her a furious glare. I know she’s referring to the stupid fling between me and Pax, which, okay—is probably the riskiest and most ill-advised thing any teenage girl in Stormport has ever done. It’s probably even a hell of a lot dumber than having a secret dragon in the woods.

      Maybe not. I don’t know. In terms of dumbness, it’s too close to call.

      Weston passes a glance back and forth between me and Verse. When neither of us says anything, he seems content to let go of whatever unspoken conversation has passed between us. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear what we all heard,” he announces with regal authority. “Tomorrow, I’m going to go to school. Next year, I’m going to marry Ynarra. Starting right now, I’m going to forget about dragons and get on with my life.” He takes a second to puff up his chest, steady his breath, and direct a pointed finger at me, Kayde, and Verse. “And so are the three of you.”

      The three of us are quiet for a second. The roadmap for the future Weston is laying out sounds safe and reasonable. It’s the way things have always been done.

      So why does it also sound epically impossible and phenomenally and soul-suckingly wrong?
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      “If this were Crystalbay,” Kayde tells him, “we’d have to listen to you. Over there, their first commandment for girls is ‘You must obey.’”

      “In this case,” Weston mutters, “it’s a good command.”

      “But we’re not over there,” Kayde snaps back. She pats the stone floor with the palm of her hand. “We’re over here. And our friend has a problem, and we’re going to help her.”

      “A dragon is more than a ‘problem,’” Weston complains.

      “I don’t mean the dragon. He’s not the problem.” Kayde tilts her head toward me and asks, “Right?”

      “He’s not the problem,” I agree.

      “Then what’s the problem?” Weston moans, his arms flung into the air in frustration and surrender.

      “We are,” Kayde says with quiet calm. “There are a million rules telling us what we’re supposed to do and who we’re supposed to be. But we’re Ynarra’s friends. If we don’t help her, we’re the fucking problem.”

      Weston takes a second to stare at her, but Kayde doesn’t budge or blink.

      Verse reaches over and smacks Weston’s upper arm with the backs of her perfectly manicured fingernails. “Ynarra is going to literally be yours in a year. For now, while you still can, maybe you should take a shot at being hers.”

      Weston fires her a nasty glance out of the side of his eyes. “What’s that mean?”

      “It means,” I cut in, “that I don’t need a future husband right now. Right now, I need a friend.”

      We’re quiet for a long time. The weight of my confession about Arson has smothered the room in a heavy fog of curiosity, excitement, fear, and indecision.

      Hanging over it—or maybe drowning in it—is my future with Weston.

      The Transaction is like Misery River: It’s scary, churning, choppy, always moving, and always in the same place. It does its job, and it feels inevitable. You don’t really pay much attention to it—until you’re about to get drowned in it.

      Finally, Weston stands up. He turns toward me, bites the inside of his cheek, and gives me an up-and-down, head-to-toe scan. “You’ve got a dragon hidden in the woods.”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. I can accept that. You want the four of us to sneak out there in the middle of the night to meet the world’s most dangerous myth.”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. I can handle that, too.” He curls his fingers into tight fists at his sides. “I can do a lot of things.”

      “I know you can.”

      “What I can’t do is sit by when my friend needs me.” He lets his frown and scowl ease into a light smile. “Okay, Ynarra. Let’s go meet this dragon of yours. But I swear, next year, we’re going to start doing what I want.”

      “Yeah,” I scoff through a teasing smile. “That might happen.”

      Kayde pushes herself to her feet and looks at the three of us from behind her eye-concealing straggles of hair. “So we’re really doing this?”

      “Looks like it,” I grin.

      “When?”

      “We’ll go tonight.”

      Weston’s lower jaw drops. “Tonight?”

      “That’s what she said,” Kayde snaps at him. Turning to me, she asks, “What time?”

      “Three o’clock in the morning.”

      Kayde beams from behind her hair. “Great! The witching hour!”

      “There are lots of witches,” I tell her. Then, I add with a smile, “But only one dragon.”

      The witching hour.

      In Crystalbay, they have elaborate timekeeping devices. Pax has explained how they work, but I don’t get it. He’s even shown me the little silver and black devices some of them keep in their pockets. “They’re aligned to the rotation of the earth and to the movement of the stars. Think of it as a portable sextant.”

      I still don’t get it.

      In Stormport, we rely on the hourly Garrison House Bell in Center Square. It’s loud, it doesn’t fit into your pocket, and as far as I know, it doesn’t give a shit what the stars are doing.

      I remind my friends to leave enough time after the Second Bell to get to the wooden fence by the woods. “Make sure you’re at the bend in the road past the red outpost cabin.”

      The three of them assure me they’ll be there.

      Verse rubs her palms together like she’s trying to warm them over a fire. “I’m excited about this,” she announces, but then her voice drops. “Well, half excited.”

      “What’s the other half?” I ask.

      “Scared. Concerned. Impatient.” She holds up her finger and thumb in a pinch. “Maybe a little hungry.”

      “That’s a lot of halves,” I chuckle.

      “Don’t joke. You’ve done some crazy things in your time. But you’ve always done it alone. This time, it’s four necks on the line.”

      “It’s an adventure,” I remind her with a laugh. “And four necks are better than one.”

      “Said every executioner at the chopping block.”

      Verse rests the palm of her hand on my cheek. “We’re going to do this for you, but you need to do two things for us in return.”

      “What’s that?”

      “First, don’t get us killed.”

      “I promise. What’s the second thing?”

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

      Verse leans in and kisses my cheek and then gives it a light slap. “We’ll see you at the Third Bell.” She waves to Kayde and Weston, who start to follow her toward the living room door.

      Verse and Weston disappear into the hallway, but Kayde stops in the doorway. She leans her moon-white face back into the living room. “Ynarra. Weston’s right, you know. This whole thing is crazy.”

      “What do you want me to do, Kayde? Get rid of Arson? Forget he’s out there? Pretend he doesn’t exist? Leave him alone and hope he really is the last and only one?”

      Kayde smiles and raises a hand to stop me. “I said it was crazy. I didn’t say it was wrong. Crazy can lead to a lot of bad stuff. It can also lead to a lot of good stuff. If anyone can steer this particular crazy caravan in the right direction, I’m pretty sure it’s you.”

      She sticks her tongue out at me and plods down the hallway.

      Smiling to myself, I start collecting the pewter mugs of clove water and the now-empty trays of rosemary and mini fig tarts Nurse Vaille laid out for us a couple of hours ago as an after-school snack. I’ve got my arms full and am heading toward the doorway when my path is blocked by a shadowy figure. I figure maybe one of my friends forgot something, but it’s not them.

      It’s Nurse Vaille.

      She’s got her fists on her hips and a death-stare in her eyes.
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      “Oh crap.”

      “Yes,” Nurse Vaille agrees. “Oh crap, indeed.”

      I lower my armful of dishes onto the credenza by the wall. Even though I’m careful, they still clatter down onto the top of the varnished walnut cupboard. Despite watching it happen, the motion and the noise startle me. I gulp twice before turning back to Nurse Vaille. “How long were you standing out there?”

      “Long enough.”

      “You overheard us?” I ask.

      “It was hard not to—what with the four of you talking so loud and what with my ear pressed up to the door.”

      “Very funny. You always told me eavesdropping was bad.”

      “It’s bad for you. It’s my job to keep an eye on you.”

      “An eye. Not an ear.”

      Nurse Vaille fixes her steely gray eyes onto mine with predatory intensity. “It’s my job to keep my eyes, my ears, my head, both hands, and at least one foot on you at all times.” She nudges her silver-framed reading glasses higher up onto her nose. With her forehead in an angry, slanted squint, they slide right back down to the tip. She doesn’t bother to push them up again. “I’ve tried to teach you a lot of lessons over the years. Manners. Patience. Honesty. Punctuality. Self-discipline.”

      “I know. I know.”

      “And what did I tell you about hiding a dragon in the woods?”

      “Um…nothing?”

      “Damn right. And do you know why I never told you anything about doing that?”

      “No.”

      “Because dragons don’t exist anymore.”

      I survey the room, tap my foot, and fidget with one of my amber-highlighted brown coils of hair that’s fallen out of its leather band and is draped over my shoulder. I twirl the curl around my finger, shrug, and don’t make eye contact. “This one does.”

      If her stare gets any more intense, I’m sure fire is going to shoot out of her eyes and burn me to a crisp. I used to worry about Arson accidentally frying me out in the Cursewoods. Now, I think it might be Nurse Vaille who’ll be the one to roast me to death right here in the living room. And it won’t be an accident.

      Nurse Vaille breaks her gaze long enough to have a quick look out of the open doorway and into the curved, torch-lined hallway that leads past her room, past the washrooms and supply closets, and ultimately to my uncle’s chambers on the opposite side of the cylindrical North Tower. Turning back to me, she shakes her head. “You’re lucky it was me at the door and not your uncle.”

      “Uncle Jorus doesn’t go around eavesdropping.”

      “No. He doesn’t. That’s why he has me.”

      “He orders you to spy on people?”

      “He’s Premier Senator on the Council. It’s his job to know what’s going on in Stormport. And especially inside of his own castle. And especially with his own niece.”

      It occurs to me that this might be a bluff. Nurse Vaille, Uncle Jorus, my teachers at the Academy—basically all the adults in Stormport—they like to act like they’re omniscient. But the older I get, the less they seem to know. I decide to challenge Nurse Vaille. After all, what do I have to lose?

      “Wait a second,” I snap. “How much do you actually know?”

      “More than you think I do.”

      I give her a doubting half-smile. She might be an overprotective snoop, but Kayde, Verse, and I have been beyond careful about keeping my affair with Pax under wraps. Even Weston doesn’t know about it. Honestly, sneaking around and outsmarting our friends, families, and the castle staff for the past year or so has been surprisingly easy.

      I’m not saying the adults in Stormport are dumb. Just maybe not as smart as we are. After all, they’re old. We’re young. They’re set in their ways. We’re open to the odd, unexpected, and unusual. They’re brainwashed. We’re not. They know the old ways. We know the new ones.

      I sneer at Nurse Vaille. She sneers back and rolls her eyes. “I know about you and Pax.”

      My half-smile melts into an open-mouthed sag. “Wait. What?”

      Nurse Vaille holds up her hand to me, palm out. “Don’t bother denying it. And don’t bother worrying. I haven’t said anything to your uncle, and I’m not going to.”

      I try to say, “Thanks,” but my lips are as frozen as my brain, and no words come out. Instead, I ask, “Um…why not?”

      She considers this for a long time before answering, “Pax might be necessary.”

      “Necessary? For what?”

      “To avoid a war. To free girls and women. To usher in a new era for our two kingdoms. To raise an extinct species from the dead. You know. The usual boyfriend-girlfriend stuff.”

      “Pax isn’t my boyfriend,” I protest with a little-girl pout.

      “No. He’s your addiction. You’ve always been drawn to danger. Even when you were little. Scaling the outside of the battlements. Swimming alone in the Misery River rapids. Juggling daggers. Taking the most advanced two-handed sword combat classes at the Academy. Pax. Dragons.” She flicks a thumb toward the fireplace. “If I’d ever wanted to, I could have made you burn yourself by telling you not to touch the fire.”

      “The daggers I juggled were on fire,” I remind her.

      “Which proves my point.”

      I cross my arms over my chest and drum my fingertips on my forearms. I start to prepare a mental list to contradict her, to prove how wrong she is. But I’m having trouble coming up with a single flaw in her argument. Instead, I ask, “What do you mean about Pax?”

      Nurse Vaille shakes her head and doesn’t answer. Instead, she scans me head to toe. “I haven’t told your uncle about your…breakouts.”

      The scales that showed up after the scalding hot soup incident disappeared hours ago, but I uncross my arms and tuck my hand behind my back anyway. “You know why I’m getting them?”

      “Maybe.”

      “You know what they are, don’t you?”

      “You might want to sit down for this part.”
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      In a trance, I backpedal and plop down into one of the wide-bodied armchairs by the fireplace. Nurse Vaille skirts around the sofa and nestles into its plump middle cushion. The couch soaks her up like she’s a spill and it’s a sponge. Straightening her dress and lacing her fingers in her lap, she sighs and asks, “How much do you know about⁠—?”

      “Dragons?”

      “Boys.”

      “Funky buttnuggets,” I laugh, my head thrown back at the absurd hilarity of the moment. “Seriously? Nurse Vaille, is this going to be a ‘Birds and the Bees’ talk?” I straighten myself up in my armchair and press my thumbs to my chest. “Because I’m seventeen. I’m practically an ornithologist and an apiologist.”

      “I don’t know what those are.”

      “An expert in birds and an expert in bees.”

      Nurse Vaille squints at me and leans forward. “Ynarra. We’re going to do a new thing where you try to make sense when you talk.”

      “What? Those are the actual terms.”

      “This isn’t about birds or bees. It’s about boys and dragons.”

      I let my laugh fade and my smile drop. “What about them?”

      Nurse Vaille bites the inside of her cheek. She casts a quick, over-the-shoulder look at the wide-open living room double doors before returning her attention to me. “A long time ago, our two kingdoms went to war over dragons.”

      “I know.”

      “I’m sure you do. What you don’t know is why.”

      “This is what I was saying to the others. No one tells us anything.”

      “No one tells you everything. But given what you’ve been up to, I suppose it’s time to tell you something.”

      I shrug one shoulder and tell her I’ll take what I can get. I’m not into gossip the way Verse is, but this has the potential to be way juicier than Verse’s unending rumors about which students in the Battle Academy are “marinating in each other’s juices,” to use her indelicate terminology.

      Nurse Vaille slides her glasses off and hooks them onto the collar of her dress between her ample boobs. “More than five hundred years ago and before the Days of Dragons, there was imbalance. Girls like you were treated as pets.”

      “Like they are over in Crystalbay.”

      “Except it was like that everywhere. Control. Collars. The world was a patriarchy. Cities were run by kings, barons, lords, and princes. Until the dragons showed up.”

      “Where’d they come from?”

      I think maybe it’s a dumb question, but Nurse Vaille takes it seriously. “There were rumors about conjurers who forged them from earth, steel, and stone. Other people say the dragons were always here. In any case, they appeared, and they started bonding with people your age. But only on this side of the river.”

      “Why on this side?”

      Nurse Vaille’s veneer of confidence falls but only for a second. “I don’t know. Maybe because the land is barren over there and fertile over here. They have mineral mines. We have fields and forests.” She shakes off the uncertainty and tells me that part isn’t important. “I was telling you about the bond. The dragons didn’t bond with just anyone. They bonded with girls. Only girls, always on or near their sixteenth birthday. There were three types of dragons.”

      “Three?”

      “Hounds, Gallopers, and Apex dragons. Hounds weren’t much bigger than a blood wolf. They had four legs, a long neck and tail, scales like armor, and a pair of wings.”

      Like Arson.

      “Gallopers were bigger than horses, maybe even bigger than titan-bulls. They had four legs and wings, too, and they mostly kept to themselves. They were wild and unpredictable. They could be powerful but also dangerous.”

      I lean forward, my eyes wide. “And the Apex dragons?”

      “Dragon. Singular. Apparently, there was only one. A wyvern.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s like a dragon, but it has two legs instead of four. Its front legs are part of its wings.”

      “Oh.”

      “This one was bigger than the other kinds of dragons. It was mysterious. No one knew anything about it. Only rumors. Who knows? Maybe it didn’t exist at all. The dragons that bonded with girls were the Hounds. They were strong, powerful, and protective. They could breathe fire. Silver fire. Suddenly, girls weren’t bought and sold anymore. They weren’t abused, ignored, disrespected, or harmed. Any man who tried to hurt them wound up with his pants full of barbecued nuts.”

      I laugh for a second, but Nurse Vaille puts a hand up and tells me there’s more.

      “The Hound dragons, along with their bonded girls, brought balance. They restored order and equality. They freed girls and women and ended fear and tyranny. The men in power weren’t too fond of that, as you can imagine.”

      “Why not? What’s so bad about ending fear and tyranny?”

      “Fear and tyranny are about control. People who have control aren’t quick to give it up. Before dragons, girls did as they were told. They were obedient and compliant. They were raised, trained, bought and sold. They were taken advantage of and taken for granted. They were overlooked, underestimated, used, and sometimes abused. Sometimes badly. The world wasn’t safe for them. One day, they were slaves. The next day, after the bonding, they did whatever they wanted. They could be whoever they wanted to be. Who was going to stop them? Anyone who tried wound up as a briquet.” Nurse Vaille smiles and chuckles to herself. “The bonds between girls and dragons ran deep. From that time on, for hundreds of years, girls were free to be people instead of property. The dragons made sure of it.”

      The thought of girls living without constraints or fear lights me up. Living the life of a princess in Castle Lumen means not having to worry about food, safety, or shelter. But it also means worrying all the time about having everything about my life dictated by men and never being free.

      I lean even farther forward. This might be a fairy tale, but right now, I’m happy to take fiction over fact. “With all that power, I guess the girls and dragons must have done some pretty terrible things. Did they kill the men? Did they get revenge? Burn down the towns and villages?”

      Nurse Vaille stares me down before shaking her head. “Do you know what they did with all that power?”

      “No.”

      “They refused to start wars. They freed slaves. They protected themselves and other from injustice. They distributed water. They ensured there was enough food and resources to go around.”

      “Wait. Those sound like good things.”

      “They are. If you’re the recipient of them. But if you’re the one giving up parts of your own wealth and power so others can have what you think they didn’t earn…”

      “You get pissed off.”

      Nurse Vaille winks her confirmation. “With girls and women free and bonded to dragons, men lost the ability to wage war. They couldn’t intimidate or dominate like they had for so long, and they sure as hell couldn’t tell girls and women what they could and couldn’t do. It was a time of peace, and the dispersed kingdoms of the time became known as the Gathered Realm.”

      “The Gathered Realm. I’ve heard about that.”

      Nurse Vaille makes a broad sweep of her hand. “It’s what this was before the end of the Days of Dragons. The Gathered Realm didn’t last, though. Harmony doesn’t mean peace, and peace doesn’t mean perfection. The men wanted their control back, so they killed the dragons. All the dragons. When the last one was dead and burned up, girls and women were brought back under the control of men, and the Gathered Realm split into its old, warring factions. Two of those factions became the two kingdoms we know today. It’s when Crystalbay split off. They dug their mines, erected their refineries, and built their glass and synth-steel towers on their side of the river. We built our castles of stone on our side. They went their way, and we went ours.”

      I dip my chin and cross my arms over my chest in a huff. “It’s not like our ways are that much better than theirs.”

      I expect Nurse Vaille to contradict me or explain why I’m wrong, but she doesn’t. Instead, she says that many people fear balance. “They’re afraid the scales will tip in the other person’s favor.”

      When she says, “scales,” I glance down at my bare forearms. I raise a hand to my head and let my fingertips brush over the spot where I had my own scales at my hairline not so long ago.

      Nurse Vaille grins. “Not that kind of scales. I mean the kind used for balance. Like the ones in the markets.”

      “Oh.”

      “People in power do what they can to tip those scales in their own favor. The dragons brought balance. It’s why the men killed them.”

      “Wait. How do you kill off an entire…What do you call a group of dragons?”

      “If there’s a bunch of them in the sky, they’re called a Flight.”

      “What if they’re not flying?”

      “A Weir. Or a Brood.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      I flash to Arson, who has spent the last year living alone in the Cursewoods. “What do you call a dragon that’s by itself?”

      “Dead.”

      My eyes go wide. “What?”

      “That’s why they needed to bond. The bond empowered the girls, but it completed the dragons. The dragons gave the girls power. The girls gave the dragons life.”

      I let that sink in before asking, “And what about me? Since you know, anyway. What do you call a girl with a secret dragon?”

      “The end of the world. Maybe the beginning. I don’t know.” She slips her glasses from the lace collar of her dress. She lowers her head and acts like she’s cleaning them on her sleeve, but I can tell she’s trying to hide the tears welling in her eyes. “I’m hopeful that you’re close to finding out. Hopeful and afraid.”

      “But in the past, dragons brought peace. You said so yourself. Peace and equality.”

      “You’re assuming everyone wants peace and equality.”

      “Don’t they?”

      Nurse Vaille’s laugh makes me blush. “Look around, Ynarra. Open your eyes. A living dragon means freedom and equality. That’s great for those who don’t already have it. But what about the ones who rely on the exact opposite to stay in power?”

      “You mean men, right?”

      “Not all men were controlling and evil. But yes, nearly all men at the time lacked the strength, the wisdom, the curiosity, or the courage to accept the existence of dragons. A dragon isn’t a novelty or a creature from old stories. It’s a fuse.”

      “A fuse.”

      “The thing that lights the bomb and releases the explosion.”

      “I don’t have to light it, you know.”

      “No. You don’t. But thanks to you, a dragon lives. And a dragon is a living fuse with the power to light itself.”

      “You’re saying…?”

      Nurse Vaille locks her unblinking eyes to mine. “There’s going to be an explosion.”
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      Nurse Vaille and I sit in silence for a few seconds. It’s a lot to take in. I already knew a bit about the Dragon Wars, but most of this is new to me. I don’t doubt anything Nurse Vaille has told me. What I’m having trouble getting my head around is the idea that one little dragon could change our way of life as we know it.

      Could end our way of life as we know it.

      “The dragons have been gone for a long time,” I say at last.

      “They have.”

      “How did the men back then manage to kill them?”

      “That’s a different history lesson. And a sadder one. Are you sure you want to hear it?”

      “Are you kidding?” If I lean any farther forward, I’m going to fall out of my chair.

      “I haven’t met this dragon of yours,” Nurse Vaille says.

      “I’m sorry I kept him a secret.”

      “You were right to do so. He breathes fire?”

      “It’s silver-colored. And a little blue-ish. But yes. It’s a kind of fire.”

      “Does he breathe out smoke?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Do you know how he does it?”

      I shake my head.

      “Ever wondered?”

      I give Nurse Vaille a half-shrug. “Sure. Of course.”

      “There are lots of animals that spit, sprinkle, or spray: Cobras. Bombardier beetles. Skunks. Llamas. Octopi. Whip scorpions.” Nurse Vaille opens her mouth comically wide and points to the back of her throat with her finger. “Dragons had something called a hydrogel gland.”

      “Hydrogel gland,” I repeat.

      “It combined phosphorus, platinum, and methane. Some of it came from the dragon’s diet. Some of it was already built right into their bodies. Dragons could store up the chemicals and mix and fire them as needed. They could summon up enough to be deadly. Think of it as a combustible belch.”

      “Gross.”

      “But it wasn’t infinite. Most dragons were good for a few blasts, but then they’d have to rest and recharge.” Nurse Vaille pauses like she’s trying to decide whether to keep going. When I give her an aggressive “go-ahead” wave of my hand, she asks, “Do you remember hearing about Grand Regent Kottori?”

      “The one who started the Dragon Wars, right?”

      “Kottori wasn’t Grand Regent then. He was just a man. An angry and scared man.”

      “That sounds like an impossible combination,” I smirk.

      Nurse Vaille scrunches her face and frowns at me. “If you haven’t learned to believe in the impossible by now…”

      “Okay,” I say with my hands raised in surrender. “I get it.”

      “Anyway, Kottori feared balance and equality more than he feared dragons.”

      “He’s the guy with the long, silver hair, right? The wrinkles. The scars on his face. There are pictures of him all over Crystalbay.”

      Nurse Vaille’s eyebrows converge in a “V” over the bridge of her nose. She grinds her teeth and points back and forth between us. “By the way, you and I are going to have a serious talk about you sneaking over to Crystalbay.”

      I try to swallow, but my throat is closed up, so it turns into a gagging cough.

      “But not now,” she says. She leans back and extends her arms, her hands planted onto her knees. “Kottori. The people worshiped him. Back then, he was old. He’d been around a long time. Some say even before the Days of the Dragons. Even before he became Grand Regent, he saw how the dragons were empowering girls, freeing women, taming men, and changing everything. He saw how men like him were becoming extinct. One night, he went deep into the Cursewoods where everyone else was too afraid to go. There were dangers out there.”

      “Orcs. Nymphs. Blood wolves.”

      “Among others. No one who went that far ever came back. Kottori was special, though.”

      “Was he stronger than everyone else?”

      “No.”

      “Braver?”

      Nurse Vaille shakes her head and slides her hands up and down her arms. “He had scales.”

      “Scales?”

      “Dragon scales. Or so the story goes. The scales protected him. They made him indestructible. He killed any deadly animals of the Cursewoods he came across. Blood wolves. Marsh boars. Banshees. Demon snakes. Elves. Orcs. And he did it without weapons. He was a conjurer. He could summon the fundamentals of earth, stone, and iron. Everything the dragons were made of. He was also the creator of the Apex dragon.”

      “He made it?”

      “It’s why he knew how to kill it. It didn’t matter to him that he’d be killing his own creation. Everything goes extinct. There’s a first of everything, and there’s a last of everything. He made sure the Apex dragon would be both. It took him a long time to find her.”

      “Her?”

      “The Apex dragon.”

      “It was female?”

      Nurse Vaille offers up an ear-to-ear grin. “Of course!” Her smile melts away as she tells me about how Kottori spoke to the fundamentals of earth, stone, and iron. “He tricked them into revealing her location. He marched through the Cursewoods. He encountered all the dangers, and he killed anything in his path. He followed the fundamentals until he found the Apex Dragon deep inside the heart of the Scarlet Mountains. She fought him with claws, fangs, and fire. But because he had built her, he knew how to use his magic to take her apart. Under his spell, she fell into three piles: one of earth, one of stone, and one of iron. Kottori sifted through her fundamentals until he found what he was looking for.”

      I know she’s about to tell me, but I’m too impatient to wait. “What was it?”

      “A type of gel.”

      “Gel?”

      “A green gel. He harvested the crystalized serum from the Apex dragon’s hydrogel gland and combined it with magnesium and a type of beryllium dust mined from quarries on what’s now the Crystalbay side of the river. From that, he fashioned a new generation of weapons.”

      “Their gel spears and those green-tipped arrows.”

      “You know about them?”

      “Sure,” I shrug. “Everyone knows their weapons are magical and a lot better than ours.”

      “Not better. Just more powerful.”

      “When it comes to weapons,” I tell her with snide confidence, “more power means better.”

      Sighing, she asks if I’ve ever seen their weapons in action.

      “Not really. I mean, I’ve seen them when I’ve gone over…” I let myself trail off before I derail the history lesson and return Nurse Vaille’s attention to my indiscretions with Pax and the tour he gave me of the Crystalbay arsenal.

      “It’s okay,” Nurse Vaille says. But then she corrects herself. “Well, it’s not okay that you’ve been sneaking over there to be with Pax. And it’s really not okay that he’s been sneaking in here. I mean it’s okay, as in, I don’t need to hear about it.”

      “You were saying about the gel weapons?”

      “They evolved from the old weapons Kottori created. They became swords, spears, and arrows tipped with the dragon-gel. They’d hurt a human, but they’d kill a dragon.”

      “So this Kottori guy used the stuff from the Apex dragon to kill the rest of the dragons?”

      Nurse Vaille looks proud when she points at me and says, “That’s exactly what he did.” Her face drop after that, though, and she looks sad. “But he didn’t just kill the dragons. It was worse than that. He weakened them. The weapon he used this time wasn’t magic. It was a group of men called Bond-breakers. Although ‘men’ might not be the right word. They were human males, but they were also something more. Or less. I guess it depends on how you look at them. There weren’t many of them. Maybe a dozen or so throughout the Gathered Realm. After he killed the Apex Dragon, Kottori left the Scarlet Mountains and returned to the Gathered Realm. He tracked down the Bond-breakers. He trained them, and he hired them out as dragon assassins. They had a magic of their own: They could interrupt the bond between the girls and the dragons. The dragons weren’t just protectors of the girls. They were partners. Breaking those bonds broke a lot of girls. Girls like you. Being connected can either double your strength or it can cut it in half. It’d be like separating the connection between your brain and your body. You could live and think. You could wonder, hurt, and feel. But you’d be in a constant state of disconnectedness. Kottori turned the Bond-breakers into his personal team of dragon assassins. He hired them out to anyone willing and able to pay. There were plenty of men who couldn’t pay, but they were all more than willing. Even the decent men, the good ones, the ones who supported the girls and the dragons, even they were tempted. How could they not be? Kottori was offering them a reset, a return to an older time. A simpler time. A time when men didn’t have to always be on guard, when they didn’t have to be so careful about what they said or what they did and who they did it to. With Kottori and the Bond-breakers breaking bonds and killing dragons, the men could finally be free again.”

      I snicker at the word.

      “Not free from,” Nurse Vaille elaborates. “Free to.”

      “Free to what?”

      “Free to tilt the scales back in their favor. Free to be in control again. With the bonds broken, Kottori harnessed the power of the dragons and used it against them. No bonds meant no strength. No strength meant no way to stop the men from reclaiming their power. After that, the girls were girls again, dragons were dying, and men returned to what they’d been.”

      “And that was the Dragon Wars?”

      “They ended when the Bond-breakers broke the last bond and killed the last dragon. Kottori proposed to reunite the kingdom under a single banner: his. But not everyone was on board. The ones who joined Kottori crossed the river and built Crystalbay. The ones who didn’t join him stayed here and built Stormport.”

      “And then we were pets over there and currency over here.”

      “And the dragons were dead. For five hundred years, we’ve had balance. We’ve had peace.”

      “But we haven’t had equality or freedom.” I swallow down a knot in my throat. “Or dragons.”

      Nurse Vaille gives me a watery-eyed nod. “Things from the past are coming back. Not all of them for good.”
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      I let the gravity of everything Nurse Vaille has told me to sink in.

      I know she’s risking a lot telling me this. The word “dragon” has been something of a curse word around here for a long time. They don’t use the word at all over in Crystalbay. If my uncle found out what Nurse Vaille and I have been talking about here in his living room for the last half hour, he’d have her head on a platter. Possibly with mine right next to it.

      That’s how I know that what she’s been telling me must be important.

      Even scarier, it’s how I know it must also be true.

      I feel like I should thank her, but I don’t know how. I settle for asking, “Do you want to come with me and my friends tonight to meet Arson?”

      Nurse Vaille laughs at this, which is a relief. I’m seventeen, I’m taller than she is, I’m combat-trained, and I have a dragon. But she still scares the hell out of me sometimes.

      At my invitation, Nurse Vaille waves her hands back and forth in front of her. “I’m too old to go trotting into the woods in search of a fairy tale. You, on the other hand, are exactly the right age to do it.” She pauses. When she speaks again, her tone has grown cemetery serious. “Kottori and the Bond-breakers were a long time ago. Over the centuries, they’ve been forgotten or made into a myth. After the Dragon Wars, books of the time were burned, memories were spotty, records were rare, and historians were unreliable. However it happened, it happened. But don’t be fooled by the fact that Kottori, the Bond-breakers, and all those men have been dead for five hundred years. Their cruelty, their hunger for power, and especially their fear…those things are immortal.”

      I hock up a skeptical little scoff. “You’re saying people like Kottori and the Bond-breakers could come back?”

      “Your dragon did.” Nurse Vaille is quiet for so long I think she might have forgotten I’m here or else has fallen asleep. Finally, she raises her eyes. “Ynarra. There’s something else.”

      I lean back in my armchair, my eyes pinned to the ceiling. If it were possible for a brain to breathe, mine would be panting right now. “You’re saying I’ve already done the impossible by finding and raising Arson. You’re saying I’m about to make history repeat itself. And I may be about ready to spark a war.” I spread my arms wide. “What else could there possibly be?”

      “I told you before about how dragons bonded with girls.”

      “Yes.”

      “There’s another kind of bond. There were a few cases where it was special. Powerful.”

      “What kind of cases?”

      “Cases where it didn’t happen on its own.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Sometimes…in the rarest of times, the bond needed a boy.”

      “A boy? But you said⁠—”

      “I know. And I meant it. The bond was almost always between a girl and a dragon. But in one case—and in only one case—the bond could be something more. It was called a Scalene.”

      “A Scalene? Like the triangle?”

      “A triangle whose sides are three different lengths.” Nurse Vaille makes an asymmetrical triangle in the air with her finger, stopping at each of the three points. “Girl. Dragon. Boy. Very different. Very powerful. Very dangerous. It was the one connection the Bond-breakers couldn’t destroy.”

      “But they did destroy them, right?”

      “They did. But to do it, they had to do what they never thought possible.”

      “Which was?”

      “They had to defeat their own. They had to find and kill any boy who might complete the Scalene. Until then, the bond was always possible.”

      “They killed dragons and boys?”

      “Not often. But sometimes. Yes. If the boy showed this gift. If it looked like he might be a threat to Kottori. Kottori was more afraid of those boys than he ever was of the girls or the dragons. The bond meant girls had nothing to fear. The Scalene meant Kottori had everything to fear.”

      “That’s why you said this isn’t about the birds and the bees.”

      “If what you told your friends…if what you’re telling me is true…”

      “It is. I promise. Arson is as real as it gets.”

      “Then you have a dragon. A dragon has you. If there’s a boy involved…if there’s a boy who somehow joins that bond—who enhances it—it could mean more power than anyone is supposed to have. More power than anyone has seen in five hundred years and more power than anyone can hope to control.”

      “You know about me and Arson. You know about me and Pax. Do you think this Scalene thing…?”

      Nurse Vaille shrugs. “You and Pax have been sneaking around for at least as long as you and this dragon of yours have. If the three of you are bonding, if you’re completing the Scalene⁠—”

      “I’m not bonding with Pax,” I object. “Sure. We’ve…um, messed around a bit. There’s been some…” I suppress a blushing grin and prepare to rattle off the list of the mostly harmless but still totally forbidden things we’ve done.

      Nurse Vaille stops me with an angry scowl and a wagging finger. “I don’t need the details.”

      “Sorry.”

      She raises her hand and taps the tip of her thumb, index finger, and middle finger one at a time. “Here’s the problem. If you and Pax and Arson…If the three of you form the Scalene, you’ll represent a power we haven’t had in Stormport or in all of Beynash Kingdom for five hundred years. It’s a power beyond dragons. A power beyond men. Imbalances of power lead to fear, and fear leads to war. It’s happened before, and it looks like it might be on a crash course to happen again.”

      My eyes light up at the word “power.” Nurse Vaille notices and gives me a finger wag. “It’s power that started the Dragon Wars and ended an entire species. It ended the Gathered Realm. The Scalene would give you and Pax power, but it’s a power that could be used to protect girls or get you all killed. If Crystalbay even thinks there may be a living dragon, they won’t hesitate. They’ll fight us. We’ll resist, but they’ll win. Either way, if it ever gets found out, you’ll be a target.”

      “I can handle that,” I boast.

      “Ynarra. Have you been listening to what I’ve been telling you? Do you really want to see history repeat itself?”

      “Only the impossible parts.”

      “Ynarra—”

      “Nurse Vaille.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “How do you know so much about dragons?”

      Nurse Vaille rises from the couch. She doesn’t groan herself up like I’d expect from someone her age. She almost floats out of her seat. She almost flies. She reaches out and takes my hand in hers. She rubs her thumb along the back of my hand at the exact spot of my most recent silver-scale breakout. “Wrong question. The question isn’t how is it that I know so much. It’s how is it that you know so little?”

      She drops my hand and gives me the same loving but equally disapproving look she used to give me when I was little and I’d trick the kitchen staff into giving me extra desserts by claiming they were for the Council and forging my uncle’s signature on one of his official scrolls. “Go,” Nurse Vaille says. “Show the dragon to your friends tonight. Just be careful.”

      “He’s a dragon. Of course I’ll be careful.”

      “I don’t mean about him. There’s a boy you need to worry about. It’s a boy who can complete the Scalene with you and your dragon.” She swallows hard, and for a second, I think she might cry. Instead, she clears her throat and smiles. “Ynarra.”

      “Yeah?”

      “There’s one last thing.”

      “Yeah?”

      “The Scalene. I might have oversimplified it just now. You see, it’s not only about a boy and a girl and a dragon. The bond between a girl and a dragon was about security, protection, and survival. But in those rare cases when the boy completed the Scalene, it wasn’t about any of that.”

      “What then?”

      “In those rare, special cases, it was about love.”

      I gulp at the word.

      For me, the word “love” has always been a question mark. An exclamation point. A wonder. A distant curiosity. An announcement. Something thrilling and exciting. Something scary, desired, and impossible.

      The way Nurse Vaille says it, it’s a period. It’s the end of a sentence, the end of an idea.

      Based on the suppressed quiver of terror in her voice, I think she fears it might also be the end of me.

      As if this has been a random and casual conversation, Nurse Vaille hums to herself as she walks out of the living room and heads down the curved corridor toward her chambers.

      I stay in the living room for another hour. My eyes are pinned to the couch where Nurse Vaille was sitting. My body remains motionless. My mind, however, is doing wild, galloping pirouettes in my head.

      Eventually, I shake myself loose from my stunned trance and rein in my brain.

      I pass the next hours in my bedroom. In my imagination, I play and replay Nurse Vaille’s history lesson—or is it another fairy tale?

      At the sound of the Second Bell, I switch into my outdoor hiking gear. In a tiptoe trot, I descend the stairs of North Tower, slip out of Castle Lumen, and head out to meet my friends at the edge of the Cursewoods.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            29

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

        

    

    







            FIELD TRIP

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Through the foggy nighttime gloom, I see my friends up ahead with my eyes, but my mind is still back in North Tower. Nurse Vaille didn’t just throw me a curveball back there. She threw me a fastball.

      And she whipped it at my head.

      Some of what she told me I knew. Some I’d guessed. Some of it came as a total surprise mixed with a healthy dose of shock.

      I’ve always been skeptical about history. Who knows how much is true, how much is exaggerated, and how much is made up? People have agendas. They want things to change, to stay the same, or to return to how they were in the distant past. And I’m learning from experience how the passage of time can be the embellisher, the manipulator, and the disruptor of history.

      In any case, history isn’t its own thing, and it’s not set in stone. It’s shaped and filtered by the desires of people in the present.

      And how am I supposed to know what Nurse Vaille’s desires are? Especially when I barely know my own.

      She had to have a reason for telling me all that.

      Maybe she wants her dragon stories to encourage me to rebel against the Transaction. Or she might have told me those stories to keep me in my place. Or maybe they were meant to distract me. Or scare me.

      Or most terrifying of all, to inspire me.

      With me, Kayde, Verse, and Weston huddled together at the outer edge of the Cursewoods, I tell them I have news.

      It’s dark out, but there’s moonlight, and we all have hand-lanterns unclipped from our belts and held in front of us by their C-shaped handles.

      With my three friends leaning in toward me—the four of us immersed in flickering torchlight and stark shadows—I catch them up as best as I can on what I’ve learned from Nurse Vaille.

      “So it’s true,” Verse says. “Dragons were weapons.”

      “For defense, though,” I clarify. “It was the only way girls like us could stay safe.”

      “You’ll never have to worry about that with me,” Weston promises. He gives my elbow a little squeeze. “I’d never hurt you.”

      “I know. But not every guy out there is as sweet and charming as you.”

      Weston smiles. I think he’s blushing, but it’s dark out, so it could be a trick of the lantern light.

      “I still can’t believe she was spying on us,” Verse pouts. “What a snoop.”

      “Said the pot to the kettle,” I answer with an eye roll and a teasing smile.

      “So,” Kayde asks. “Are we going to meet this dragon of yours or what?”

      “That’s the plan. Follow me.”

      Weston points past the leaning wooden roadside fence and at the wall of trees and chest-high brambles. “We’re really going in there?”

      “That’s where Arson is,” I tell him. “So…yeah.”

      “You know, they call these the Cursewoods for a reason.”

      I clap Weston on the shoulder and lock my eyes onto his. “A nice farm boy like you should feel right at home out here.”

      “Farmers plant, cultivate, and harvest. That’s the opposite of charging into the woods in the middle of the night.”

      “We’re not charging anywhere,” I assure him. “We’re going to walk. Quickly, but carefully.”

      Kayde grumbles and frowns. Her round, paper-white face glows in the night’s starry, next-to-nothing light. “We should all be in bed right now.”

      “That’s called an ‘orgy,’” I tell her.

      “Not together, dummy.”

      “Come on,” I insist through a stifled laugh. “We’re not going to get any closer to the dragon by standing around out here.”

      I duck under the low branches of the trees and worm my way into the dense underbrush.

      We press forward in single-file silence for a while. Eventually, we break out of the densest part of the woods and enter a part where the trees thin out. Side by side, we tramp across an open field of thick, thorny scrub brush.

      Next to me, Weston asks, “Tell me again why we’re trying to get closer to a dragon?”

      “Come on,” Verse tells him. “If this is real, it’s going to be too good to pass up.”

      “You know what else is too good to pass up?” Weston replies. “My nice soft bed in my nice soft house on my nice soft farm.”

      Verse slings her long arm around Weston’s shoulder. “I thought farm boys were supposed to be tough.”

      He raises his hands, palms up. “These are tough.” Planting one hand on his head and the other on his heart, he tells her, “These, on the other hand, are soft and gooey.”

      Verse squeezes him close with a one-armed hug and chimes out a lilting laugh. “You know, for a boy, you’re all right.”

      “Thanks. Let’s hope Ynarra’s dragon agrees with you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, if what Nurse Vaille told her is true, dragons like hers are the enemies of bad guys like me.”

      “You’re not a bad guy,” Verse laughs.

      “Sure, I am.”

      “You’re a farmer doing your required term at the Battle Academy.”

      “I benefit from a system that makes sure you girls don’t benefit from the system. Even after all our training in the Academy, you still won’t be allowed to join the knights. You can get the best grades and win every sword fight and jousting tournament. It won’t matter. You won’t be allowed to carry weapons anymore. You won’t even be allowed to defend yourselves against some guy in a tavern fight without getting charged with assault. You get just enough training and education so you can defend Stormport in an emergency. So you can help keep the system in place.”

      “All true,” Kayde interrupts. “But I don’t see you doing a lot to help us out.”

      “What am I supposed to do? I’m just one guy.”

      “Every revolution starts with one guy,” Verse says.

      “And every dictatorship,” Kayde adds.

      I tell both girls to dial it back. “Weston’s not the problem. He’s here, isn’t he? That’s more than any other guy in Stormport can say.”

      The girls frown at me through the dark, but Weston turns his head to me and smiles his thanks.

      We get to the end of the open field and plunge back into another nearly impenetrable part of the woods. “Come on,” I urge. “We’ve got to get there and back before dawn.”

      We march on, sometimes in a group, other times in single file. Parts of the Cursewoods are crisscrossed with walking paths and hunting trails. These aren’t those parts. The woods here are overgrown and dangerous. Deep fissures crease the ground in random places. Fallen trees and endless networks of exposed root systems present a constant challenge and a treacherous tripping hazard. In some places, the ground is slippery and coated with dewy layers of wet leaves. We pass steep, rocky drop-offs and shuffle along the base of sheer cliffs with teetering, horse-sized boulders jutting out overhead.

      I’ve been out here a lot in the past year. I’ve fought and struggled my way through the clustered trees and the prickly thickets of underbrush more times than I can count.

      Growing up, these parts of the Cursewoods were always off limits. My uncle even threatened me with grave bodily harm if I ever ventured off the marked hunting and hiking trails.

      When I asked him why, he gave me vague answers about unknown dangers, deadly predators, Nymphs, Fae-folk, Cave Trolls, Orcs, Ogres, and thousands of missing people and lost lives over the centuries.

      “My mom used to tell me about how dragons lived out here a long time ago,” Weston says. His voice is heavy and labored. “And in the Scarlet Mountains. I never believed it, though.”

      “I didn’t believe a lot of things a year ago,” I tell him. I flick a thumb back in the general direction of Castle Lumen. “And with what Nurse Vaille told me, it sounds like there might be more truth out here than we ever knew.”

      “Here’s a truth for you,” Weston says. “It’s a lot safer back home.”

      For you.

      I don’t say it out loud.

      With the Transaction on the horizon, Weston and I might wind up in the same place, but we’re taking very different paths to get there. In the Battle Academy, we’re pretty much equal. We’re trained the same, and we’re treated the same. But Weston is right about what will happen after we graduate. Boys and girls diverge. The boys will have options. The girls will have obligations. The boys will have rights. We’ll have responsibilities. Unless there’s a war and we’re called upon by the Council, we literally won’t have the right to touch any of the weapons we’ve trained on. No daggers, swords, bows, lances…nothing. Our job will be to run households, and to shut up and do as we’re told. It’s not something we fear or question. It’s always been this way, so there’s no overpowering urge to imagine anything else.

      No, I remind myself. It hasn’t always been this way. There was a time when dragons flew and fear fell.

      Kayde, Verse, and I don’t talk much about the very different lives we’ll have once we’re out of the castle. Inside, we’re safe. Outside, we’ll be vulnerable and at the mercy of men.

      Kayde always says that our combat and weapons training aren’t even meant to make us better fighters. “It’s to keep us occupied while we’re teenagers and to teach us strict discipline and how to follow orders.”

      She’s right. After we graduate, the weapons will be gone. Only the orders and our brainwashed minds will remain.

      We’ll be victims with wasted abilities and the illusion of power.

      We’ve heard the many stories about Stormport girls who get bossed around and bullied. Occasionally, Verse will shock us with some horror story or another about girls who get into trouble for “dressing wrong,” “talking back,” “walking in the wrong part of town,” or for “general disobedience.”

      I’ve always felt sorry for those girls, but it’s always been in the abstract. After all, I’ve never known any of those girls.

      It’s only now that I’m realizing how close I am to being one of those girls.
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      Mostly in silence, the four of us continue our hike. Some parts of the woods are easy to get through. Others take some effort. I know the way, but I’ve been careful to weave and wander through the woods, so I don’t accidentally leave a path leading straight to Arson.

      People talk about being a “trailblazer” like it’s a good thing, like it’s heroic and inspirational and something to aspire to.

      But sometimes, you don’t want people following the trail you’ve blazed.

      Especially when there’s a literal trail-blazing dragon at the end of it.

      When my friends and I get to a long, towering wall of fallen, vine-covered trees, Verse says it looks like the end of the road. “Oh, well. It was a good try. Ready to head home?”

      “I’ve got to agree with Verse on this one,” Weston says. He surveys the twenty-foot-high wall of branches and brambles and scans its endlessness from left to right. “Can’t go over it. Can’t go around.”

      “We’re going through,” I tell him with a light laugh and a clap on his arm. “This way.”

      Ducking down and with my hand-lantern in front of me, I lead my friends into a small, low opening under a pair of broken tree branches leaning against each other in an upside-down “V.” Doing my best not to get scratched up or get an eye poked out in the prickly, enclosed space, I navigate through the dark maze of thorny vegetation. I get to the end and squeeze out into the open air. Reaching back, I offer my friends a hand and help them out one at a time.

      Weston offers up an impressed nod. “You really know your way around out here, don’t you?”

      “Thanks to Arson.”

      We continue our hike through the depths of the Cursewoods.

      At one point, Verse tugs me back and lets Kayde and Weston get maybe forty or fifty feet ahead of us. “Do you think it could be Pax?” she whispers.

      “Do I think what could be Pax?” I whisper back.

      “The thing you told us about the Scalene. Nurse Vaille told you the dragon bond could include a boy.”

      “She said it could be enhanced by a boy. In very rare cases.”

      “Even better. So?”

      “So what?”

      “What if you and Pax and Arson are supposed to be together?”

      “First of all, forget about a dragon. Pax and I aren’t even supposed to be together.”

      Verse puts a hand to her heart and gasps like my confession shocks her. “Are you thinking about breaking up with Pax?”

      I point to Weston up ahead and shush her. “I have to.”

      “Technically, not yet.”

      “Weston is my friend. I’m not going to get him or me in trouble on a technicality.”

      “But Pax is rich. And a prince. And tall and handsome and so good for you.”

      “He’s not good to me.”

      “It’s just the way they are over there. You know how Crystalbay is when it comes to girls.”

      “That’s my point. I’m not trading one kind of collar for another.”

      “You’re not going to try to get out of your Transaction, are you?”

      Now, Verse sounds genuinely worried. Worried and shocked. Ducking under a low-hanging branch, I shrug and remind her that girls can’t break the Transaction. “It’s impossible.”

      She thinks about this for a second before offering up a scornful snort. “Seems like a lot of impossible things are happening these days.”

      Weston calls back to us to ask if we’re still going the right way.

      “Just past that next ridge,” I tell him and Kayde through the warm orange halo of my hand-lantern. “There’s a clearing on the other side. That’s where we’ll stop.”

      As we walk on, our torches send the dark shadows around us into a bobbing dance. The sound of every footstep is magnified out here even as our voices are swallowed up by the crisp night air.

      Verse pinches my elbow and leans in toward my ear. “What if it’s Weston?”

      “What if what’s Weston?”

      “You know. The Scalene.”

      “Nurse Vaille said the Scalene was about love.”

      Verse latches onto my arm and whispers into my ear with a teasing singsong. “So? You’re in love with Weston, right?”

      “I’m in care with Weston. Besides, for all we know, Nurse Vaille is wrong. Or making it up.”

      “You said it yourself: She seems weirdly well informed.”

      I tug my arm from Verse’s grip and tell her she’s nutfuckle out of her mind.

      “Weston’s your oldest friend,” she insists. “And he’s about to be your husband.”

      “Not for another year.”

      She gives me a playful shove that knocks me sideways. “It must feel good to know there’s two good-looking princes out there for you to choose from.”

      “Weston’s not a prince,” I say flatly. “Not exactly.”

      “But Pax is. And Weston’s the son of the wealthiest farming family in Stormport, so close enough.”

      “You’re one to talk. You’ve got a different boyfriend every other week.”

      “I know.” Verse sighs and holds up two fingers. “I’m jealous of you. It must be nice to only have two boys interested in you.”

      I give her arm a whack with the back of my hand.

      She pretends like I hit her with a sledgehammer.

      I suppress a chuckle and tell her we have to hurry. “We’re going to fall behind Kayde and Weston, and either they’ll get lost or else we will.”

      Shuffling forward and tugging Verse along, we follow the winking lights of Kayde’s and Weston’s hand-lanterns up ahead. I move fast over the uneven ground. Verse is huffing along behind me. I know she’s bothered by the hike, by the uneven terrain, by the rumored dangers of the Cursewoods, and by the uncertainty about this whole situation.

      I smile to myself. Back home, Verse is the queen of confidence. Out here, she’s a visitor, a girl on literal and figurative uncertain ground.

      For me, the depths of the Cursewoods aren’t scary anymore. In fact, they’re starting to feel like home.

      Nurse Vaille used to tell me, “The more you do something, the easier it gets.”

      She wasn’t wrong. But she left out the most important part: The more you do something, the less scary it gets.

      The first few times I came out here, I was a mass of bitten fingernails, sweat, trembling lips, twitchy muscles, and quivering skin. Every shadow was a threat. Every tree was an assailant. Every vine was a noose.

      Is this how girls felt back in the days before dragons? Vulnerable? Afraid?

      Is this why the men killed the dragons? To keep girls vulnerable and afraid?

      If so, what will they do with a girl like me who’s got a dragon companion and no fear?

      In a breathy huff, Verse and I finally catch up to Kayde and Weston. I slip into the lead and tell the others to stay close. “It’s right up ahead.”

      After what’s felt like an entire night of weaving, ducking, scrunching, and doing our best not to trip over exposed tree roots or plummet to our deaths down one of the many nearly invisible cliffs, the four of us arrive at the clearing with the flat-topped boulder on one side and the steep drop-off on the other.

      We stand in a group in the middle of the clearing, our eyes scanning the dark woods around us.

      I give my sharp, three-note whistle, and we wait.

      After a few minutes of dark, quiet nothingness, Verse crosses her arms and taps her foot on the ground. “Well. Where is he?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never brought anyone out here before. Maybe he’s shy. Or scared.”

      “Maybe he’s out hunting,” Weston guesses. He ducks down, his eyes scanning the trees. “Or maybe he’s hunting us.”

      “Maybe he’s not real,” Kayde suggests with a glum frown and her arms crossed over her chest in pouty defiance.

      Her voice is laced with snark, and I can’t tell if she’s accusing me of lying or of being insane. There’s an energy inside her, a firestorm she lets out in little meaningless ways throughout any given day. It comes out as indifference, scorn, or sarcasm. But underneath it, she’s a prowling, powerful, imprisoned animal who’s just been told there may be a way out of her cage.

      She can’t afford to get her hopes up for a myth, a trick, or a lie. She hasn’t said as much, but I know she wants—no, she needs this to be real.

      I’m not so sure about Verse. She’s feisty and confident. She’s also resigned to her own Transaction and to a future governed by someone other than herself. It’s like she’s a super talented actor who doesn’t care what part she gets in the play because she knows she’ll be great at it either way.

      Next to me, Verse holds up her hand-lantern as she pivots in a slow circle. The crisp, undulating flames behind the glass bulb project wide yellow and orange rays around us. They make it look like every leaf and every branch on every tree is dancing to its own lilting beat.

      Her doubt bubbling to the surface, Verse grumbles about how this whole thing is a colossal exercise in stupidity.

      “You’re afraid,” Weston accuses.

      “I’m sane,” she fires back.

      I don’t take sides, partly because they’re both kind of right.

      Verse tucks her long blond hair behind her ears and peers into the shadows. “The castle has walls to keep us safe from places like this.”

      “Those walls keep a lot of bad things out,” I agree. “But a lot of good things, too.”

      “Dragons aren’t good,” Weston warns. “They’re animals, and they went extinct for a reason.”

      “Yeah,” I tell him. “And we’re the reason.”

      “It was the Crystalbayers,” Weston reminds me.

      “According to Nurse Vaille, a long time ago, everyone around here was on the same side. It was the wrong side, but still…”

      “I don’t like waiting,” Verse announces to no one in particular. She pivots in a slow circle. “Isn’t there a call-bell or something out here?”

      “Yeah,” Kayde tells her. “It’s called patience.”

      We continue to mill around and wait. Every rustle in the dark clearing makes us snap our heads around and perk up our ears.

      Now, I’m getting nervous. Not about being out in the middle of the Cursewoods in the middle of the night. Sure, there are dangers in the woods, but it’s not that. Looking like a liar or like I’m crazy as a sack of cats are the dangers I fear most at the moment.

      “We should go,” Weston suggests.

      “You know,” Kayde teases, “for a Land Baron and future husband of Ynarra, you can be a real merengue.”

      “Forgive me for actually looking out for us. Blood wolves. Graveyard bears. Marsh boars. Leech bats. Orcs. Nymphs. Sorcerers. Gnomes. Marauders. Brigands. There are a lot of reasons to not be hanging out in the Cursewoods.”

      “Brigands?” Kayde scoffs.

      “You know. Criminals. Thieves. Highwaymen. Pillagers of villages.”

      “I know what brigands are,” Kayde snaps. “It seems like a pretty unlikely thing to have to worry about.”

      “Unlikely things are what we should be most worried about.”

      Kayde frowns at Weston and plants her fists onto her hips. “This is what Nurse Vaille was saying to Ynarra. Men were afraid of dragons because dragons meant women didn’t have to be afraid of men.”

      “That’s a stretch,” Weston scoffs. “And you’re assuming Nurse Vaille knows what she’s talking about.”

      “She knows more than you.”

      “If you two are done bickering,” Verse interrupts, “I say we go home, get some sleep, and then take Ynarra to the infirmary in the morning to see if she got hit on the head or something.”

      “I’m not crazy,” I tell her.

      “Maybe a little concussed?” Kayde offers unhelpfully.

      Verse makes a sweeping circle in the air with her hand. “Nurse Vaille’s going to tell your uncle about all this.”

      “No, she won’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      “She was mad about me hiding Arson out here.”

      “No shit.”

      “She was mad, but I don’t think she was surprised. Or even disappointed. More like she was afraid. It’s like she always knew dragons would come back. It was just a matter of time.”

      My three friends stare at me for a second. They jump back startled when I whip my hand up and snap my fingers. “I have an idea.” I swing around to face Verse. “No. That won’t work.” I turn to Kayde. “No. Not you, either.” Shaking my head, I turn to Weston.

      “Wait,” Verse says. “What won’t work?”

      “I think it has to be a boy,” I tell her over my shoulder.

      Before she can ask what I mean, I order Weston to hit me.
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      Weston’s eyes go wide enough to take over the entire top half of his face. “What!?”

      “Hit me. Like you’re attacking me. Like you want to hurt me.”

      Impossibly, Weston’s eyes get even bigger. He wags a finger at me and takes a full step back. “I don’t know what you⁠—”

      “She thinks her dragon will swoop in and protect her,” Kayde tells him in a condescending monotone.

      Weston looks from her to me. I nod my agreement with Kayde. “Nurse Vaille said dragons were protectors. Protectors of girls.”

      Weston holds up his hands. “So you want me to hit the girl who’s going to be my wife and then get killed by her pet dragon?”

      “He’s not a pet.”

      “Not comforting.”

      “He won’t kill you,” I promise.

      “And you know this how?”

      “Well,” I confess. “I guess I don’t know. But I’m pretty sure I can stop him before he…”

      “Claws my heart out and char-broils my face?”

      “You don’t have to hit me for real. Just pretend to.”

      “Pretend to hit you?”

      “Right.”

      “Fine.” He rears back and delivers a whooshing roundhouse punch to the air a full foot from my face.

      Sighing, I give him an eye roll, and then the four of us scan the woods.

      Nothing.

      I tell him to try again. “Only get closer this time.”

      “Closer?”

      “You were a mile away.”

      Weston stares at me but then claps his hands together. “Okay. I can do this.”

      He tries again. His fist doesn’t come anywhere near me. “Was that better?”

      “Sure. It was great. I almost felt the wind that time.”

      The four of us tilt our heads and listen for…anything.

      I’m the one to break the silence. “I don’t think pretending is going to work.” I take one more look out into the dark, quiet woods. I swing around and cup my hands around Weston’s upper arms. “You’re going to have to do it for real.”

      “What?”

      “He needs to know I’m in danger, which means I need to feel like I’m in danger.” I tap my finger on my cheek. “You’re going to have to hit me for real.”

      Weston clamps his hands to the sides of his head and starts walking in tight, shuffling circles. “This is crazy. This is crazy. This is crazy.”

      “We hit each other all the time in class,” Verse reminds him. “Hell, Kayde stabbed a gaping hole in my neck.”

      “It was a tiny hole,” Kayde corrects her. “And it was in your cheek.”

      “Whatever. Weston just needs to think of this as a drill in the Battle Academy.”

      “Except in the Academy,” Weston whines, “I might gain or lose a few points. Out here, I could lose eyes or limbs⁠—”

      “Or have your chestnuts roasted on an open fire.” Kayde adds.

      “Not helpful,” I snap at her.

      Kayde shrugs. “I wasn’t trying to be helpful. Just honest.”

      Weston takes a second to chew on the skin around his thumbnail. “Honesty isn’t going to stop her pet from eating me.”

      “He’s not a pet,” I correct him for the second time. “And I don’t think he eats people.”

      “You don’t think?”

      “Well. He’s not all that big.” I put my hand about waist-high.

      Weston plants a hand on his chest and sighs with pretend relief. “Okay. So only about as big as a blood wolf. Great.”

      “But…”

      “But what?”

      I hold my finger and thumb a half an inch apart. “Arson might be a wee bit more dangerous. We’ve seen blood wolves out here before. I think they’re afraid of him. Actually, I think a lot of things out here are afraid of him.”

      “If you’re trying to set my mind at ease about hitting you, you’re doing a craptacularly bad job.”

      Verse elbows Weston in the side. “Come on, tough guy. Go on and whack her and get this over with so we can all go home.”

      “Forget it.”

      “You’re telling me you haven’t dreamed about punching her lights out?”

      Weston rears back. “What? No! Of course not!”

      Verse cracks her knuckles and swings around to face me. “Because I’ve been wanting to take a poke at her for a long time.”

      “Verse!”

      “Sorry,” she grins. “Just trying to get Weston into the fighting mood.”

      “It’s not a fight,” I tell her. “And having you hit me won’t work.”

      “Maybe not. But it’d be fun. For me, anyway.”

      I growl at her and give her the finger before returning my attention to Weston. I assure him that I’m not looking for anything full-strength or painful. “Just enough to maybe make me feel threatened.”

      Weston hangs his head and sighs. Raising his eyes, he asks if this is what I really want.

      “Well, I’m not excited about getting hit, but we’re testing a theory. Think of us as scientists, and think of this as our grand experiment.”

      “There’s a reason we’re enrolled in the Battle Academy and not in the Alchemy Academy,” Weston says. “Experimentation is their thing. We’re supposed to be fighters.”

      “Now’s our chance to be both,” I boast.

      “Okay,” he concedes. “I’m going to do this. But only because you asked me to and because I agree with Verse: Going home sounds like a much saner plan.”

      I square my shoulders to face Weston. I tap my chin with my finger and offer up my most reassuring smile. “Go on. I can take it.”

      There’s something liberating about beating the crap out of each other in the Battle Academy courtyard. We have ample opportunities to do so: dueling, fencing, axe and knife versus whip and shield scrimmages, two-handed sword fighting in full armor, and the simulated battlefield scenarios—it’s a major adrenaline rush.

      But it’s not real.

      There’s a teacher. There are other students, protective gear, blunted weapons, and grades to think about. The worst possible consequences are minor injuries, lost teeth, and maybe a bad grade or two on your report card.

      Out here, there’s no motivation and no safety net. And the consequences are, well…uncertain.

      Weston takes a breath. His eyes skim over mine, but they don’t land. Instead, they lock onto a spot on the ground between us. He rears his arm back and whips an open hand at my face.

      I squint and wince and hope he doesn’t accidentally bust my nose open, break any bones, loosen any teeth, or knock my eye out of its socket.

      The tips of his fingers barely graze my cheek.

      “Was that good enough?” he asks through a wheezing breath. He’s doubled over and panting with his hands on his knees like he’s sprinted up a mountain.

      “It was great,” I tell him.

      And then I launch a vicious, snapping uppercut to his rib cage.

      Fueled by a combination of training, instinct, and self-preservation, Weston counters the shot. In the same instant, he rises up and throws an elbow that catches me square on the side of my face.

      It’s not a hard hit. He immediately realized what I was up to and held back enough to stop me from getting a broken jaw.

      I stagger back two steps and stop to wipe the tears from my eyes with the heels of my hands.

      Kayde cups her hands over her mouth. Next to her, Verse beams an approving smile at Weston and gives him an impressed nod and a thumb’s up.

      I run my tongue around the inside of my mouth. No loose teeth, but I can taste a bit of blood from where I must have bitten my cheek. I tell Weston, “Nice job.”

      “Admit it,” Verse says to him through a wide, white smile. “Wasn’t that the best feeling in the world?”

      Weston says it was the worst and sidles over to me to see if I’m okay.

      I hold up a finger and tell the others to stop moving for a second.

      The four of us freeze to see if our experiment will fail or bear fruit.

      In the past, I’ve enjoyed the moment of breath-holding uncertainty while I waited for Arson to arrive. There was always some hint. A change in the wind. A vibration in the ground. The lightest shiver in the treetops. Sometimes the hint came from inside me—a vague feeling in my gut or the tiniest electrical tingle at the base of my neck.

      This time, the leaves don’t rustle. There’s no distant hint of creaking branches or breaking twigs. The air doesn’t distort in rolling, humming waves.

      But there is a blast and a sudden explosion of motion.

      In a flash, Kayde, Verse, and I are knocked backward.

      Something whips through the air and across my field of vision. I think maybe it’s a big, broken tree branch, but it’s not.

      It’s Weston.

      His arms and legs pinwheeling, he flies across the clearing and smashes back-first into the base of a vine-covered tree. He bounces off the tree and crashes to the ground.

      If there were any breath left in my lungs, I’d scream.

      Arson’s leathery wings spread wide as he swoops to the ground and slides to a skidding stop in front of Weston’s squirming body.

      Weston is on his back and moaning. His knees are up, and his arms are crossed over his face.

      Normally, the night would obscure the details. But nothing about this is normal.

      Verse has dropped her hand-lantern to the ground. The glass cracks, and the flickering flame inside fades into a weak, amber glow before sizzling out completely.

      Arson’s jaws open, and a silver light crackles in the back of his throat.

      Frozen on the ground in front of the growling dragon, Weston is dazed, disoriented, and right in the line of fire.
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      I don’t think or hesitate. I move.

      My boots kick up dirt, leaves, and loose bits of gravel as I sprint across the clearing and charge at Arson.

      Kayde and Verse scream for me to stop. Their voices are loud and shrill, driven by the panic of surprise and by the absolute certainty of imminent death. But I may be only imagining it. It might be my own voice I’m hearing screaming in my head.

      Arson and I have been through a lot in the past year. We’ve explored the Cursewoods together, scampered and sprinted together, and have gotten to know each other. We’ve wrestled and played. I’ve learned some of his personality quirks, and he’s learned some of mine. We’ve done a lot in the last year.

      What we haven’t done is fight each other.

      I’m still two body lengths away from the dragon when my feet leave the ground. I launch myself through the air.

      Turning my head, tucking my chin to my chest, and leading with my shoulder, I slam into Arson’s side. I hit him under his wing and above his front leg.

      The impact stuns me and sends him spiraling away and crashing into a low ledge of rocks and brambles at the edge of the clearing.

      Dizzy and unfocused, I land on top of Weston. We both gasp as the wind rushes from our bodies. I push back the tangled coils of springy hair that have fallen over my eyes. Even though my vision is flooded with dozens of pinpricks of tiny white lights, I’m alert enough to roll off of Weston and try to clamber to my feet. I’m disoriented, though, and I wind up staggering to one side and dropping to my knees.

      Arson isn’t huge, but he’s ridiculously strong and powerfully armored. Shoulder-checking him like I just did…I might as well have charged full-tilt at one of the castle’s stone walls.

      Frankly, I can’t believe I sent him flying like that. I’m even more surprised that I lived to see it happen.

      Wincing, I cup my hand around my shoulder to suppress the tingles of pain. I’m only a little surprised to feel the curve of ridged plates spring up on my skin where I made contact with Arson.

      Next to me and still flat on his back, Weston’s eyes are wide, and his mouth is frozen open in a stunned “O.”

      At the same time, Arson has recovered from the shock of me plowing into him and has scrambled himself back onto all fours. His black lips curl back. His eyes—narrowed into angry slits—are focused past me and onto Weston. Arson has his curved talons hooked into the ground. His scales bristle from the base of his head down to a spot between his shoulders. His head is low enough for the spikes on his chin to touch the ground. His wings are pitched forward, and he’s ready to press them back and burst forward to renew his attack.

      I thought he might be protective of me. It never occurred to me that he might kill for me.

      On my knees and planted on the ground between Weston and Arson, I spread my arms wide and shout at the dragon to back off.

      He doesn’t listen. He pads forward. The lean muscles twitch throughout his scale-covered, wolfish body. The dark pupils in the center of his silver eyes switch their focus from Weston to me.

      The dragon gurgle-growls. It’s a different sound than when he’s in hunting mode. It’s also different than the happy or the curious sounds he makes when he and I are out here alone, exploring the Cursewoods, and trying our best to communicate with each other.

      The sound he’s making now means he’s mad. I’ve heard him make it before—just never with me.

      I say his name out loud.

      He continues toward me and Weston. His teeth are bared. His shoulders shift like armored, blue-green pistons as he pads forward.

      I still don’t know his thoughts, but I’m getting better at reading his body language. If I had to guess, he’s feeling anguished, betrayed, and really pissed off. In the past, I’ve gotten a sense that he works hard to keep a lid on the wild, dangerous side of himself. Especially around me.

      Right now, the lid is off.

      Even if my guess is only partly right, it means this situation could end badly for all of us.

      I say Arson’s name again.

      He stops, one front paw frozen in the air. He’s not backing off. It’s a reassessment. I’ve learned that he doesn’t operate on pure instinct. This isn’t a mindless predator, and he’s not a character in some old fairy tale. He thinks, feels, and analyzes.

      He also protects and kills.

      This particular scenario is new to him. It’s new to all of us.

      With three girls, a boy, and a dragon squaring off in a clearing in the Cursewoods, it might be new to the entire history of humanity.

      Kayde takes advantage of the pause in the chaos.

      Her breath coming in choking huffs, she inches up next to me. Her body is moving toward mine, but her eyes are focused on Arson.

      On the far side of the clearing, Verse is bathed in shadow and frozen in fear.

      As slowly and as delicately as I can, I stand up from my knees and whisper for Kayde to get away from me. She slows down, but she still takes two more small steps until she’s right next to me. I give her shoulder a light push. Without taking my eyes from Arson, I pat her shoulder a few times and tell her to back away. “Slowly. And keep your eyes down.”

      “But—”

      “Slowly,” I repeat. “With. Your. Eyes. Down.” I’m whispering it out of the corner of my mouth, but in my head, it feels like I’m screaming in Kayde’s face.

      I risk taking my eyes from Kayde to check on Weston. He’s still on his back. His fingers are flicking at the ground, and he’s squinting hard. He shakes his head to try to clear it.

      The motion captures Arson’s attention.

      I tell Kayde to go.

      She stumbles a half step to the side. Her boot kicks a puff of dust into the night air. The motion distracts Arson, and he switches his deadly focus from Weston to Kayde. But only for a second. And then his silver eyes are back on me.

      Better on me than on my friends, right?

      From the edge of the clearing, Verse stutters my name. I raise a hand, put a finger to my lips, and shake my head. Her lips part, but this time, no sound comes out.

      Next to me, Kayde inches her hand toward mine. She curls her fingers around my wrist and tries to tug me away from Weston and out of Arson’s path.

      I yank my hand from her grip and bark at her under my breath to get the hell away from me.

      I don’t mean to be so abrupt, but my heart’s racing, and I’m pretty sure my lungs are about to pop out of my chest.

      If Weston dies, I’ll never forgive Arson. If Kayde or Verse dies, I’ll never forgive myself.

      If I die…well, then I guess forgiveness won’t matter one way or the other.

      My sharp change in tone confuses Arson. He stops in place. His head is still low on his long neck. The twitches of his tail and the pulse of the muscles in his shoulders and back legs show that he’s fully prepared to pounce.

      Verse remains frozen and open-mouthed thirty feet away. Kayde is either too stubborn, too worried, or too frozen in fear to listen to me and back off. Behind me, Weston groans and works himself up to his elbows.

      Right now, I’m not sure which one of us is Arson’s target.

      Tears trickling down her flushed cheeks, Kayde shakes her head. Her milky-white face goes splotchy red, but she finally listens to my orders and takes two hesitant steps away.

      It’s not far enough. I’ve seen what Arson can do. He can breathe thin lengths of silver flames to hit a small target twenty feet away. But he can also spread his white-hot blast wide enough to engulf pretty much anything in front of him.

      He uses the narrow blast for hunting prey or to help me light a hand-lantern to illuminate our way. More than once, he’s helped me rekindle a small campfire that’s gone out. He uses the wider blast as a warning or sometimes to flush potential prey from its hiding place.

      If he ever wanted to, he could also use it to kill four teenagers in a clearing.

      I honestly don’t know if Weston and I are about to get warned, warmed, flushed, lit up, or cremated.

      Arson opens his mouth. His hooked front fangs hang down like a row of curved white stalactites in a cave.

      He presses his tongue flat to the bottom of his mouth. The back of his throat rattles and glows an electric silvery-blue.

      I thought he’d listen to me. I thought I could stop him. I thought we were friends.

      Apparently, all three thoughts were wrong.

      Behind me, I hear Weston pushing himself to his knees. Dirt, pebbles, and dried twigs crunch under him as he grunts himself off the ground and gets to his feet.

      I catch a glimpse of him out of the corner of my eye. He’s trembling, ashen-faced, and he has a cut lip.

      In the split second I take my eyes from Arson, the dragon unleashes his flame.
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      On his feet now, Weston tries to push me out of Arson’s line of fire the same as I just did with Kayde. But Weston is still half-stunned from being whipped across the clearing, and there’s no real strength in the arm he tries to shove me with.

      I spin around toward him. With my back to Arson, I hook my arms around Weston’s upper body and press my cheek to his chest. I hold on tight as a narrow burst of searing silver flames blasts me in the back and lights up the clearing.

      Even with my eyes pressed shut, the world around me goes white.

      I’ve still got my arms around Weston, my jaw clamped shut, and my eyes firmly closed when the heat and the flames smashing into my back finally fade.

      Locked in our embrace, Weston and I collapse to our knees.

      Coughing, I open my eyes, look up, and wonder why we’re not burned to cinders. On the far side of the clearing, Verse has replaced her frozen shock with quiet, wide-eyed horror. Her face is wet with tears. Her mouth is open like she wants to scream, but there’s not enough breath in her body to push the words out.

      I know the feeling.

      Kayde breaks out of her own frozen stare. Her eyes on Arson, she scuttles over to me and Weston.

      The dragon lowers his wings. His tail twitches and flicks against a cluster of dry, spike-covered ivy on the ground behind him.

      My eyes are burning, but I don’t know if it’s from the smoky acidity of Arson’s fire or if I’m crying because of how badly I’ve messed this up.

      Verse starts to inch her way over, but I call out for her to stop.

      Arson wags his head between me and Verse. He squints at her, and I hold my breath, hoping her motion toward us doesn’t make her a target in his eyes.

      I risk letting go of Weston, and I ease myself to my feet.

      I catch Arson’s eyes, but whatever is in there is unreadable. We have had moments of communication between us, but that doesn’t mean we speak the same language.

      I start to raise my hand, but he curls his lip and exposes his dagger teeth. His response freezes me in place as sure as if I’m a blade of dried grass in an ice storm.

      With a snap of his wings and a quick twist of his body, he whips around and disappears in a loping, slithering run into the woods. The branches engulf him in their dark embrace before he bursts from the treetops. He spreads his wings wide and disappears into the night sky.

      Coughing and rubbing his eyes, Weston assures me that he’s okay.

      I nod and realize my tears are from crying after all.

      Kayde asks if I’m all right.

      I put my chin on my shoulder and reach behind my back to feel the charred, sizzling fabric of my hiking jacket. “I think I’m going to need a new jacket. But I’m okay. You?”

      “Maybe not okay,” Kayde replies. “But right now, I’ll settle for alive.”

      “Weston? You’re sure you’re all right?”

      “It may take a while for my eyebrows to grow back,” he jokes. He pats his sides, hips, and thighs with the palms of his hands. “But yeah. I’m okay. Thanks to you. You’re lucky you didn’t get crispy-fried.”

      I roll my eyes and sigh. “Yeah. I feel really lucky right now.”

      Kayde reaches over and passes her hands over the back of my jacket. “Ouch. It’s hot.”

      “Imagine that,” I grin. “A hot fire.” I slip the jacket off and let it plop to the ground. It sits smoldering on a long patch of burned, blackened ash lining the clearing between us and where Arson was standing.

      Kayde kneels and drags a finger along the ground. She lifts her hand and inspects the soot coating the tip of her finger. “Is it wrong to think that’s the coolest thing that’s ever happened?”

      “Not wrong,” I assure her. “Maybe a little psychotic.”

      Joining us on long, shaky legs, Verse wipes her eyes as she pokes at my crackling, smoldering jacket with the toe of her boot. “I have to say…You were right, Ynarra. That’s not a pet. It’s a weapon.”

      “He’s neither,” I tell her with more defensive snark than I intended. “He was protecting me.”

      “How? By killing you and your future husband?”

      “He didn’t kill us.”

      “This time.”

      I start to object but then stop myself. I’ve been raising a dragon in secret. The first time I decide to come clean and share that secret with my three best friends, I nearly get us all killed.

      I don’t exactly have the moral high ground here.

      “Sorry,” I say at last. “That wasn’t exactly the introduction I was hoping for.”

      Verse turns in a long, slow circle, her eyes on the trees lining the clearing. “What if he comes back?”

      “I don’t think he will.”

      “How do you know? He could be mad. Or hungry.”

      “I don’t think so.” Verse starts to object, but I cut her off. “I think he’s embarrassed.”

      “Embarrassed?”

      “It’s a guess,” I shrug. “He’s young, powerful, and protective. Maybe even a little impulsive. But mostly, he’s not used to people. You’re the first ones he’s met who aren’t me. I’ve been warning him to stay away from Stormport and Crystalbay and basically telling him people are dumb and deadly.”

      “And you think he understands any of that? He’s a dragon.”

      “Right. A dragon. Not a rock. He has feelings like anybody.”

      Next to me, Kayde raises her hand. “Speaking of feelings, I’ve got a strong one that we should get out of here before your dragon gets over his embarrassment and comes back to turn this from a medium-rare incident into a job well done.”

      “Okay,” I agree through a nervous but happy-to-be-alive smile. “Let’s go home.”
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      It takes as long to hike back as it did to hike to the clearing, but it feels longer. The uphills feel steeper. The downhills feel more treacherous. I think there are more trees, thorny vines, ravines, and ankle-breaking clusters of rocks than there were before. Even my boots feel heavier.

      Maybe it’s the weight of my failure dragging me down.

      I wanted this to be an epic reveal. I wanted to prove to my friends that I wasn’t crazy. I wanted them to be part of something strange, unique, and mind-blowingly historical. They were going to join me in rekindling a five-hundred-year-old fire.

      Instead, I nearly got us barbecued.

      And what about poor Arson? I did kind of throw this at him. Threw us at him.

      I know friends don’t always play nice with the new kid. We’ve seen it a million times in school.

      Over the years I’ve been enrolled, I’ve seen fellow students come and go. We’re required to do a rotation in the schools other than our primary one. For me, Verse, Kayde, and Weston, that’s meant taking crossover classes in the Music Conservatory, the Alchemy Academy, and the Agricultural Academy. Us girls also have to do two full years in Domestics where we learn cooking, cleaning, and housekeeping. We learn the strict rules for what we’re allowed to do, what we’re supposed to wear, and how we’re expected to behave after we turn eighteen and get Transacted. Our teachers in Domestics spent a full month making sure we also knew the severe penalties for violating the rules.

      No matter what school we’ve been in, there have been cliques of like-minded students. There are old friends who’ve known each other since they were in diapers. Sometimes, kids are welcoming of so-called outsiders. Sometimes they aren’t. There are eager, open-minded kids. There are some too focused on their own career path to be bothered with anything or anyone outside their field of vision. There are groups who are afraid of the unknown, and then there are kids who are just mean as fuck.

      There are also groups like mine, Kayde’s, and Verse’s: girls who get trained, learn to excel, and then watch their hard work and talents fizzle into worthlessness after their Transaction as they set out to live a new life on someone else’s property…as someone else’s property.

      In any case, it can take time for a group dynamic to adjust to the presence of a new member or for a new member to adjust to the dynamic of a group.

      I figured since Arson is a dragon and not a person, we could bypass that little hurdle of humanity. But maybe Arson is more like a person than I thought.

      Or maybe we’re more like a dragon.

      After a long, silent, scratchy hike through the Cursewoods, Kayde, Verse, Weston, and I finally step out onto one of the small, winding paths that will lead us to the main road and back to the castle.

      Together, we head across one of the sprawling alfalfa fields, around the stables, and up to one of the back doors of Castle Lumen. There are knights out on guard duty, but there aren’t very many of them, and we know their patrol patterns pretty well. And we know the castle even better.

      For a visitor, there’d be questions. For an intruder, there’d be violence. But for us, sneaking around is as easy as walking from one end of the castle’s main hall to the other.

      Standing in the shadow of the castle’s kitchen doors on the ground floor, Verse takes my hands in hers. “Next time, I’m planning the group date.”

      I pat her hand and tell her, “It’s a deal.”

      The four of us head inside and make our way through the big kitchens. We tiptoe along the hallway leading past the prep areas and one of the dining rooms and over to the foot of the wide, spiral stone staircase leading up to the residential levels.

      Down the hall, one of the ladies on the laundry staff is hauling an armful of tablecloths over to a big wicker laundry bin. The pile is higher than her head, but the four of us freeze anyway until we’re sure she hasn’t seen us.

      We let out a light, collective breath as she makes her way around the far corner, and then we continue on tiptoe up the castle stairs.

      We pass the Academy’s libraries and classroom levels and get to the cobblestone atrium, which is halfway up the castle. Each of the four wide, arched openings of the atrium’s perimeter leads to a set of marble stairs that will take us up to our individual towers.
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      The three of us walk with Weston to the open doorway leading up to West Tower.

      Weston takes my hand in his. “You saved my life back there.”

      “We weren’t really in any danger.”

      Inside my head, my brain rolls its eyes. To tell the truth, at least one of my heart’s chambers is still pumping like crazy, and I’m pretty sure at least one chamber has stopped completely. But I swallow down the swirling remnants of my massive panic attack and do my best to sound casual and cool.

      It’s easy to sound confident once the danger has passed.

      Weston squints his doubt but nods at my optimistic spin. He loops his arms around me and draws me into a tight hug. “You deserve better than all of this.” His breath is quiet and warm on my ear.

      I whisper back, “Better than what?”

      “Better than all of it. Better than us. Better than the Transaction. Better than me.”

      Leaning away from me, he turns and wishes me and the girls a good night. Chuckling, he tells us he hopes our next group date will be heavier on fun and lighter on fire, scorched earth, and bowel-twisting emotional trauma.

      “It will be,” I promise.

      “It better be,” Verse insists. “It’s bad enough we’ve been getting beaten up at the Academy during the day. I don’t want to turn our nights into more life-or-death adventures.”

      Weston smiles and waves his goodbyes before striding under the arched doorway and heading up the West Tower stairs. Kayde, Verse, and I watch him round the corner under a wall torch at the first landing.
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      The three of us turn and head toward the archway leading to the East Tower stairs.

      At the base of the marble staircase, Verse throws her arms around me and Kayde. She pulls us into a tight, bony-armed embrace. “If I’m not in school, tell Noble Pennarden that I died of a heart attack. And don’t worry. It’ll be the truth.”

      “No one’s dying,” I tell her as Kayde and I wrench ourselves free from her looping hug.

      “Or else everyone is,” Kayde jokes.

      At least I hope it’s a joke.

      Verse turns and scampers up the stairs leading up East Tower. She takes them two at a time. It’s late at night, but she moves with a stealthy, quiet grace I never expect from someone her height. I guess because she gossips and blathers so much, I think of her as a loud person. But she’s as lanky as a gazelle and as light-footed and nimble as Arson.
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      Kayde walks with me across the cobblestone plaza and over to the marble archway leading to the South Tower’s stairs.

      I start to say goodnight to her, but she stops me with a sharp yank on my sleeve. “I’m disappointed you kept this a secret for a whole year, Ynarra. Disappointed but also super impressed.”

      “Thanks. I think.”

      “What happens now?”

      “You mean with Arson? Or do you mean with Weston or Pax?”

      “I mean with you and us. Verse and Weston and I are your best friends.”

      “I know. I’m sorry I kept this from you.”

      Kayde shakes her head. “I don’t mean about that. I mean we’re in this together now. If it turns out to be nothing, that’s fine. But if it doesn’t end well, the four of us and your dragon are probably going to get killed. And I really don’t see this ending well.”

      I try to catch Kayde’s eyes, but she’s retreated behind her scraggles of dark hair.

      I want to reassure her, but I can’t form the words since I know whatever I say will be a lie.

      I settle for the truth: “I don’t know what’s next, Kayde. But one thing’s for sure: Whatever happens, it probably won’t be what my uncle and Weston’s father arranged to have happen.”

      Kayde’s mouth stays firm, but she smiles with her eyes. “I used to want things to change.” She passes a back-and-forth finger between us. “I used to want something different for girls like us.” She pauses as if she’s got a dangerous thought in her head and she’s not sure if it’s worth the risk to set it free. “I used to want an end to the Transaction,” she says at last. Her words aren’t much above a whisper. “An end to being locked up and an end to being afraid of trying to follow our own path.”

      “And now you don’t?”

      “Now I want it more than ever.” She pauses and clears her throat. “Because now, after tonight, it seems possible.”

      I put my arms around her and give her a warm hug. She resists at first, but I don’t care. Her body relaxes, and she lets her arms dangle at her sides.

      With our cheeks pressed together and my arms around hers, I tell her how much I want that freedom, too. “But it’s going to cost a lot,” I whisper. “Maybe everything.”

      Kayde disentangles herself from me and draws away. “It’s a price I’m willing to pay,” she says somberly. “It’s a price I’m desperate to pay.”

      “Kayde, you still have more than a year left.”

      “That’s a year of knowing I’m wasting my time at the Battle Academy and a year of wondering if I’m going to get sold to the Council Treasurer or a Landlord or the Harbor Master or one of the Tavern Owners…” She sniffles, and I put a hand on her shoulder, but she shrugs me off. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters.”

      She shakes her head but smiles. “You know what?”

      “What?”

      “Arson’s a neat dragon.”

      “I know, right?”

      “He’s pretty small, though.” Kayde holds a hand high above her head. “I always pictured dragons as being…I don’t know…gigantic.”

      “He’s been growing fast. Really fast. And I don’t think he’s done. Nurse Vaille said there were other kinds, too. Bigger ones. Gallopers, she called them.”

      “Well, I like him the way he is. He’s cute. Cute and deadly. But he’s probably not powerful enough to save us or change the world.”

      “Probably not.

      “You’re not, either.”

      “No. I’m not.”

      Kayde gives her head a little shake to shift her hair to the side. She raises her dark eyes to meet mine. “Together, though, you and Arson might be the most powerful thing our kingdom has seen in five hundred years.”

      The magnitude of that claim hits me in the chest with the force of a fist-capped jousting lance. It’s a responsibility I don’t expect or want, and it’s one I’m not remotely capable of handling.

      I’m about to confess this to Kayde, but she doesn’t wait for me to respond. Instead, she whips around and dashes up the worn marble stairs leading to her apartment at the top of South Tower.

      I watch her disappear around the first curve in the staircase before shaking myself loose from my frozen daze. I make my way across the atrium and toward the staircase leading up to my apartment in North Tower.

      At the top of the stairs, I tiptoe past Uncle Jorus’s office, past the kitchen and Nurse Vaille’s room, and I slip down the hall and into my bedroom. I ease the door shut and hold my breath as the lock clicks into place.
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      Releasing my breath, I whisper, “Made it.”

      I know getting out and back home without getting caught is a small accomplishment, but I’ll take the wins when I can get them. Besides, this wasn’t the same as slipping out to sneak across the river to visit Pax. As imperfect as that relationship is, it’s still just me and him.

      For this new adventure, I recruited my three best friends. For me, that’s three times the fear, three times the adrenaline rush, and three times the responsibility if we get caught, hurt, or killed.

      Alone in my room, I strip off my hiking clothes. There’s no good way to explain the burned jacket, so that’ll need to have a secret send-off in Misery River sometime tomorrow. Maybe in the next day or two if I can find time when no one’s around.

      My back itches, and I realize the jacket isn’t the only thing that Arson burned.

      I stand with my back to my gold-framed mirror above my makeup table and crane my neck around to inspect the wounds. I’m only semi-startled to discover there aren’t any. Where I was expecting to see a blistered and blackened patch of skin, there’s a glinting coating of diamond-shaped, silver scales.

      They weren’t there before, and I don’t know if they’re there now because of Arson’s fire or if they popped up to protect me from it. They look cold, but they feel warm under my fingertips. It’s skin, but it’s not. It’s part of me, but it’s not.

      At least they don’t hurt.

      Tonight, I got rid of one secret only to have it replaced by a brand-new mystery. The burden of a secret is easy to unload. You simply march your friends into the woods and show them a dragon.

      The burden of a mystery is harder, and it’s one I can’t bear alone.

      I know I’ve put huge pressure on my friends by sharing Arson’s existence with them. But there’s something heavier weighing me down now. It’s the weight of unanswered questions:

      Why have I been getting scales?

      Where the hell did Arson come from?

      And what do the two have to do with each other?

      I’ve put these mysteries off for a long time. But now the floodgates are open. My friends know about Arson. I’ve got that secret off my plate. It’s a relief, but it’s also only a start.

      For a year now, I’ve been living a life of questions.

      I clamp my teeth, close my eyes, and make a vow:

      Now, it’s time to start getting some answers.
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      The next morning, Kayde, Verse, Weston, and I huddle together at the end of one of the classroom-lined hallways of the Battle Academy.

      Fencing Class doesn’t start for another hour.

      We’re supposed to be in the Mess Hall having breakfast with the rest of our classmates. But the rest of our classmates weren’t nearly incinerated by a supposedly extinct fire-breathing dragon in the middle of the night.

      I feel bad about dragging my friends even deeper into my Arson adventures, but I’d feel worse about leaving them out. Especially now that they’ve seen him in the flesh. Well, in the scales.

      “So…,” I drawl. “That was a fun little field trip, wasn’t it?”

      “It was crazy!” Verse gushes. “I figured you and Weston were dead for sure!”

      “His fire wasn’t really all that hot,” I lie.

      “Tell that to your jacket.”

      “It’s a tough jacket,” I say. “Well, it was a tough jacket,” I add with a light laugh.

      “Ynarra and Weston weren’t in danger,” Kayde mutters.

      Verse swings around toward her and stares her down. “Hey Kayde. Maybe you and I have different definitions of ‘danger,’ but it’s pure luck we’re not four piles of ashes right now.”

      “Arson could have killed Ynarra and Weston,” she says, clearly impressed. “He could have killed us all if he wanted to.”

      “You think he spared us out of the goodness of his little crocodilian heart?”

      “It was a warning,” Kayde says with a matter-of-fact shrug.

      “Well,” Verse fires back. “It worked. I’m never going back out there ever again.”

      “Not that kind of warning.”

      “What kind, then?”

      Kayde shoots me a shy glance from behind her hair before returning her gaze to the floor. “It’s like Ynarra said. He swooped in to protect her, only to find out that we tricked him into revealing himself. Ynarra’s been telling him to keep hidden and to steer clear of humans.” She turns to me and asks, “Right?”

      “Yes,” I confirm. “That’s right.”

      “Next thing you know, he’s in the middle of four of us. Ynarra knows him a lot better than we do. He was confused. Probably embarrassed.”

      Verse rolls her eyes and gives Kayde a dismissive hand flip. “Great. That’s what we need: another dragon-whisperer.” She pokes my shoulder. “Before you know it, you’re going to wind up turning into a dragon, yourself.”

      I open my mouth. I’m about to tell her about the new batch of silver-scale acne on my back, but after our adventure in the woods, it seems like it might be an overload of information.

      Soon, though.

      Weston crosses his arms hard over his chest and shakes his head. “I can see why Pax’s people killed them all.”

      “Don’t say that,” I plead.

      “Why not? It’s the truth. He’s one dragon. One! Imagine a town of them. Or a kingdom. Tamed or not, trained or not, they could kill everyone on a whim.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Kayde snaps.

      Verse nudges her with his elbow. “Don’t you mean ‘dragonshit’?”

      I take a beat to scope out our fellow classmates scattered around the training atrium. Most of them are either eating or else practicing their fencing moves for today’s class. They don’t seem to notice or care that the four of us have separated ourselves from the larger group this morning.

      Which is fine with me.

      This time last year, I was okay being noticed. I liked being the center of attention. I liked birthday parties, dressing up, and going to my uncle’s fancy events. In school, I’m one of the better fencers, and I can hold my own in the joust. My parents died when I was young, and Uncle Jorus isn’t exactly in the business of doling out compliments. That left my teachers. I liked getting good grades from them, and I liked looking good in their eyes. Living at the top of North Tower with Nurse Vaille and my uncle made me feel invincible, untouchable, like a princess, and literally above it all.

      But that’s changed since Arson. I’ve been quieter this past year. I’ve been thinking things through more. The things I was told were a gift—everything from the Transaction to the Battle Academy to my life at the top of a castle tower—are starting to feel more like a curse.

      After keeping a tight lid on Arson, I’ve come to appreciate the value of quiet anonymity. Like Arson, himself. Or like Torren and the Curators.

      It’s amazing how much you can learn by keeping your head down, your mouth closed, and your eyes and ears open.

      Next to me, Kayde, Verse, and Weston continue to rehash our adventure from last night.

      “I swear, I almost peed,” Verse tells us.

      “You weren’t anywhere close to Arson,” Weston reminds her with a wave of his hand. “Try getting tackled by him and blasted with fire.”

      “You did look pretty cute spinning through the air like that,” Verse teases.

      “Ha ha. I could have died.”

      “Next time,” Kayde warns under her breath, “maybe you’ll think twice about hitting your future wife.”

      Weston points an accusing finger at me. “She made me do it.”

      Verse’s eye go wide. “Hey. Do you think this is what it was like for girls in the Days of Dragons?”

      Weston asks what she means. Verse slips her long hair behind her ears. “Do you think there was a time when boys couldn’t do whatever they wanted and girls didn’t have to be afraid?”

      Weston looks hurt when he asks what girls have to be afraid of now.

      “Everything,” Kayde tells him.

      “Like what?”

      “Weston. We love you. You’re a great guy. But you don’t know half of what it’s like to live in fear.”

      Weston huffs and pouts. “I’m afraid of things.”

      “Sure,” I chime in. “Getting a bad grade in school. Not being able to grow facial hair. Monsters under your bed.”

      “And that’s nothing,” Kayde snaps at him. “We have to be afraid of leaving the castle. Of losing our rights after we’re Transacted. Living for someone else instead of for ourselves.”

      “She’s right,” Verse agrees. “Don’t get me wrong. I like a lot of our traditions. They keep us fed, sheltered, and safe. But we get educated and trained to fight. And then after we’re Transacted, we’re not allowed to so much as hold a sword or read a book. Then, it’s our job to feed and shelter everyone else while we give up the right to be safe.”

      “It’s not that bad,” Weston objects. “And you can fight.”

      “Only in times of war,” Verse clarifies. “And only if the Council calls on us and grants us permission.”

      Kayde points in the general direction of the castle wall. “Out there, the three of us are going to have to walk with our heads down and our eyes up. You’ve heard the stories as much as we have. Girls getting stalked. Bullied. Women getting pushed around. Even beaten up.”

      “For saying or doing something a man doesn’t like,” Verse says.

      “Or for no reason at all,” Kayde adds. “And we’re not allowed to fight back.”

      Weston gives his head a slow shake. “I wouldn’t do that to Ynarra. I couldn’t.”

      “I’m sure you couldn’t,” Kayde says. “Most guys couldn’t. Until they realize they can. What’s stopping them? How many people do you know who can turn down free power when it’s offered? How many stories do we need to hear before we do something about it? Not that we’re allowed to do anything about it.”

      Weston raises one shoulder and looks at his feet. “They’re just stories.”

      Kayde pivots so she’s right in front of him. He lifts his head, and she locks her dark eyes to his. “Sometimes stories are true.”

      Weston gulps. He turns to me for help, but I put my hands up and tell him he’s on his own.

      Although not usually much of a talker, Kayde is fired up. She’s spent her life quietly in search of answers. I know she thinks she may have finally found one. In Arson.

      She, Verse, and Weston continue to marvel at the dragon and debate about how he fits into the narrative of power and control between the women and the men of Beynash Kingdom.

      I let them rant for another ten minutes. When they run out of steam, I ask if they’re ready for the future.

      “The future?” Verse repeats. She makes a vague gesture toward the distant Cursewoods. “I’m not so sure there is one. Dragons were part of the past for a reason.”

      “And they’re part of our present for a reason, too,” I tell her.

      “Yeah,” Verse snickers through the side of her mouth. “Starting our campfires, cooking our meat, and incinerating our enemies.”

      I expected Verse to be grumpy about this whole thing. If it doesn’t involve gossip or sex, she’s usually not interested. Kayde is grumpy about everything, so no surprise there.

      What surprises me is that it’s Weston—the one who came closest to staring death in its horned and scaly face and the one who worries the most—who suddenly springs to Arson’s defense.

      “He was protecting Ynarra. Can you think of a better reason to burn someone to death?”

      I always figured Weston felt the same as I did about our Transaction. Technically, he’s as locked into it as I am. But the way he’s talking—the way he’s sticking up for Arson for sticking up for me—I’m starting to think maybe he doesn’t see marriage to me as a duty. He might not even see it as a requirement or a responsibility.

      Is it possible that he cares more about me than the wealth I represent?

      My cheeks flush over the guilt of that thought. Weston is handsome, funny, talented, and a great friend. I’m supposed to embrace our union, but maybe it’s that exact expectation that’s been making me keep him at arm’s length over the past year or two.

      If what Nurse Vaille said about the Scalene is true—if Arson and I are bonding and if there’s a boy who can complete that bond—could Weston be it?

      “Arson is the answer to all the questions we’ve been too afraid to ask,” I tell the others.

      “So?” Verse says.

      “So…I’m tired of being afraid. We have questions. I’m a hundred percent sure there are people who have answers.”

      “People?” Kayde repeats.

      “People right here in Stormport. People we know. People we’ve trusted.”

      “Nurse Vaille?” Verse asks.

      “Among others. Listen, Arson didn’t magically appear out of nowhere. It’s been a year. We’ve been lucky. It’s only a matter of time before it blows up in our faces. Before he blows up in our faces. It’s time I found out where he really came from, who sent him, and why.” I point to each of my three friends in turn. “And I want us to do it together.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Kayde asks. “You want us to go through Stormport looking for answers?”

      “No,” I correct her with a side-mouthed grin. “I want us to go through Stormport finding answers.” I chuckle under my breath at the wide-eyed, slack-jawed stares of my three best friends. “Nurse Vaille was trying to tell me something. I’m sure of it. Torren delivered that egg, but I’m almost positive it wasn’t from him. In my room that first night, he was all mysterious about it. If there are answers out there, I say we start with him.”

      “Curators aren’t known for their conversational skills,” Weston reminds me.

      “Or for being super nice to people who interrogate them,” Kayde adds.

      “We’re not going to interrogate anyone,” I reassure her. “We’re going to find Torren and ask him what he knows about the egg. What he knows about Arson…about everything.”

      “I’m not sure which is scarier,” Weston admits. “The thought that he won’t tell us or the thought that he will.”

      “I’m in,” Verse declares. She thrusts her hand into the middle of our circle and hooks her pinky finger out.

      “It’s my quest,” I announce. “So you know I’m in.” I reach out my hand and hook my pinky finger around hers.

      “We may not be Transacted yet,” Weston says to me with a wink. “But I’m with you.” He reaches out and hooks his pinky finger into mine and Verse’s.

      That leaves Kayde. We all turn to her at the same time. If she has an opinion, she’s not sharing it. If there’s an expression on that moon-white face of hers, it’s unreadable behind her veil of untidy, sable hair.

      “Well?” I ask. “Are you in or out?”

      “Remember what I said to you last night?”

      “Which part?”

      “The part about this being a moment of potential power.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Power like this can free people, or it can destroy them.”

      “And?”

      “And I have a feeling this time, it’s going to do both.” Kayde sucks back a sniffle like she’s worried she might start crying.

      Verse scowls at her and asks what the hell she’s talking about.

      Instead of answering Verse, Kayde lifts her eyes to meet mine. “I guess if the world’s going to burn, I’d rather be on the side of the fireproof girl.”

      Weston glances over at me and repeats, “Fireproof?”

      I tell him to ignore her.

      Kayde lets out a little hum and slips her pinky into ours.

      And with that wordless solemn vow, we’re a four-person team of knights-errant, ready to begin our quest for a truth we’re not sure we want to know and which we have no idea if we’re prepared to handle.
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      After school, the four of us meet up in my apartment.

      We figure it’ll be easier to start from the top of my tower, cross back and forth over the wood and iron skybridges, and work our way up and down the other three towers. From there, we’ll strategically weave our way through the Academy levels, make our way down to the Dungeon and the Archives at the basement level, and, finally, investigate the grounds outside, interviewing the palace residents and staff along the way.

      I wrote it all down and drew up a detailed map and everything.

      When Weston sees my map, he nods his approval. “You’ve got a good, strategic mind.” I try to thank him, but he cuts me off with a curt nod. “Talent should be rewarded, not wasted.”

      “I agree.”

      “Maybe this quest of ours is the first step toward making that happen.”

      I flick my finger against the map. “Damn right.”

      “We’re really doing this?” Verse asks. She’s practically drooling.

      “We are.”

      With a flourish, she ties her long hair back into a tight ponytail. “I love a good quest!”

      Kayde grunts her disgust. “It’s not exactly tracking blood wolves or exploring the farthest reaches of the Paroxic Sea.”

      “That stuff’s only for boys,” Verse reminds her.

      “You’re saying you wouldn’t do any of that if you could?”

      Verse says, “No,” but we don’t believe her. She talks a wimpy game sometimes, but she plays a strong one. Of all of us, she’s the one I can see being a different person—stronger, more powerful, more herself—if she were allowed to live her best life on her own terms.

      The funny thing is, I don’t think she even realizes it.

      Arson introduced a lot into my own life: Curiosity. A certain amount of foolish bravery. Maybe even scales. One of the things I didn’t expect to happen was this strange change in my point of view.

      Over the last year, I’ve been seeing things in new and different ways:

      What I thought were absolute rules now feel like manufactured policies. What I was told were roots to hold me steady now feel like anchors to hold me down. The walls I was told would keep me safe are keeping me captive instead.

      I spread the map out in front of me and trace the starting lines with my finger. “We’ll start with Nurse Vaille. This way.”

      The four of us head over to the kitchen. Nurse Vaille is standing inside with her back to the door.

      She whips around, startled to see the four of us pressing in on her in an eager semi-circle. She holds up the wooden spoon in her hand like it’s a sword or some kind of magical amulet she’s hoping will protect her. A glob of beige batter drips from the spoon and plops onto the floor by her feet.

      Verse asks if she’s seen Torren around.

      “Torren? The Curator?”

      “Yeah. Any deliveries or anything?”

      “I haven’t seen him in a few days,” Nurse Vaille tells us. “Ugh. Look what you made me do!” Slipping the red and white dish towel from her shoulder, she groans, drops down to one knee, and wipes up the splatter.

      I tell her we’re sorry, but she’s already turned away in a huff.

      She takes a heavy iron pot down from its hook over the kitchen island and waves at us with the back of her hand. “Be off with you. I’ve got chores to do.”

      She puts the pot down. Then, she plunks the spoon into the sink and scuttles into the next room. She starts drawing clothes out of a large wicker laundry basket and sorting them on a long, wooden table. The surface of the table is faded and pockmarked from years—maybe centuries—of wooden laundry baskets and endless batches of newly cleaned and crisply folded clothes.

      The four of us follow her into the laundry room, adjacent to the kitchen.

      “We were really hoping to talk to him,” I tell her.

      She reaches for the call-bell next to the steel wash basin. “I can ring up a Curator from down in the Archives. What do you need delivered?”

      I cup my hand over her wrist to stop her from ringing the bell. “It’s nothing.”

      Her eyes dart from one of us to the other. Twice. “What’s going on with the four of you? What are you up to, exactly?”

      “It’s my replacement uniform for jousting,” Verse says with a rush. “The straps broke on my shield harness. We thought maybe Torren had been around to drop off my new gear.”

      If thinking fast on your feet were a superpower, Verse would be a hero. If casual lying were a superpower, she’d be a god.

      Nurse Vaille’s eyes linger on me. “You’re not doing anything you’re not supposed to be doing, are you?”

      “We’re trying to find some answers,” I confess.

      She frowns at me. “You told them what I told you, didn’t you?”

      “You never said I couldn’t. The more we know, the better, right?” I ask. “After all, knowledge is power.”

      “You know what else is power?”

      “What?”

      “Weapons. Weapons in the hands of fearful, angry people.” When I start to ask her what she means, she stops me with a gentle pat to my cheek. “I have no doubt you’ll save the world, Ynarra. I’m hoping there are enough people left standing when it’s over for someone to save you.”

      Verse leans forward and asks, “Is that stuff you told Ynarra true?”

      “It was a fairy tale,” Nurse Vaille tells her with a wave of her hand. When Verse’s lower lip sticks out in a disappointed pout, Nurse Vaille holds up a finger. “That doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

      “Yes, it does,” Kayde objects with a sneer. “Fairy tales and the truth are two opposite and totally different things.”

      Nurse Vaille gives her a disappointed sigh. I expect her to lay some elderly wisdom on us or else scold Kayde for her disrespect. Instead, she takes a breath like she’s about to take a leap into Misery River. She lets the breath go and asks Kayde what one plus one is.

      Kayde stares for a second and finally says, “Um…two.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Uh. Yeah.”

      “What if I told you it could also be one?”

      “I’d say you were one step away from being one very crazy lady.”

      Chuckling, Nurse Vaille reaches over for a metal cup of water that’s sitting on the table. She sticks her finger into the water and draws it back out. With gentle care, she lets a droplet of water drip from her fingertip onto the worn surface of the wooden table. While we watch, confused, she does it a second time. The second drop lands with a plink a few inches away from the first drop.

      She points back and forth between the two drops of water. “How many drops of water are there?”

      “Two,” Kayde answers.

      Nurse Vaille nudges one drop of water toward the other. The two droplets snap together with an almost magnetic attraction. “Now how many?”

      Kayde frowns. “One.”

      “Fairy tales don’t have to be the enemy of the truth. Sometimes, one plus one equals one.”

      Kayde folds her arms across her chest. Verse pokes her and says, “See?”

      “Stop poking me.”

      Weston plants his hands on the table and stares with deep focus at the single water droplet. I think he thinks it’s a crystal ball that’s going to magically answer our questions. “Seriously. Are we doing the right thing?” he asks at last. Raising his eyes, he scans the laundry room from one end to the other. “You know, trying to find answers. Trying to change things?”

      “We’re doing the right thing,” I insist before Nurse Vaille has a chance to answer.

      “You can go searching for power,” she tells me. “Or you can stop looking and let it come to you when you’re ready. When it’s ready. The pieces are out there. I’m a little afraid of what’ll happen when you find them. I’m more afraid of what’ll happen when you put them together. But I’m most afraid of what’ll happen if you don’t.”

      It sounds like advice but also like a warning.

      Nurse Vaille waves her hand in the air to scurry us along. “Now, leave me alone. I’ve got work to do.”

      She grabs the laundry basket by its handles and bull-rushes between me and my fellow knights-errant. She’s out the door, through the kitchen and down the hall toward her quarters before the four of us can make a move.

      “What was that all about?” Verse asks. “The drop of water. The stuff about power.”

      “And puzzles,” Weston adds.

      “It’s Nurse Vaille,” I shrug. “She’s been talking in riddles for as long as I’ve known her.”

      “Speaking of riddles,” Kayde reminds us, “aren’t we supposed to be solving one?”

      “Right,” I smile. “Let’s go.”
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      We resume our quest down North Tower. We go from floor to floor and apartment to apartment. We knock on doors. We ask questions, and we lie about the reasons why.

      We get nothing.

      No one’s seen Torren, or if they have, they’re not saying. It’s also possible they’ve seen him without knowing they’ve seen him. The invisible Curators specialize in staying among us and completely out of sight at the same time.

      After crossing the skybridge over to East Tower, we continue going door to door and stopping people in the corridors. Most of the residents we interrogate look at us with wrinkled foreheads and suspicious eyes—like we’re asking for permission to stick our fingers in their noses or something.

      In Castle Lumen, four teenagers walking around together isn’t unusual. Three girls and a boy asking questions about a specific Curator—that raises some eyebrows.

      Already getting frustrated, we poke our heads into Verse’s apartment. Verse asks her mother if she’s seen Torren around. Her mother is as old as Uncle Jorus, but she has better skin, more hair, and a lot fewer wrinkles. She shakes her head but doesn’t look up from the big sheets of architectural drawings on the angled table in front of her. As the wife of one of Stormport’s top builders, she’s allowed to advise, but she’s not allowed to design things on her own.

      She does it anyway. At least that’s what Verse tells us. And apparently, she’s really good at it.

      When I was little and didn’t want to eat one thing or another, Uncle Jorus used to lecture me about not wasting food. Weston’s right about how talent should be rewarded instead of wasted. Someone should lecture Uncle Jorus and the other Stormport leaders about not wasting girls and women and our countless talents.

      My fellow knights-errant and I spend the next couple of hours marching up and down the residential levels of the castle’s other two towers.

      There are dozens of families living full-time in the castle. There are also staff members, a bunch of visitors in the guest quarters, and at least four or five Envoys staying here from other towns in Beynash Kingdom. We come up empty with every one of them.

      As the morning turns to afternoon, we stop by the offices of some of our Academy teachers. Several of them say the same thing: They haven’t seen Torren in a while. They don’t seem too worried about it, but then again, why should they? There are lots of Curators, and no one cares which one they get.

      We even pass by a few of the green-hooded Curators during our investigation. Verse tries to ask if any of them has seen Torren, but they don’t answer.

      Curators never answer.

      We spend the entire rest of the day trying to track Torren down.

      We try every classroom in the Battle Academy. We walk through the Music Conservatory, the Alchemy Academy, the Agricultural Academy, and the Domestics prep labs. We poke our heads into every classroom, office, lounge, study room, supply room, and storage closet.

      When that doesn’t pan out, we head down to the next levels to investigate the training arenas, the army barracks, and the weapons depot.

      We come up empty.

      A winding walk through the ground floor kitchens yields nothing but great smells from a dozen simmering pots. It also gets us some dirty looks and a few hand-smacks from the kitchen staff.

      (Kayde and I are polite and self-disciplined enough to control our urges. Weston and Verse, on the other hand, aren’t shy about plunking a finger or two into the pots of fantastic-smelling soups and stews.)

      The cleaning and custodial staff live in the back half of the castle behind the kitchens on the ground floor. We try there, too. The workers are polite but nervous. Weston keeps assuring them they’re not in trouble, but they don’t seem to believe him. They keep looking at me like I’m about to deliver some horrible proclamation about their termination from my uncle and the Command Council.

      Having even a hint of power is a terrible feeling. I can’t understand how so many people can like it. I’m even more amazed how they can get addicted to it. I’m baffled (and disgusted and furious) about how so many people can spend their lives happily abusing it.

      There’s got to be some kind of power out there that doesn’t seduce and corrupt. A power that’s restrained and used in defense of the weak instead of against them. One that inspires rather than intimidates. A power too amazing to believe and too scary to ignore.

      A power like Arson.

      After we’ve exhausted our efforts with the custodial staff, all that’s left of the castle are the Dungeon and the Archives.

      One floor below the surface, the underground level is divided into two big sections:

      On the right is the Dungeon. There are two rows of iron-barred cells on either side of a cold, stone-floored corridor. Each cell has a barred, brick-sized cut-out at the top near the ceiling. A few inches above ground level outside, the small openings allow a bit of natural light and air into the otherwise dank and creepy prison cells.

      We walk the length of the Dungeon, but there’s no one down here. No prisoners. No guards. No Torren.

      “I guess that’s good,” Weston says. “I don’t mean about not finding Torren. I mean if the Dungeon is empty, no one’s in trouble.”

      Verse drags the backs of her hands along one of the sets of cages. Her fingernails plink on the iron bars. “There’s more than enough room in there for the four of us.”

      Weston tries to laugh, but he knows she’s not joking.

      Together, the four of us return to the left half of the underground level. A floor-to-ceiling gate lets us see into the part of the castle where the Curators live.

      Known as the Archives, it’s a long, wide, low-ceilinged hallway with rooms off to each side. It’s built in a mirror image of the Dungeon side, but it’s got slightly better lighting, and it has rooms instead of cells.

      It’s the one area of Castle Lumen where none of us has ever been.

      A row of iron-handled, wall-mounted torches lines each of the chalky stone walls. The walls, like parts of the ceiling and floor, are speckled with patches of gray from what must be centuries of water damage. Without a lot of ventilation down here, the air is thick and heavy with humidity. My skin is sticky, and my lungs feel soaked as sponges.

      On the other side of the locked gate, some of the Curators are walking from room to room. Others are walking along the hallway and disappearing around corners. They’re in their Curator gear, their faces obscured by those deep, forest-green hoods.

      “They don’t even take them off down here?” Weston asks.

      “And apparently, they don’t talk, either,” Kayde points out.

      She’s right. There are nine or ten Curators we can see from our side of the barrier gate between us. They’re walking slowly along. Not one of them seems to be saying a word.

      Verse asks if we should see if they’ll let us in. She calls out to one of the nearest Curators. The man’s head turns a bit, but other than that, it doesn’t seem like he’s registered Verse’s request at all. Or even her presence.

      The four of us curl our fingers into openings in the gate and peer into the torch-lit hallway. It’s cozy-looking but also scary. It’s dark and light at the same time. Like the flame from the torches and the shadows they cast have decided to take turns being in charge.

      Honestly, it’s like staring down the throat of a dragon.

      I stand on my tiptoes and ask if the others can see Torren.

      “This is pointless,” Kayde gripes. “He could be in any of those rooms. Down any of those corridors.”

      “He’s not,” I sigh as I step away from the gate.

      Verse asks me how I know.

      “Just a feeling,” I tell her. But that’s a lie. A feeling, no matter how strong, always includes a little bit of doubt.

      I know Torren isn’t on the other side of this gate. I know he’s not down here in the Archives. I can’t say where he is, but I know we won’t find him when we’re looking for him and when we’re all together like this.

      Torren isn’t quiet because he’s shy or mute or afraid. Torren won’t talk unless he has something to say. He won’t be found while we’re looking for him, and he won’t appear until he’s needed.

      Like Arson.

      Resigned, tired, and frustrated, the four of us head back up to the castle’s main, ground-floor level.

      With the late afternoon sky darkening, we make our way outside the castle.

      Curators stick to making deliveries inside or close to the castle. There are other local Curators who cover the town. They wear yellow hoods and cloaks. And then there’s another, smaller group that handles long-distance deliveries. They’re called Journeymen. Their hoods and cloaks are red, and they have their barracks and stables way out past the orchards.

      An investigation of the market kiosks outside of the castle, the blacksmith’s shop, the mason’s, the miller’s, the barns, and the battlements turns up nothing. We head down to the river and go dock to dock and boat to boat.

      No one’s seen Torren.

      At least not that they know of. Half of the people we ask remind us that Curators are anonymous for a reason. The other half ask why we aren’t in school. None of them seems especially suspicious. Which is a good thing, I guess. If even one of them knew about an egg, a dragon, or a mysterious Curator who may or may not be behind it all…well, this little investigation of ours would end pretty quickly. Probably with the four of us being punished with exile or, if the Council was in an especially bad mood, death.

      “It’s hopeless,” Weston complains. “Torren’s either gone or else he doesn’t want to be found.”

      “Or maybe he never existed,” Verse suggests with waggly fingers and a ghostly, “Ooooo!”

      Kayde offers up a sarcastic sigh. “Well, this has been fun. Not as much fun as nearly getting cremated in the Cursewoods…”

      “Fine,” I concede. “But you all have to promise⁠—”

      “If we see him, we’ll tell you,” Kayde finishes.

      Stormport’s big, but Torren’s class of green-clad Curators is limited to working in the castle towers and on the immediate grounds. He wouldn’t have disappeared into one of the nearby villages, and he certainly wouldn’t have any reason to go traipsing off into the Cursewoods.

      “Great,” Weston groans. “Our first and only clue in the puzzle, and we hit a dead end.”

      I tell the others that I’m sure he’ll turn up somewhere eventually.

      I didn’t expect “eventually” to be the middle of the night, and I sure as hell didn’t expect “somewhere” to be my bedroom.

      Again.
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      “You’ve really got to stop sneaking into my bedroom,” I tell Torren.

      He doesn’t answer.

      Curators never answer.

      “You’re a Curator. You’re supposed to only come up from the Archives when summoned.”

      Still nothing.

      I kick my sheets and blankets off and swing my legs over the side of my bed. Last year, his presence freaked me out. Today, I’m a whole year older and a whole year braver. I also have a whole year of Arson under my belt, and there’s nothing more soul-enriching than palling around with a living, deadly, fire-breathing, and overprotective bit of ancient history.

      I give Torren a mocking grin. “People are going to think I have a secret boyfriend.”

      His voice is a hint of a mist of a whisper. “Don’t you?”

      I return his soft, two-word question with a long, hard stare.

      Is he referring to Pax? Even if he knows what we’ve been up to, what makes him think it’s any of his business?

      Or could he be talking about Weston? No. Weston’s my Transaction. He’s not my boyfriend, and he’s not a secret. Even though my uncle and his father haven’t finalized the agreement, there are already parties being planned, gossip being blathered, and (according to Verse’s sources outside the castle) public notices being posted in local pubs around town about next year’s marriage. No. Weston is the opposite of a secret.

      Or is it possible Torren is talking about Arson? Arson’s not my boyfriend, but he’s definitely my biggest, scaliest, fire-breathingest secret.

      With my eyes bouncing from Torren to my bedroom door and back, I decide to skip those and ask the smaller, simpler question: “How do you keep getting in here?”

      He tries to meet my piercing stare, but his eyes have a mind of their own. They drift over to the side of my room. They inspect my dressers, my wardrobes, my makeup and jewelry tables, the tapestries on the walls, the gold-framed paintings, and the closet where I first hid the Arson egg.

      Torren’s eyes land on my rapier. I’ve got it on the headboard post at the top of my bed this time. I learned my lesson a year ago. Having a weapon ten feet away is casual comfort. Having it one foot away is the difference between life and death. Now, my rapier is within arm’s reach. I can have it out of its scabbard with the tip at Torren’s throat before he knows what’s happened.

      Next year, I may wind up being a weaponless farmer’s wife. But this year, I’m a dragon-whisperer and a Battle Academy badass.

      “I go where I’m needed.” Torren’s voice is soft but not weak. It floats to me on waves in the darkness.

      I take a chance that this isn’t going to turn into a violent assault, and I stay seated on the edge of my bed. “Who said I needed you?”

      “You’ve been looking for me.”

      “If you knew that, you could have saved me and my friends a hell of a lot of time. You didn’t need to magically appear in my bedroom and scare me to death.”

      “You’re not dead.”

      “True.”

      “You’re not scared.”

      “I’m equal parts curious, puzzled, and pissed off.”

      Torren still has his forest-green hood up and his cloak draped over his shoulders and hanging down behind him like a cape. Still, a band of milky-white moonlight from outside the window is hitting his face just right. It highlights the sharp edge of his jaw, the dusting of stubble on his cheeks, his flawless bronze skin, and the dark curl of hair hanging like an upside-down question mark above his eyebrow.

      Because of the way I’m sitting in front of him, the light from the windows behind me casts my shadow onto his lower body. He’s standing tall and still, and it looks like my shadow is trying to tackle him at the waist.

      “So,” I drawl. “I’m assuming you didn’t come here to make idle chitchat.” When he continues to stare, stone-faced, I cough up a light laugh. “Not that Curators are known for their conversational skills.”

      He doesn’t respond, so I tell him I’m pretty sure he’s not here to attack me. “If you were, one of us would be dead by now.” I let my eyes skip over to my sword before giving him a smirk. “Most likely you.”

      I look for a smile on his mouth, in his eyes, anywhere inside the gray, iron-ore depths of his deep, forest-green hood.

      There’s nothing.

      “I have to say, you do one of the best impressions of a bronze sculpture I’ve ever seen.”

      I swear I hear his lips creak as they part. He laces his fingers in front of his waist and lets his eyes find mine. He takes three full breaths before saying, “Crystalbay.”

      I take a second to scan him, top to bottom. He’s taller than Weston, but he doesn’t have Pax’s towering, intimidating height. He’s somewhere in between—a little over six feet tall. He carries his head high and his shoulders back, which is unusual for the Curators. Most of them are at least a little hunched over from years of keeping their head and eyes down and blending into the background.

      I guess for them, being invisible is the enemy of good posture.

      Torren, on the other hand, stands as if he’s got iron scaffolding instead of bones under his muscles, skin, and clothes. His head is low, but his body is hard and unwavering. It’s not the erect confidence of Pax. More like the towering strength of a tree that doesn’t care one way or the other if you think it’s strong. It doesn’t give a shit what you think. It’s not going anywhere.

      Torren shifts on his feet and bites the inside of his cheek like I’m the one making him uncomfortable. He’s standing in my bedroom as if it’s really his room, and I’m the creepy visitor sneaking in in the middle of the night.

      If I weren’t trained in sword fighting, I might even be a little afraid of him right now. He’s obviously bigger than I am, and despite his baggy Curator’s clothes, I can tell he’s got a healthy set of muscles under there.

      But the combination of my weapons training and the knowledge that Curators don’t bicker, banter, threaten, argue, negotiate, or fight keeps me calm.

      Oddly, even though I know he’s miles away in the Cursewoods, the fact that Arson exists…that he’s out there—dangerous, deadly, and protective—gives me a surge of confidence and a long-distance security blanket of calm.

      I stand up from where I’ve been sitting on the edge of my bed and take a step toward Torren. As if it’s another girl with a mind of her own, my chalky-gray shadow moves up his body and settles on his chest. “Crystalbay,” I repeat.

      He nods.

      “What about it?” When he doesn’t answer, I get snarky. “Let’s pretend I don’t know what the hell you’re⁠—”

      “Pax.”

      So, he does know.

      My secret and illegal boyfriend’s name in Torren’s mouth startles me. It’s about the last syllable in the world I expected to pass his lips. I’m borderline offended. Torren isn’t supposed to know about Pax. He’s not supposed to be talking about him, and he’s sure as hell not supposed to be standing here in my bedroom and acting like he knows more about him than I do. “What about Pax?”

      “You’re together.”

      “We’re miles apart,” I snicker-grin. “On opposite sides of the river.” When Torren doesn’t answer, change expression, or even blink, I plant a hand on my hip. “Is that an observation or an accusation?”

      “A fact.”

      “Torren. You’re supposed to deliver our shit. Not make it your business.”

      Torren’s eyes narrow. “Pax made it my business a year ago when he tossed that egg into the fire.”

      “The egg you saved.”

      No answer.

      “The egg you saved,” I repeat with firm finality.

      No answer.

      “The egg you somehow pulled barehanded from a blazing fire and creepily delivered to my bedroom in the middle of the night.”

      Still nothing.

      Torren’s chest rises. I’ve offended him.

      Good.

      It takes him another three full breaths before he manages to ask me what I did with it.

      “With what?”

      “The egg. Do you still have it?” Torren’s eyes twinkle like Nurse Vaille’s do when she already knows the answer to a question she’s asked.

      I don’t answer. He asks if I’ve told Pax about the egg. I still don’t answer.

      It’s my turn to play the uncooperative, mysterious mute.

      Torren fakes a smile. He knows what I’m doing, but he’s not amused. He’s conflicted. Annoyed. Maybe a little nervous?

      Good.

      I take another step toward him. “I’m sorry. Did you think I was going to let you prance into my own bedroom and interrogate me?”

      He needs to know I’m not afraid of him and that I’m even less afraid to stand up to him. If it comes down to it, I’m more than happy to grab my sword or draw the small dagger I’ve got tucked into the back of my belt and carve him into slabs of deli meat for Arson.

      Next year, I won’t be allowed to defend myself. Despite my compulsory attendance and training at the Battle Academy, it will be against the law. Even having a weapon of any kind on me in public will be a crime. Fortunately for me but not for Torren, next year is still a whole year away.

      He takes a half step back and holds up his hands, palms out. “I’m asking, not interrogating.”

      The twinkle in his eye has migrated to his smile, which glitters in a teasing semi-smirk.

      My eyes go wide with realization. “You’re here because you knew I was looking for you.” He doesn’t answer, which is fine, since it wasn’t a question. “And if you know that,” I continue, “then you know why I was looking for you. And if you know that, you know there’s a puzzle I need to solve.”

      I want to be subtle and coy. I’m trying to play my cards close to my chest. Torren has a way of making me want to turn the cards around and show him my entire hand.

      I take another half-step toward him. He tries and fails to hide a small gulp.

      I look up at him, one hand loose by my side, the other slipping around behind my back to make sure I’ve got fast and easy access to my dagger. “Can you help me or not?”

      Torren gives his head the tiniest side-to-side shake.

      I try again. “You gave me that egg. You gave it to me for a reason. And don’t give me that bullshit about how Curators deliver but don’t get involved. You saved that egg. You’re involved.”

      He stares at me through blank, dark, unreadable eyes.

      “Fine,” I huff. “Then you need to leave and stop wasting my time.”

      Torren tilts his head down, blinks twice, and lets his eyes soften.

      I take a second to size him up. His hood conceals his face but also a lot more. It hides his mood, thoughts, and intentions. He could be hiding a dagger of his own in a belt sheath. Or he could be waiting for me to relax and lower my guard.

      If this is a trick…if it’s going to turn into a fight, I need to be prepared.

      I measure the narrow distance between us with my eyes and take a mental inventory of the other weapons I have stashed in my bedroom: my rapier is in its leather sheath on my headboard bedpost. My saber and my crossbow are hanging on a pair of hooks on the back of my bedroom door. I’ve got my dagger tucked in my belt at the small of my back. Over on my dresser, there’s a set of ivory-handled ceremonial knives Nurse Vaille gave me as a birthday present five years ago. They’re supposed to be for decoration, but they’re sharp. I know. I’ve checked. There’s also an old, spike-headed war hammer in my closet, but its handle is broken, and it’s too far away for me to get to, so that doesn’t count.

      Satisfied that Torren is probably not here to fight and that I could defend myself if that changes, I ask him again about the egg and where it came from.

      He looks down at me. For the first time since I’ve started paying attention to his eyes, there’s something other than cold creepiness in them. If I had to guess, I’d say it was helplessness. Helplessness bordering on sadness.

      He swallows hard enough to run an up-and-down pulse through the length of his throat. “I can’t say.”

      “You don’t know, or you’re not allowed?” He’s quiet, but I can read the truth in his eyes as sure as if he shouted it at me through cupped hands. “The Sanctity of Anonymity?”

      His eyes fill with a bit more of that sadness as he tilts his head forward in a half-nod.

      We all know the rules the Curators follow. A lot of times gifts, tips, suggestions, advice, complaints, and even threats need to be given anonymously. With so many political threads weaving in and out of Stormport, it’s important that people are safe, that threats aren’t idle, and that gifts don’t come with strings attached. The Curators are sworn to secrecy and silence. They are an isolated class, immune from external pressures.

      The castle knights aren’t even allowed to interrogate the Curators. A Curator could deliver a vial of deadly poison to someone who uses it to kill someone else, and the Curators will never say a word about it. No matter what. Half the people I know have a story about trying to talk to a Curator. Those stories always end the same way: with the Curator staring back through lifeless eyes, placing a finger to their lips, and leaving without a word.

      I’m a hundred-percent sure that Torren has said more to me in the past five minutes than he’s ever said to anyone in his entire life.

      That’s sad. That’s crazy. And it’s a little…flattering?

      As much as I’m creeped out by his second midnight incursion into my bedroom, I respect his vows and the challenges that surely must come with them.

      I hesitate to extend the conversation. He’s clearly in pain. Talking for him is like flying across a canyon would be for me: I’d give it my best shot, but inevitably, I’d wind up a broken and bloody mess on the rocks below.

      On the other hand, Torren came to me. He’s here for a reason. That means he knew what was going to happen here tonight. He knew he’d be in unfamiliar territory. He knew he was putting himself in a situation where blank stares and sustained silences weren’t going to cut it.

      I decide to risk pressing him a bit more.

      “Torren. About this puzzle I’m trying to solve…”

      His lips move, but no sound comes out. He tries again and squints against the discomfort. I’m more sure than ever that the act of standing in front of me and talking is physically painful for him.

      I lower my eyes and let the tightness drain from my shoulders.

      “There are many pieces,” he says at last.

      “Figures.”

      He works his jaw around. There’s a quiet tension in them, but the words start to come a little easier. “You can’t solve it on your own.”

      “I’ve got friends. They’ll help.”

      “They won’t be enough.”

      “This puzzle…can you at least help me find one of the pieces?” He squints down at me. “Torren?”

      He catches my eyes and doesn’t blink. It’s not a stare, and it’s not the searing focus of a predator surveying its prey. There’s something softer than that in his eyes. The sadness and uncertainty are gone. They’ve been replaced by a coldness that doesn’t freeze and by a fire that doesn’t burn. He’s taking me in as sure as if I’m an exotic dessert he’s finally decided to sample.

      He holds my gaze for a full three seconds more before turning toward my bedroom door.

      I skitter forward and swing around to stand in front of him. With our positions reversed, his shadow engulfs me. I have the chilling feeling I’m being eaten alive by a two-dimensional, Torren-shaped demon.

      I reach out to cup my fingers around his forearm. “Torren. The puzzle piece…”

      He doesn’t look at me. He keeps his attention fixed over my head and on my bedroom door. I risk placing my hand lightly on his chest like he’s a skittish horse whose trust I’m trying to earn. It’s not far from the truth. I gave myself a mission to find answers, and here is a sharp-jawed, broad-chested, mostly mute 6’2” answer standing right in front of me. I have an awful feeling that if I let him go right now, I won’t get my answers.

      I also have a worse feeling that if I let him go, I’ll never see him again.

      He finally disengages his steely gaze from my bedroom door and looks down at my hand. My fingers are still spread out like a starfish and resting on the middle of his chest. Sighing, he covers my splayed hand with his own. Our hands brushed when he passed the Arson egg to me a year ago. And now his hand is on mine again.

      Nobody touches Curators, and Curators don’t touch anyone.

      And yet this Curator and I have touched…twice.

      It’s a strange sensation. When Pax touches me, I get quivery. I feel like I want to climb out of myself and join him in running our hands over my body.

      When Weston touches me, I feel sad but safe. Like I’m under the covers on a cold winter morning, happy to be snug but worried about everything I’m missing out on in the world outside my bedroom.

      But when Torren touches me…well, I don’t really know. It feels liberating, powerful, and dangerous—like I could fly and breathe fire.

      He slips his hand from mine, and I let my own hand drop to my side. Self-conscious, I blush.

      Torren leans toward me. He reaches out as if he’s going to cradle my face in his hand, but he doesn’t. His cupped hand freezes next to my cheek. It’s so close I can feel the heat from his skin mingling with the heat from mine. My lips part, and I lean forward.

      He lowers his hand and clears his throat. “Crystalbay.”

      “Crystalbay?”

      “Zavier.”

      “What?”

      “There’s a man named Zavier.”

      “Zavier? Pax has mentioned him before. But why? I’ve never even met him.”

      Torren starts to say something but stops.

      “Torren. You have to tell me.”

      “You’re not only solving your own mystery. You’re also a piece in somebody else’s puzzle.”

      “Whose?”

      Torren meets my eyes but doesn’t answer. He frowns like he’s remembered something more important than Crystalbay and this Zavier person. “One other thing, Ynarra.”

      “Yeah?”

      “The egg.”

      “What about it?”

      “It might not be alone.”

      Frozen, I watch as he edges around me. He half-strides and half-glides to my bedroom door, opens it, and slips out into the hall.

      I watch him walk down the corridor and under the torches on the walls. Even though I can see to the end of the hallway, he disappears before he gets to the curve in the corridor, vanishing as if he never was.
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      The next day in class, I can barely keep my mind on our lessons.

      Torren has me shook. It’s not only his presence. We’re used to having Curators around. They’re like the paintings and tapestries hanging throughout the castle: They’re in every room, hall, and corridor, but you don’t notice them until you do. And once you do, it’s all you can see or think about until something else comes along to shrink them back into invisibility.

      No. This thing with Torren is something else.

      It’s the shadow and the mystery of him. It’s the space he took up in my bedroom and in my imagination. It’s the swarthy skin, like slick, butter-coated leather. It’s the quiet confidence without the blustery cockiness. For all his shadowy invisibility, there’s a solidity to him. He’s got the broad shoulders and athletic musculature of Pax, the sweet equanimity of Weston, and the out-of-place mystery of Arson.

      He's attractive, but I’m not attracted to him. Why would I be? As a Curator, he’s barely human, not much more than furniture. I’m attracted to him to the same degree I’m attracted to the castle’s many portraits: I don’t notice him. Then, I do. Then, I forget about him again, and life goes on.

      So why can’t I get his hands off my mind? Why can’t I forget about his eyes or his shape? Or his lips? Those full, wet lips that I want to take into the bath and adopt as my personal luffa.

      Get a hold of yourself, Ynarra. You’re starting to sound like Verse.

      With great effort, I manage to reel myself in.

      School is insanely tough today, and Torren and his strange, shadowy handsomeness are distractions I don’t need.

      In the middle of our foil practice, our teacher—Noble Konklin—clenches my sleeve in his fist and yanks me clean off the piste, our fifteen-yard-long, woven-metal fencing mat.

      “Where is your head at, Ynarra?” He raps his knuckles on the side of my helmet. “Because it sure as hell isn’t in here.”

      No shit.

      Pathetically, I know exactly where my head is: It’s back in my bedroom. With Torren. Strangely, it’s where the rest of me wants to be, too.

      I will myself to focus. I fail.

      As bad as I was with the foil, I don’t have much better luck with the saber or the épée.

      I lose my saber scrimmage to a girl one year and two ratings levels beneath me. She claps her hands and hops up and down afterwards as her friends swarm over to congratulate her.

      I lose my épée scrimmage to a mean, foul-mouthed boy with the physique, intelligence, and reflexes of a tree stump. Adhering to form and tradition, he shakes my hand after our bout, but it’s a mean, taunting handshake with lots of unnecessary pressure and aggressive pumping and no respect at all.

      The next class is archery. I don’t do any better here. The targets look blurry and a million miles away. It’s especially odd because my night vision has been getting better all year. I’m hoping my day vision isn’t the price I have to pay.

      At one point, Verse tugs me aside and asks if everything’s okay.

      I lower my bow and test its tension like I’ve been taught. “I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

      She points down the length of the seventy-five-yard archery range to where our ringed paper targets are pinned to stacks of baled hay. “The target’s there.” She pinches my chin between her fingers and thumb and pivots my head to where my most recent arrow has lodged itself into a wooden partition over by the snack table.

      A bunch of our classmates have their fists on their hips and are glaring at me.

      “You nearly hit Harliss in the head.”

      “I like Harliss,” I sigh. “I’ll have to be sure to apologize to her after class.”

      “If she’s still alive. Seriously. What’s up with you today?”

      “I’m fine,” I promise-lie again.

      “‘Fine’ is a downgrade. You used to be great.”

      I tell her to leave me alone while I nock another arrow.

      Verse scowls at me. “There’s definitely something going on with you, Ynarra.” She leans back, folds her arms across her chest, and grins. “You can either tell me what it is now or…”

      “Or?”

      “I know everything that’s happening on both sides of the river, right?”

      “Sadly, pathetically, yes.”

      “So how come when I look at you, I get the feeling there’s something I don’t know?”

      I shrug and mumble, “I dunno,” which is practically an invitation for Verse to keep digging. And dig she does.

      “When we went our separate ways last night, you were tired and annoyed about not being able to track down Torren.”

      “Can you blame me?”

      “No. But at least you were focused on finding him.”

      What I say is, “I guess I’ve given up.”

      What I don’t say is, I don’t need to be focused on doing what I’ve already done.

      Of course, technically, I didn’t find him. He found me. Either way, telling Verse about my second late-night bedroom rendezvous with Torren is practically an invitation for her to climb to the highest turret of Castle Lumen and shout my business to the world.

      Verse harrumphs her doubt and nocks an arrow of her own. She fires and hits the red ring.

      “Eight points.”

      I tell her, “Pretty good.”

      “Yeah. It’s harder to accidentally kill someone when you’re actually focused.”

      “I’m focused,” I insist.

      “You’re a hilariously bad liar,” she insists back.

      One of Noble Konklin’s scorekeepers—a spry, elven intern named Bri’anar—comes over to confirm Verse’s points total for the latest practice round. Bri’anar pushes aside her fiery red hair and peers down the length of her thin, beak of a nose at the sheet containing our scores. “Very nice, Verse.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Not so nice, Ynarra.”

      “I know. I know.”

      Verse asks Bri’anar if she can see the breakdown of her scores over the past few archery drills. Bri’anar says, “Sure,” and peels back the top page of her crinkly sheaf of bound papers.

      As the two of them scan the page, I take advantage of the moment of distraction and skirt over to Noble Konklin and pretend I have a question for him. Even then, I can feel Verse’s inquisitive blue eyes searing a pair of invasive holes in the back of my head from across the open-air courtyard.

      If only I had scales that could deflect the gaze of curious, prying eyes.

      Our last class of the day is on jousting strategies. We’re inside for this one. Verse is sitting on one side of me in the auditorium classroom. Kayde is on my other side. Every other minute, Verse pokes me in the arm with her pointy fingernail.

      “Ouch. What the hell⁠—?”

      Noble Barriston whips his head away from his display table of club-headed and prong-tipped jousting lances. He scans the classroom, looking for the source of the disruption.

      We avert our eyes. It doesn’t matter. He picks me out, anyway.

      “Ynarra.”

      “Yes, Sir?”

      “Are you paying attention?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      He reaches over and picks up a lance. He bounces its length in his upturned palms and stares at me. “You’ve done fine work in the Quintain this term. I’d hate to see you skewered with one of these.”

      “I’d hate it, too, sir.”

      Noble Barriston shakes his head and grimaces before returning to the lesson.

      Even though I’ve done well in the Quintain, it’s not exactly something to brag about. Unlike our actual jousting scrimmages, the Quintain is us on horseback striking at stationary mannequins, wood planks, or swollen leather sacks of water. It’s fun, but it’s pretend. It’s safe. It’s target practice.

      It’s hard to celebrate a simulation when I’ve got so much reality on my mind.

      “Are you going to tell me?” Verse whispers from behind her hand.

      I put a finger to my lips.

      Verse pokes me again and nods to herself. “Yeah. You’re going to tell me.”

      I grumble under my breath and silently wish she weren’t so annoying.

      And that she weren’t so right.
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      After school lets out for the day, Kayde, Verse, Weston, and I are moaning in pain in the Academy changing room. The girls and I are draped in white towels with ice packs on our knees. Looking and feeling like poorly-wrapped mummies, we have various cloth bandages wrapped around our elbows, wrists, and ankles. Weston is still in his workout gear and is complaining about feeling “musty and sticky.”

      The rest of our class has already showered and gone home or else has headed to the Mess Hall for dinner.

      I want to be with them, but that’s the thing about having secrets: It’s safer to be where other people aren’t.

      “Hell of a day,” I mumble.

      Verse walks past where I’m sitting and cuffs the side of my head with a cupped hand.

      “Ow! What was that for?”

      “Are you going to tell us or not?”

      Weston’s eyes bounce between me and Verse. “Tell us what?”

      “Little Princess here is keeping a secret,” Verse announces. “Another one. I’ve been trying to get it out of her all day.” She adjusts her towel over her boobs and fires a taunting, challenging glare my way.

      When I don’t respond, she raises her hand like she’s going to whack me again. She asks me through a sinister smile if I “want a fresh one.”

      I raise my thumb. “First of all, don’t call me a princess.”

      I once enjoyed being thought of as a princess. What magic spell transformed it from a compliment to an insult?

      I raise my index finger. “Second of all, if you hit me again…”

      “Yeah?”

      I let my hand drop to my side. I don’t have the strength to deny it anymore. Plus, I don’t want to get hit again.

      I suck in a long breath through my nose. “Okay. But don’t make a big deal out of it.”

      “Don’t tell us what to do,” Kayde snickers.

      Verse gives me a condescending pat on the cheek and goes to sit down at the end of my wooden bench. Weston and Kayde sit down on the bench across from us.

      The four of us lean slightly forward into a conspiratorial huddle.

      “I had a conversation,” I say at last.

      “A conversation,” Weston repeats.

      “A conversation,” I confirm. My friends stare. I stare back. It’s like we’re having a contest to see who’ll blink first. I lose. “A strange conversation. With…Torren.”

      “Sorry,” Verse says, sitting up ramrod straight. “It almost sounded like you said you had a conversation with Torren.”

      “Words, sentences, and everything,” I assure her.

      Verse swings her legs toward me and fires a piercing glare straight into my eyes. “We couldn’t find him anywhere.” She shakes her head hard enough to send her blond hair waving like a flag in the wind. “I don’t believe you.”

      “You didn’t believe me about Arson, either.”

      From her seat next to Weston, Kayde asks where this happened.

      “My place.”

      “Your place.”

      “My apartment.” I swallow down a gulp of embarrassment. “My bedroom, actually.”

      “Torren was in your bedroom last night?” Weston asks. His throat is tight. His eyes are wide. He curls his fingers over the front edge of the bench hard enough to make the wood creak and his knuckles crack. Another tiny bit of pressure, and I’m sure he’ll snap the edge of the bench clean off.

      “He has a way of sneaking in.”

      “To…to make a delivery, though, right?” Weston stammers. “As…as part of his job as a Curator.”

      “He made a delivery. But it wasn’t a birthday present this time.”

      “What was it?” Kayde asks.

      “It was a hug, wasn’t it?” Verse asks with a sparkle in her eyes bright enough to rival an Arson fire-blast.

      “No, dummy. It wasn’t a hug.”

      Verse clamps both hands over her mouth and nose. “Was it a kiss?”

      “What is wrong with you?”

      “What? I like the idea of a handsome, dark, mysterious boy sneaking into your room to fool around. What could be more right that that?”

      “I’m trying to figure out what could be more wrong than you.”

      “You scoff,” Verse says with pretend seriousness, “but living out every girl’s fantasy should be every girl’s fantasy.”

      “Well, it’s not,” Kayde snaps across at her with snippy finality.

      Verse swings around to confront Kayde. “And what’s your fantasy, then?”

      “I don’t have one. And if I did, it wouldn’t be any of your business.”

      Verse reaches across the space between our two benches and pokes Kayde’s knee. “Come on. There’s got to be something—or someone—you dream about.”

      Kayde’s fingers curl into a fist. For a second, I think she’s going to stand up and punch Verse in the face. But her fingers unfurl, and her shoulders drop. “My dreams are bigger than boys. I figured they were impossible. Until we met Arson.”

      Verse leans back and nods her approval of Kayde’s response.

      Weston puts his hand to his mouth and coughs into his fist to get our attention. “So if it wasn’t a hug, a kiss, or a fantasy, what exactly did Torren deliver?”

      “Something better,” I tell him. “Something scarier.”

      Verse makes a rolling motion with her hand. “Well?”

      “Clues, okay? He gave me clues.”

      “About Arson?” Verse asks. “It’s what you wanted. What’s so scary about that?”

      “Clues lead to answers,” Kayde points out with a glum frown.

      “Answers are good,” Verse insists.

      “If that were true,” Kayde tells her, “they wouldn’t be hidden inside of puzzles, and we wouldn’t need clues to find them.”

      Weston raises a hand like we’re in class. “I’d like to hear more about this late-night bedroom conversation with a Curator.” He bounces a look between us three girls with his eyes landing back on mine. “I mean, am I crazy, or is that really weird?”

      Crap.

      This is the part I really didn’t want to get into. At least not with Weston around. Our Transaction isn’t finalized. During this time, girls like me are allowed to date. In some situations, it’s even encouraged. Kind of a purging. A last hurrah. A “get all the freedom out of your system” thing before you officially become property.

      But Weston is more than my future proprietor. He’s my friend.

      I haven’t told him about Pax because, according to tradition, I don’t have to. I don’t have a lot of rights right now. Next year, I won’t have any. For now, it’s my right to date while I still can.

      Except that’s bullshit.

      Verse is right. I’m a shitty liar. I’m trying to lie less to my friends, but I haven’t stopped lying to myself. The truth is, I haven’t told Weston about Pax because I’m embarrassed. And ashamed. And guilty. And, to be ultra-honest, scared beyond belief.

      I thought running around with Pax—the forbidden bad boy prince from our rival kingdom across the river—was romantic. Like in a fairy tale.

      It’s how I know I’m not in one. I may have a pair of princes, a stone castle, and a dragon in my life, but in fairy tales, the princess doesn’t sneak around with the son of her kingdom’s enemy and betray her best friend’s trust.

      “Well?” Weston asks. “What about Torren?”

      “It’s not what you think. He asked about the egg.”

      “The egg. That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      Weston sizes me up. Satisfied I’m telling the truth, he gives me a nod and a warm smile.

      Verse leans in, her blue eyes wide. “Did he tell you where it came from?”

      “Not yet. I’m not sure he knows. But I think he wants to help me find out.”

      Kayde winces and adjusts the bag of ice on her shoulder. “I think you need to forget about this.”

      “Great,” I tell her with a curled-lip smirk. “Last year, the biggest mystery in five hundred years landed in my lap. Last night, I finally started to get some clues about why. And now you want me to bail?”

      Kayde chews her lip. Her eyes skim Verse and Weston before returning to me. “Ynarra. I think things might be getting…”

      “What?” I snap. “Resolved? Cleared up? Explained?”

      “Dangerous.”

      “Dangerous?”

      “Having something land in your lap isn’t always good.”

      “Kayde’s right,” Weston agrees with an aggressive nod. “Porcupines. Venomous snakes. Spiked clubs. Burning tar. Rabid bobcats. Genital-eating leeches. My aunt Helgarth. (She’s way too affectionate, and she doesn’t bathe. Ever.) I can think of a lot of things I’d rather not have in my lap.”

      “This isn’t that,” I insist.

      “I’m with Kayde,” Weston says in a rush. “It was fun getting attacked by your dragon, but maybe it’s time to quit while you’re ahead.”

      “But I’m not ahead,” I fire back. “I’m behind. Hell, I don’t even know where the finish line is. I don’t even know if there is a finish line. I’ve spent the last year raising Arson in secret. I figured the answers would come sooner or later. But they haven’t. And I’m sick of not knowing.”

      Verse leans toward me, those berry-blue eyes of hers flashing fire. “I want to hear what Torren said.”

      Kayde and Weston give her identical “Are you crazy?” looks, which makes me laugh.

      “It’s okay,” I tell them. “It’s nothing world-shaking or life-changing. He said I could find answers in Crystalbay.”

      “Crystalbay?” Weston repeats. “Across the river?”

      “Yes.”

      “You know,” West warns, “They’re on their side of the river and we’re on ours for a reason. You could drown in that river on your quest for clues.”

      “True,” I agree. “It has risks. Lots of them. But it also has Zavier.”

      Weston claps his hands to his cheeks. “Who the hell is Zavier?”

      I gulp twice before telling him it’s one of Pax’s friends. “Or an acquaintance. Or a servant. Or a boss. I don’t know. I’ve never met him, but Torren says he’s important. And Pax has mentioned him before.”

      Weston’s eyebrows threaten to leap off his head and cling to the ceiling. “Pax? The prince of Crystalbay? King and Queen Norland’s son?”

      Kayde’s forehead wrinkles, and her lip curls up in a snarl. “I should have known he’d have something to do with this.”

      “I’m not sure he does,”I tell her. “But Torren thinks this friend of his might.”

      Weston shakes his head. “Sounds like grasping at straws to me.”

      I give his knee a little squeeze. “Grasping at straws is the first step toward toward pulling yourself out of the river.”
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      As my friends listen, I tell them some more about the odd conversation between me and Torren.

      I do my best to set the scene. I describe the darkness of my room, the eeriness of Torren, and the general sensation of knowing it might wind up being the most important moment of my life.

      I don’t have to embellish much.

      I skirt around the issue of Pax. I used to get a thrill out of the weird, illegal, sneaky, and sexy thing I had going with him. It sounds terrible to say, but I was proud of myself for secretly being “the bad girl.” My life was already going to be full of dead ends. Pax was going to be a dead end, too, but at least I could imagine him as a way out—even if it was a big, ugly illusion and the childish fantasy of a trapped teenage girl.

      Now, I feel like a sack of wet garbage for seeing him like I’ve been doing behind Weston’s back.

      I know it’s not cheating since Weston and I aren’t formally Transacted yet, but that doesn’t lessen my guilt or make my eye twitch go away.

      (I hate myself for drawing a line between the truth and what’s “technically true.”)

      Weston waits until I’m done recounting my run-in with Torren. He cups his chin in his hand and frowns. “My father thinks there’s something coming. Something bad. And soon.”

      “No way,” I counter. I point one at a time to me, Kayde, and Verse. “Our families are all on the Command Council. If anything bad was about to happen, we’d have heard about it.”

      “Not necessarily,” Verse counters. “There are plenty of things our fathers, brothers, and uncles do on that council that we don’t find out about until it’s too late to do anything about it.” She smirks, shrugs, and adds, “Not that we can do anything about anything, anyway.”

      “So it’s possible that my father’s right?” Weston asks. “That we’re headed toward something bad?” When we answer him with silence, he sits up straight and starts counting off on his fingers. “Let’s recap here: Last year, Torren snuck into your bedroom and delivered an egg to you, right?”

      I tell him, “Yes.”

      “The egg turned into a dragon.”

      “Yes.”

      “A dragon that blasted fire at me, but you jumped in the way and didn’t get burned.”

      “I suppose.”

      “My father is freaking out about something he won’t talk about.”

      “Apparently.”

      “And now, Torren visits you in your room in the middle of the night—again—and hints at something horrific on the horizon.”

      “Kind of.”

      “Possibly the same horrific ‘something’ my father was talking about.”

      “Maybe.”

      “And Torren wants you to cross the river, sneak into Crystalbay—our war-loving neighbor—to find a man you’ve never met to get answers to questions you definitely should not be asking.”

      “A bit reductive,” I smirk, “but yeah. That’s the gist of it.”

      “And you’re saying this whole thing with Torren and Arson is all a coincidence?”

      “No.”

      “Then what would you call it?”

      “A lead. This thing with Arson has been a mystery all year. I’ll take whatever information I can get.”

      I want to say more. I want to explain, but I’m having trouble focusing. It was a long night and an even longer day. My body is too tired to hold up my head, which currently feels like it’s been packed tight with a pile of river stones.

      “I don’t know about you guys,” I moan, “but I could use a break. I can handle school. I can handle mysteries. I can even handle having a secret dragon in the woods. But all of it together…”

      “I think we should skip school tomorrow,” Kayde suggests.

      Verse gives Kayde a raised eyebrow. “Impressive. Breaking the rules. Sneaking out of school. I didn’t think you had it in you, Kayde.”

      “I have more in me than you’ll ever know,” Kayde answers with a mysterious side-smile.

      “The only thing I’ve got in me right now,” Weston confesses as he pinches his nose between his thumb and finger, “is a desperate need to take a shower.” Promising he’ll be right back, he excuses himself and walks between the rows of benches toward the warped wooden shower stalls on the far side of the stone-floored locker room.

      Verse watches him go before turning to me and Kayde and confessing how much she’d like to wear Weston’s ass as a hat.

      Kayde frowns at Verse. “That’s Ynarra’s husband you’re talking about, you slut-nut.”

      “Future husband,” Verse corrects her. “Right now, he’s a cute farm boy with a nice butt.” She plants an open hand to the middle of her chest. “And I’m a poor girl who’s between boyfriends right now.”

      “What are you talking about?” Kayde snaps. “You’ve been seeing Valdir and Chaz behind each other’s backs for a month.”

      “That’s what I mean,” Verse coos with angelic innocence. “I’m between boyfriends.”

      While I laugh and Kayde sneers, we’re startled by a knock on the open locker room door. One of the Curators appears in the doorway. He’s on the short side and can’t be much older than us. He stands still in the shadows and waits for us to invite him in.

      When we do, Verse strides over to meet him halfway. The Curator’s dark green hood nearly slips off his head as he cranes his neck up.

      He hands Verse a small scroll. Verse unfurls the crinkly paper and peers down at it. Without acknowledging or thanking the Curator, she sprints over to me and Kayde.

      Behind her, with typical silent, nearly invisible stealth, the Curator steps out of the locker room and disappears into the corridor.

      Verse comes to a sliding stop in front of me. Beaming, she reaches out and curls her long fingers over my shoulder.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “It’s great timing. It’s a miracle. It’s a cure!”

      “A cure?”

      “For all the craziness and stress.”

      “It better not be pills. The last time you got me pills for my migraines, it turned out to be a bunch of horse tranquilizers.”

      “I know. It was hilarious.”

      “I missed three days of classes.”

      “Yeah. But your headaches went away.”

      “So did my perfect attendance record, along with my ability to construct complete sentences or blink my eyes in unison.”

      “Temporarily,” Verse reminds me. She pushes the scroll at my chest.

      Glaring at her, I take it and scan the black, calligraphic text on the curled, crinkly sheet. “It’s from Pax. How the hell is this a cure?”

      “Are you telling me you couldn’t use a nice dose of Vitamin P?”

      My eyes flick toward the row of wooden lockers, cubbies, and benches. Weston is still in the showers and well beyond earshot, but I tell Verse to keep her voice down, anyway.

      She pokes at the scroll and says in a deliberately raised voice, “It’s Pax’s request. He wants you over there. Tonight.”

      “Bad idea,” Kayde murmurs.

      “Our friend is tormented,” Verse snaps. “This’ll take some of the edge off.”

      Kayde stares at the floor and shakes her head. “I like Ynarra’s edges.”

      Verse drops down onto the bench next to Kayde. She loops her long arm around Kayde’s narrow shoulders. “Ynarra’s our friend. She’s got a lot on her mind. A secret midnight date with a hot prince is exactly what she needs.” Verse hugs Kayde tight and leans down so the tip of her nose is nearly in Kayde’s ear. “I could set you up, too. You know that cute redhead whose dad teaches the second-year Hawking Class?”

      “Barten? He’s ten.”

      “He is not. He’s just short.”

      “And Pax is tall. So what?”

      Back from the showers—one white towel wrapped around his waist, another draped over his neck—Weston’s eyebrow skyrockets. “Pax? What about him?” Weston catches me glancing down at the scroll in my hand. “It’s from him, isn’t it?” He points an accusing finger at the scroll. “See? What was I saying about coincidences?”

      “What about them?”

      “Why is Pax contacting you now?”

      “He’s a prince,” Verse explains in a rush. “Ynarra’s a princess. They have responsibilities as Royals.”

      “But Ynarra’s going to be an Agrarian,” Weston reminds us.

      “Next year,” Verse tells him. “For now⁠—”

      I give her a sharply raised hand to cut her off. “You don’t think that’s weird?”

      “Do I think what’s weird?”

      “Torren visits me last night. He tells me I need to find this friend of Pax’s over in Crystalbay.”

      “So?”

      “And out of nowhere, Pax wants to meet with me? And on his side of the river?”

      Verse shrugs off my concern and tells me it’s probably a coincidence. “Like Weston said, there’s a lot of that going around.”

      “Maybe it’s fate,” Kayde suggests.

      “Maybe it’s a trap,” Weston says.

      That’s not a warning I hear in his voice. It’s worry.

      I remind myself for the hundredth time that our Transaction’s not official. Weston can still date other girls. I can date anyone I want. Well, anyone in Stormport. Obviously, Pax is out of the question.

      And yet, he’s a question I continue to ask.

      I look back down at the scroll. Has an answer fallen into my lap?

      That’s the problem with secrets. You either keep them in until you explode or else you let them out and watch someone else explode.

      I let my eyes meet Weston’s, and we exchange a smile. His is genuine. Mine is forced and peppered with guilt.

      The girls push themselves up, adjust their towels around their boobs and hips, and say we’d better get going.

      I stand with them, but I have no intention of leaving this locker room. At least not while I’m weighed down by my biggest and last lie.

      I wait until Kayde and Verse start heading toward the changing room door on the far side of the locker room.

      When I figure they’re out of earshot, I pull Weston back.

      Verse calls out over her shoulder. “Are you coming?”

      I wave her off. “You go ahead. Wes and I will catch up with you after dinner.”

      “Your place?”

      “Yeah. As long as my uncle’s not around.”

      I don’t need Stormport’s Premier Senator ogling my best friend. And even though she’s been brainwashed to think of it as a compliment, Verse doesn’t need it, either.

      Verse blows me a kiss and calls out, “See you then.”

      Kayde sticks out her tongue at me and gives me a “goodbye” waggle of her fingers. Then she and Verse get back to bickering about something or other I can’t hear from here as they exit the locker room and disappear into the hall. The locker room door swings closed and clicks shut behind them.

      With the girls gone, I turn my full attention to Weston. Ignoring his smile and his raised eyebrow, I pat the spot next to me on the bench.

      I tell him the four words I know no boy wants to hear:

      “We need to talk.”
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      Weston accepts my invitation and sits down next to me. Except he doesn’t do it with the grace and ease that’s been his trademark for as long as I’ve known him. He does it like he expects I’m going to bite him.

      Which I kind of am—with the sharp, pointy, and (thankfully) figurative teeth of truth.

      He grips the back edge of the bench and crosses his feet in front of himself at the ankles. The lean muscles in his bare chest, shoulders, arms, and legs flex as he has a long, slow look around the now-empty locker room.

      “It’s rare to be alone like this,” he half-grins. “Remember when we were little, and we used to pull ourselves up and down in the castle’s dumbwaiter?”

      “Or when I visited your farm, and we pretended we were Fae and that your aunt Helgarth was an ogre and that the walnut trees were dragons?”

      “Aunt Helgarth didn’t look anything like an ogre. She smelled like one, though.” Weston laughs. “And the trees…they didn’t look anything like dragons.”

      “True. But we didn’t know that back then. We didn’t know what real dragons looked like.”

      “We do now.”

      “Yes, we do,” I agree. “We definitely do.”

      Weston closes his eyes and nods. “You know, we’re going to be able to do stuff like that again. Next year, I mean.”

      I put my hand on his arm. “Next year isn’t the continuation of the fairy tale, Wes. It’s the end.”

      “And we’re going to live happily ever after.” He pats my hand and says he promises.

      “Wes.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Arson isn’t my only secret.”

      Weston takes a breath so deep I’m worried he might not stop, and I’ll get sucked into his lungs along with the locker room’s stale, musty air.

      His chest finally deflates with a slow fizzle. He nods to himself as if he’s agreeing with a statement only he can hear. “You’ve got a dragon in the Cursewoods.”

      “Yes.”

      “You’ve got a Curator sneaking into your bedroom to chitchat in the middle of the night.”

      “Yes.”

      “Curators don’t chitchat.”

      “This one did.”

      Weston shakes his head and chuckles through a tight frown. “How many more secrets could you possibly have?”

      I hold up two fingers.

      “Two?”

      “We’ve been best friends for…well, forever. I don’t know what we’ll be next year, but I know what we are now. I know what I am now. Thanks to Arson, I’m starting to learn more about what I might yet become. And what I definitely don’t want to become is a liar or a keeper of secrets. Not from you. Not anymore.”

      I stand up and pivot around so I’m in front of him. I scrunch up the towel I’ve got wrapped around my torso and nudge down the towel that’s wrapped around my waist. Leaning forward, I show him the patches of silvery scales on my ribcage and on my hip. The scales wink and shimmer as they catch the dim light from the small torches in sconces on the locker room’s limestone walls. “Even Kayde and Verse don’t know about this. Nurse Vaille does, though.”

      Still sitting on the bench, Weston leans forward. Squinting, he reaches out a hand but stops it mid-air.

      I nod to him that it’s okay.

      He hesitates. For a second, we both watch as his hand hovers and trembles near the patch of scales on the narrow part where my waist meets my hip. Steeling himself, he brushes his fingertips up and down along the surface of the scales. At first, it’s a slow movement, barely rising to the level of contact. On his second pass, he lets the pads of his fingers linger. He draws them back and forth like they’re going for a walk up and down my exposed midriff. Without looking up at me, he asks, “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. I told Nurse Vaille about it. She acts like it’s normal, but I know she knows it isn’t.”

      Weston draws his hand back. He finally lets his eyes meet mine. He brushes his palms together. “It looks like Arson’s scales.”

      I give him my best “no shit” look.

      “You think it has something to do with Arson?”

      “I started getting them a little after I got him. I had them at the dance. On my face.”

      “I didn’t notice.”

      “Nurse Vaille is an expert at camouflage.”

      And I’m an expert at keeping my head turned, my hair down, and my face away from bright lights and prying eyes.

      I don’t tell him about the scales that showed up on my body where his hands touched me during our dance.

      Weston returns his attention to the scales. He holds his hand up and waggles his fingers. “Do you…do you think it’s contagious?”

      “I don’t know anyone else who has them.”

      Weston bites the inside of his cheek and looks up at me. “Maybe you’re turning into a dragon.”

      “I hope not. I have enough trouble being myself.”

      “I guess it’s not that bad. The scales, I mean. Do they hurt?”

      I tell him, “No.” I reposition my towels and turn back around and sit down on the bench next to him. “I’m pretty sure they’re why I didn’t get burned when Arson attacked us in the Cursewoods.”

      “The scales protect you?”

      “Maybe. Except they’re unreliable. They come and go and move around. They kind of show up when I need them to, but not always. I still get cut, bruised, and scratched up sometimes. Not exactly a great quality in a suit of armor. Other times, though,” I clarify with a light chuckle, “they’re pretty magical.” I reach out and curl my fingers over Weston’s forearm. “Remember when we had to plow through all those thorns and brambles in the Cursewoods to get to Arson?”

      Weston stretches out his legs and grimaces. He points to the puffy marks rising from his legs in ridges. “See these ugly red lines? Yeah. I remember the thorns and brambles.”

      “Well, I don’t. I felt them scratching me, but when I got home, there were a few of these scales left, and there wasn’t a mark on me. Oh, and my hand.” I show him the back of my hand and tell him about the hot soup that should have scalded me but didn’t. “There was a tingle, but that’s it.”

      Weston meets my eyes and smiles. His dark eyes are shaded and a little sad. “Scales, huh? That’s a pretty good secret. And pretty harmless, I’d say. Why not tell people? Kayde? Verse?”

      “I didn’t want to freak anyone out. Including myself. Besides, if I told the girls, they might tell other people, and if other people knew about my scales⁠—”

      “They might find out about Arson.”

      “That’d be the next logical step.”

      “I see your point.”

      I exhale a “Whew!” and drag my hand across my forehead. I tell Weston how relieved I am to be able to finally say this out loud.

      “You can tell me anything, Ynarra.”

      “Thanks. I’ve spent the last year talking to Arson so much I think maybe I’m forgetting how to talk to people. To friends.”

      “You said you had two secrets.”

      “I used to,” I say through a strained grin and a halting breath. “Now that you know about the scales, that leaves one.”

      Weston folds his arms across his chest. Instead of being shy or looking away, he latches his gaze to mine as sure as if his eyes were a storm at sea and mine were a safe dock in a calm harbor. “All right. Let’s hear it. What’s secret number two?”
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      “You and I are scheduled to be Transacted.”

      Weston blushes and forces up a light laugh. “That’s not exactly a secret.”

      “As soon as my uncle and your father⁠—”

      He uncrosses his arms and holds up a hand, palm out. Whatever cuteness he usually wears on his face has been replaced by impatient annoyance. “I don’t need the recap. I know the situation. Just tell me.”

      “We’re allowed to see other people before the Transaction is finalized.”

      He sighs and looks mildly relieved. “Okay. So you’ve been seeing someone. I can’t say I’m surprised. After all, it’s allowed.” He waves a hand toward the doorway. “Verse hasn’t said as much, but I’ve gotten hints.”

      “Really?”

      “She mentioned how you’re gone sometimes in the middle of the night. After the other day in the Cursewoods, I figured she meant Arson.”

      “She did. But that’s not who I’m talking about.”

      “Please tell me you’re not talking about Torren.”

      I shake my head. Probably too hard. Spoken out loud, Torren’s name conjures the two times he’s materialized in my room in the middle of the night. I’m not shaking my head out of denial as much as I’m trying to prevent Torren from sneaking into my head while I’m supposed to be focused on Weston. “No. Not Torren. Relationships with Curators are impossible, anyway. You know how we were talking about King and Queen Norland’s son from across the river?”

      “Pax?”

      I nod, and Weston’s eyes go wide as a jousting shield. “You haven’t been seeing Pax, have you?” He snorts up an unamused half-laugh and shakes his head. “There’s no way. It’s impossible.”

      “A year ago, so was Arson.”

      Weston tries to speak three times before he’s finally able to ask how long Pax and I have been seeing each other.

      “A little over a year,” I confess. “But not that many times. It’s hard to date someone who’s far away. And forbidden.”

      “Relationships across the river are forbidden for a reason.”

      “A reason I’ve never really understood.”

      “No one wants a return of the Dragon Wars.”

      I start to tell him my usual lie about how that’s impossible since there are no dragons anymore, but then I remember Arson and that the two of them have met. Explosively. “Okay. Fair enough.”

      “You know how Crystalbay treats girls, right?” he asks.

      “I do. I’ve been over there. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. The leashes. The red collars. The Dens and all the places the girls aren’t allowed to go and the things they’re not allowed to do.”

      “You’re not a pet, Ynarra. You’re practically a princess.”

      “Lately, Kayde and Verse and I have started to realize those two things aren’t all that different.”

      Weston parts his lips to object but stops. “The Transaction…it’s our way of keeping you powerless, isn’t it?”

      “It’s your way of keeping our power under control. Under your control.”

      Weston finds a spot on the floor to stare at. He leans forward and drapes his arms over his knees. “Pax is powerful and rich. I’ll give you that. And handsome.”

      “Am I a bad person?”

      “It’s not my place to judge you.”

      “It will be.”

      “Maybe. But not yet. Listen, Ynarra. This isn’t Crystalbay. It’s not my responsibility to leash, collar, and train you. Transaction or not, you can still do what you want.”

      “Hardly,” I scoff.

      Weston’s cheeks flush, and he winces as sure as if I whacked him in the groin with a quarterstaff.

      Neither of us says anything, but the implication is loud enough on its own: I can do what I want. But I don’t want Weston. Okay. That’s not entirely true, but it’s not exactly the biggest lie I’ve ever told in my life.

      I don’t want the Transaction, but Weston is attached to it, which leaves me in a bind and powerless.

      As usual.

      “So the scroll from Pax,” Weston says, “that wasn’t official business, was it?”

      “No.”

      “You know if the two of you get caught⁠—”

      “You really think Stormport would go to war with Crystalbay? Over something as dumb as two teenagers dating each other?”

      “It’s not as bad as finding out there’s a living dragon on our side of the river, but yeah. There’d be some bad stuff.”

      “We’ve been careful.”

      “You’re sneaking around with the son of King and Queen Norland. That’s about as careless as it gets.” Weston scrunches up his face. “What did you think? That you and Pax were going to magically fall in love and unite the kingdom?”

      I shrug one shoulder and blush. “Kind of.”

      “Then you were living in a fairy tale.”

      “It was harmless messing around.”

      “It’s only harmless until it causes harm.”

      We sit in silence for another minute. I’m thinking I’ve handled this well, but then I glance over at Weston, and my stupid brain makes me start crying. I can’t help it, and I can’t say exactly what caused the floodgates to burst open. There’s been a weight on my chest for a long time, and my brain has been in a constant state of agitation. A little over a year ago, all I had to worry about was studying for my next test at the Battle Academy. Since then, though, my life has been filled with Pax, Torren, Weston, and the Transaction.

      And Arson.

      If one little dragon could upend my life, what might he mean for the fate of everyone and everything else?

      Whatever the reason—whether it’s overwhelming guilt or my body’s need to relieve the pressure—the tears have a mind of their own. My face is wet, and I’m a snuffling mess before I know what’s hit me.

      Leaning back, Weston looks at me like I’ve burst into flames. When I lower my head and cover my face with my hands, he sighs, leans back toward me, and eases his arm around my shoulders.

      “Weston,” I sob, “I’m so sorry.” I wipe my eyes, sit up straight, and sniffle-laugh at myself. “I never meant for any of this to happen.”

      “First Arson. Then scales. Now Pax.”

      “I didn’t hide Arson.”

      “You hid him for over a year.”

      “I wasn’t hiding him from you. I was hiding him for…him.”

      “You were protecting him.”

      I nod.

      Weston slides his arm off my shoulders and folds his hands in his lap. “And Pax. Were you protecting him, too? Or just sneaking over to Crystalbay to make me look like an idiot?”

      “I didn’t do it to hurt you. Pax and I were messing around inside a fantasy.” I force a smile. “You know…two kids from opposite sides of the river…”

      Weston looks over at me. His eyes are a potpourri of surprise, hurt, and fury. I get the sense he’s recalibrating the last year of his life based on the last year of mine.

      “We’re supposed to be married next year,” he says flatly.

      “I know.”

      “My dad is counting on it. My whole family is counting on it. So is yours. With our families connected, we’ll be able to lead Stormport to greater strength. More resources. Greater security and wealth. Better protection in case things ever really do escalate with Crystalbay.”

      “Weston. I’m not a sack of gold.”

      His forehead wrinkles, his fingers curl into fists, and his cheeks and eyes flash fire. “Of course you are, Ynarra. You’re a whole treasure chest. Your value is off the charts, and you were going to throw it away for some turd of a Crystalbay prince?” Before I can answer, he gives his head a shake and thrusts himself to his feet. His face in a knot, he starts pacing in short, violent steps back and forth in front of me. “Gold is a good thing. It’s valuable. Why do you keep trying to deny your worth?”

      Weston’s my friend. I know we’ve been on a sweet but unromantic collision course with each other for nearly our entire lives, but right now, he’s kind of pissing me off. I feel bad enough without him lecturing me about something he has control over and I don’t.

      I rub my eyes dry with the heels of my hands. “Wes, being a commodity is a good thing for the ones passing it back and forth. It’s not so great for the commodity, itself.”

      He pauses, squints at the ceiling, and heaves up a huge breath. “I’m sorry, really sorry, that things are like this. It’s not right to make you have to look at things that way.”

      It’s a sincere apology, but my brain is too flustered to let it in. “I’m not looking at it in any way,” I tell him. “But I’m feeling it in every way.” I take a breath and then take another second to scan Weston. He’s angry, but not really. He’s surprised, but not really. There’s something churning inside of him I can’t quite put my finger on, something I can’t read. “You’re embarrassed,” I say at last.

      He looks at me but doesn’t answer.

      “I didn’t do any of this to embarrass you. I liked Pax, okay. He liked me. It’s not our fault we’re from opposite sides of the river. It’s not our fault our kingdoms went to war all those years ago. And it’s sure as hell not my fault that someone tossed Arson into the mix.”

      “There’s a lot of fault going around. Sounds like it belongs to everyone but you.”

      I freeze, open-mouthed. I didn’t ask for any of this. I was living my life happy and carefree during the time I had. After next year, I’ll have the rest of my life to be a trading chip in someone else’s game. I’ll memorize the script, learn my lines, play my part, and live boringly ever after. My freedom was the one thing I had, and I used it how I wanted to.

      I’m sure I wasn’t wrong to do so.

      So how come I’m so sure Weston is right to call me out about it?

      Weston sits back down next to me. We sit in silence like that for another minute—each of us doing our best to navigate the choppy emotional waters we’ve found ourselves in. We’re out of breath, and not from today’s rigorous Academy classes. I reach over and give his knee a little squeeze.

      He tells me to quit it and brushes my hand away. He gives me a pretend scowl and a slow, sad shake of his head.

      I tell him he doesn’t seem as angry about this as I thought he’d be.

      “I’m surprised,” he admits. “Disappointed. But angry? No.”

      “Can I ask why not?”

      “Because I have a secret, too.”
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      “Do you have scales, too?” I ask with pretend shock.

      “No.”

      “A secret dragon you’ve been hiding in the woods?”

      “No.”

      “A secret illegal boyfriend?” I laugh.

      Weston doesn’t laugh back. “No.”

      “What then?”

      “Our Transaction.”

      “I know. It’s weird. After all we’ve been through⁠—”

      “It’s cancelled.”

      I lean away from him, my eyes wide. “What?”

      “It’s not a joke. It’s off.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since this morning. Since the incident with Arson. I told my father. He’s probably upstairs with your uncle right now. They’re going to convene the Command Council about it.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Honestly, it’s because of something Verse said.”

      “Verse?” I say through a suppressed laugh. “She’s never said anything worth listening to in her life.”

      “She did once. A few months ago. She told me it’s not my fault that I’m part of the problem. She said it’s only my fault if I don’t do anything about it. When she said that, I knew she was right. I also knew what she was asking was impossible. But then Arson happened, and it was like all the rules that had been chiseled in stone were suddenly written on paper. Weak paper. Burnable paper.” Weston reaches over and rests his hand on my forearm. “Your worth doesn’t have anything to do with trades or Transactions. You’re worth more than that. You’re worth more than all of us.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Okay. It’s the truth but maybe not the entire truth.”

      I give him a “keep going” hand roll. “We’re on a good streak of honesty right now. No reason to let it end.”

      Weston draws his hand back. “Fine. It’s because I love you.”

      I give him a skeptical glance. “You love me.”

      “I love you too much to be on the side of men making you do what you don’t want to do.”

      “Wait. Is this a ‘let’s just be friends’ speech?”

      Weston shakes his head and waves his hand like he’s shooing away a fly. “I hate that phrase. It makes it sound like being friends is a safety net or some kind of backup plan. I don’t just love you, Ynarra. I love being friends with you. I love being best friends with you. It’s what I love most about us. I’ve loved it since we were little and we climbed trees, ran around at the carnivals, collected bugs, and chased imaginary dragons together.”

      I blush. Hard. I want to return the compliment, not because it’d be the nice thing to do, but because it’d be the truth. But I’m too stunned to make my lips move.

      “The Transaction can’t be cancelled,” I say at last.

      “Not normally. But remember what I was telling you about my father?”

      “About how he said something bad was coming?”

      “I think it has to do with us.”

      “You and me?”

      “Maybe. Maybe Pax. Maybe this Zavier person.”

      “I don’t know anything about Zavier. Your father doesn’t know about me and Pax.”

      “I’m not sure what he knows. But he sounded sure that things were about to change. A lot.”

      “I have a feeling he’s right.”

      “A good feeling or a bad feeling?”

      Shrugging, I confess that I don’t really know. “But most change involves a bit of both.” I pivot enough on the bench so I can meet his eyes. “You really did that?”

      “What? Cancelled the Transaction?”

      “Yeah.”

      I give him my most skeptical side-eye. “So you woke up this morning, told your father you were cancelling the most un-cancellable thing in Beynash Kingdom, and went to school like everything was normal?”

      “Well, I had breakfast first.” Whatever strange shape my face contorts into makes Weston huff up a light laugh. “The Transaction is an insult disguised as a compliment. I’m sick of the truth being buried under layers of lies.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah. Wow. So…what happens now?”

      “Well,” I say after a moment of quiet contemplation, “I’m going over to Crystalbay.”

      “To see Pax?”

      “To follow Torren’s lead. To find this Zavier person. To get answers. And if what you’re telling me is true⁠—”

      “It is.”

      “Then, I have to go fast.”

      “Let me come with you.”

      I take a second to smile into his eyes. “Weston, you’re one of the smartest kids in the Academy. So I know you know how supremely sweet and stupid that offer is.”

      “At least take Kayde and Verse with you. Up to the river, anyway. I can go, too.”

      I was planning on going alone, but I tell him I’ll ask them. “But only up to where my boat is docked. You’re not crossing over with me.”

      “Fine. As long as I’m in the equation somewhere.”

      It makes sense for him to join me and the girls. Since our adventure with Arson in the Cursewoods, the four of us have developed a stronger bond. We’ve always been friends, but the shared knowledge of Arson has changed our connections, deepened them.

      “Nurse Vaille mentioned the Scalene,” I remind him. “A bonded, three-sided team. I wonder if there’s a special word for our little foursome?”

      Weston casts his eyes to the ceiling and hums. “A Fourship? A Fourmiliar? Confourdants? A Confourderancy?”

      I give him a sharp elbow to the arm. “Don’t be so quadra-literal.”

      We laugh for a second, and I rest my head on his shoulder.

      He flicks a thumb in the general direction of the ceiling. “The thing with our Transaction…all hell’s about to break loose upstairs.”

      I smile and give my own thumb a flick in the general direction of Crystalbay. “All hell’s about to break loose over there, too.”

      “Great,” he says with a smirk. “Two hells. And we’re about to fall right down the middle.”

      “Good thing we’ve got someone on our side who can fly.”
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      Kayde, Verse, and Weston accompany me on the long hike along the river.

      Unlike on my birthday, this time, we’re headed upriver. That’ll get us to a place that’s wide and dangerous but also farther from the ports and lookout posts that clutter the shores downstream near Castle Lumen.

      The path we’re on is technically the outer eastern edge of the Cursewoods, but it’s a relatively painless walk. It doesn’t have the lack of visibility or the nearly impassable stretches like in the deeper parts of the woods where Arson hangs out.

      Kayde and Verse have escorted me this way before, but this is a first for Weston. The entire walk, he peppers me with questions:

      “How many times have you done this? What’s it like over there? Who do you think Zavier is? Are you going to break things off with Pax? Are you worried about how he’s going to react?”

      I’ve got my mind on other things—mostly following Torren’s lead and tracking down Zavier—but I answer Weston as best I can. I owe him that much.

      Meandering in and out of the woods bordering the water, the four of us get to the tucked-away, tree-covered cove where I keep the small skiff I use for getting across the river at one of its wide but slightly less choppy points. The river bends here, which can make it hard to navigate—even for the reinforced cargo boats that ferry people and supplies.

      There are guard posts on the old, unused bridges and on the shores on either side. We’re far enough away, and it’s dark enough for us to avoid detection.

      I grip the edge of the boat and start to draw in its mooring line. The boat is a four-seat runabout. It’s got a single sail and is fitted with a set of wooden oars in oarlocks and a steering rudder.

      Even at its calmest and most narrow point, Misery River would be hard to cross in this little thing. Pax solved that problem by fitting the boat with what he calls “a three-blade, three-cylinder outboard motor.”

      (I had to ask him to repeat that two more times before I was convinced he wasn’t speaking Elven.)

      Whatever it is, we don’t have anything like it in Stormport. It’s sleek, quiet, it smells funny, and it still seems like a bit of magic to me and my friends.

      I have to admit, it does come in handy for the wider parts of the river, though. I’m strong and so are my skills as a skipper, but the river is stronger. A lot stronger. Having a magic motor will stop me from drifting downriver and into the line of sight of the Crystalbay or Stormport guard posts.

      Weston nudges the prow of the boat with his toe. He points at the sleek matte-black motor at the stern. “That’s from him?”

      “Yes.”

      “Sometimes I wish we had stuff like that.”

      I tell him I’m not so sure I agree. “I like how we do things on our side. Well, most things.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t do this,” Kayde advises. She doesn’t make eye contact as she rests her open hand on my forearm.

      “Torren made it clear. I’ve got to find Zavier. There are answers over there.”

      “That’s my point. Torren said it. Who’s to say he knows what he’s talking about? Or that he’s not lying?”

      “Why would he lie to her?” Verse asks.

      “Why would he say anything to her?” Kayde shoots back. “He’s a Curator. He’s not supposed to say anything to anyone.”

      I step between my two friends and hold my hands out before they turn this into a pointless, bickering slap-fight. “It’s not about whether or not I trust Torren. I trust the three of you. If this were really that bad, I’m sure you would have wrestled me to the ground by now and dragged me back to the castle.”

      “I can’t say I haven’t thought about it,” Weston mutters. “But then I remember what happened the last time you tricked me into attacking you.”

      After giving him a friendly punch to the arm, I climb into the small boat. It rocks in the water, and I take a second to get my balance and make sure I’m not going to pitch myself into the river and drown before my quest for answers has even begun.

      “We’ll meet you here at dawn,” Verse announces. “The sixth hour by the Garrison House Bell.”

      “Can you even hear it from over there?” Weston asks.

      “I can,” I assure him. “And the Garrison House Overseer lights the torches at the top of the tower, anyway.”

      “Be careful,” Kayde warns.

      “And try not to get yourself killed,” Weston adds.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Weston and the girls duck under the overhang of branches and shove the boat away from the small, hidden beach. It’s dark out, but not dark enough to hide the identical sheen of worry blanketing their faces.
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      It’s the middle of the night. Normally, I’d try rowing the boat, but the river is churning hard, so I risk firing up Pax’s motor. It’s easy to use. I press one green button and toggle a silver switch from its up to its down position. That’s all it takes to turn my little boat from a disaster waiting to happen into a competent vessel capable of getting me from the shores of Stormport to the shores of Crystalbay.

      The trip over always sounds so easy in my head. Boats pass back and forth between our two major cities and up and down Misery River every day. Because of centuries-old tensions, products, cargo, and freight of different kinds are traded and off-loaded at the many ports of our two lands. We may be one kingdom, but we’re two very different realms. People from one side of the river hardly ever set foot on the other side.

      There are exceptions, of course. Verse has been to Crystalbay with her grandfather. Diplomats and negotiators cross the river for conferences, to sign treaties, or to inspect each other’s armories. I’ve been to Crystalbay to be with Pax, and he’s been to Stormport to be with me. Of course, that last example with me and him doesn’t really count since it’s secret and strictly forbidden.

      I can’t speak for anyone else, but for me, heading over to Crystalbay feels like a trip to another world rather than a boat ride across a river.

      The boat’s motor hums to life. It’s a lot quieter than I would have thought for something so hard and metallic. Pax assured me a long time ago that its sound-dampeners would make the motor next to impossible to hear more than a few feet from the boat.

      I direct the craft toward the small pinprick of light nestled in a small cove under an overhang of branches on the opposite shore. The boat zips along with a controlled confidence I don’t share. If the motor breaks down, if the river gets too strong for it to handle, or if the river ghouls decide to attack, I’ll be capsized and swept down river.

      If the rapids and rocks don’t kill me, the river ghouls might. And if they don’t, the Crystalbay Paladins in their guard posts definitely will.

      A few people from Stormport have seen the fabled gray, eel-bodied ghouls. Our fishermen tell stories about them all the time. “Ghostly wraiths,” they call them. Or “Needle-toothed she-devils.” They say the ghouls rip nets, steal fish, poison the catch, capsize boats, and even suck men down who don’t respect the river’s power.

      I figured the stories were embellished at best. Outright lies at worst.

      I’ve never seen a river ghoul. Then again, no one other than four people in the world have seen Arson.

      So maybe seeing isn’t all there is to believing.

      Nearly no one on my side of the river has seen an actual Paladin.

      The Crystalbay version of our Stormport knights, the Paladins dress in lightweight, gunmetal gray exoskeletons. Servos in their knee and elbow joints whir as they move. Over the top of their gray armor, each Paladin is draped in a white tunic with a thin, green, upside-down triangle on the front. It’s the emblem of Crystalbay. It’s on their uniforms, their banners, and it’s even imprinted on many of their buildings.

      Instead of small daggers or thin rapiers like we sometimes wear back home, most of the Paladins carry a long-handled war scythe and a single-handed arming sword in a side scabbard. All their weapons are coated with some kind of hazy, glowing green gel.

      The Paladins wear armor like our knights, but the enhancements in them—I call them “enchantments”—render them superhumanly strong.

      I’ve caught glimpses of the Paladins here and there during my secret late-night dates with Pax. I’ve seen them on patrol and performing military exercises in closed-off streets. I even once saw them drag a pair of girls—maybe ten or eleven years old—out of the lobby of one of the city’s impossibly tall black towers. One of the Paladins did something to the girls’ red collars that made the girls scream, shake violently, and then drop to the ground. Another Paladin picked the girls up as easily as if they were a couple of loaves of bread and tossed them into a white, hovering mag-van floating at a silver, capsule-shaped charging station in the road.

      I nearly stepped out of the shadows of the laneway where Pax and I were hiding. Thankfully, he snagged me by the sleeve and hauled me back.

      That’s as close as I’ve come to interacting with the Paladins.

      That’s as close as I ever want to come.

      Without Pax’s motor, it takes me the better part of an hour to get from shore to shore. With the help of his magical engine, it’s only about twenty minutes before I’m on the other side where Pax is waiting for me.

      My little boat grinds up onto the small beach of sand and rocks at Pax’s feet. He takes my hand and helps me out of the boat.

      “I’m glad you could make it.” He leans in close to kiss me, but I pull myself back.

      “Sorry,” I apologize. “I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

      His lower lip juts out in a pout. “You’re supposed to have me on your mind.”

      I’ll never get used to his insecurity around me. There was a time when I liked it. It was empowering to know that a so-called Stray like me could fluster a prince like him. It made me feel strong in a way that he wasn’t.

      But now I’m rethinking the whole idea of strength. In the past few days, I’ve seen it in places and in forms I never expected.

      I’ve seen it in Arson. I’ve seen it in Kayde, Verse, and Torren. Earlier, I saw it in Weston, a boy willing to put friendship above love and both above the unfair use and abuse of power in our kingdom.

      I didn’t tell Kayde and Verse about Weston calling off our Transaction. It’s big news, but like Arson, it’s potentially explosive news. The Transaction is foundational. It’s inevitable and unquestionable. And yet Weston is calling it into question, which means he’s calling everything into question.

      It’s the kind of gossip that would set Verse to drooling. It would also get Weston into a lot of trouble and could potentially get me exiled at best and killed at worst. And I can’t say a word about it.

      Just once, I’d like to have a secret that won’t burn down the world if I let it out.

      So as much as I’d love to drag Kayde and Verse aside and tell them the news, I’m still not sure cancelling a Transaction is actually possible. It’s too entrenched. Too vital.

      Plus, I don’t want to jinx it. (If my brain had fingers, they’d be crossed right now.)

      After mooring the boat to a tree at the edge of the river, Pax takes me by the hand. This time, I let him. He curls his long, strong fingers around my hand and gives it a little squeeze. Urging us on, he guides me through a thin forest of dead trees and dried, lifeless earth along the river.

      We walk mostly in silence. It’s not long before we arrive at the outer gates of Crystalbay.

      Its needle-topped black towers look big, strange, and intimidating from my side of the river. On this side, it feels like I’m about to get crushed by their height while I drown in their shadows.

      This used to be the place I most wanted to be. Then, it was the place I most dreaded to be. Now, it’s the place I most need to be.

      Like it or not, want it or not, need it or not, I’m here.

      And so are answers. I know I’m looking for them. And who knows? Maybe they’re looking for me.

      One way or another, I’m going to make sure we meet.
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      Pax and I don’t go through Crystalbay’s main gates. They’re guarded. Heavily. Even someone of Pax’s position would arouse suspicion by sneaking a Stormport Stray straight into the city.

      Instead, he leads me to one of the smaller delivery entrances where we’re met by a young man named Orston.

      On the shortish side but thick and powerful as a draft horse, Orston is in charge of some of the smaller land ports of entry on this side of the city. He’s the one Pax goes to when he wants to get me into the city and needs someone to turn a blind eye. The first time Pax and I snuck in like this, Orston gave me a weird look before letting us inside the city gates.

      I asked Pax if we might get into trouble, but he assured me that Orston knew how to keep his mouth shut.

      “And he knows I’m happy to shut it for him if he can’t do it himself.” Pax dragged a finger across his throat for emphasis. Then, he gurgled up a little laugh, but he clearly wasn’t joking.

      I was thrilled at the thought that Pax would kill for me. For us. Now, I’m realizing he would definitely kill, but it wouldn’t be for us. It would be to keep his secret and to punish anyone who dared to cross him. Even a kind and helpful young man like Orston. It wouldn’t be for me at all.

      Orston winks at Pax through the darkness and welcomes me back to Crystalbay. He gives me a half-bow and nudges his gray helmet up two inches in salute.

      I thank him and tell him how much I appreciate his help. I know what he’s risking by letting me walk through this delivery door. “Oh, and I brought you something,” I add. I reach into my leather satchel and take out one of Chef Renata’s frosted dragon’s breath berrybreads wrapped in a warm towel.

      Orston blushes and takes it from me. He tucks the bundle under the flap of his jacket. “Thanks. We can’t get these here. It’s all protein chips and vitamin pills from the nutrition dispensers. But these berrybreads of yours…honestly, I can’t get enough of them.”

      Pax reaches over and pats Orston’s protruding belly. “Just don’t eat it all at once this time, buddy. Last time, I had to roll you home.”

      Orston blushes again, which makes me laugh. He’s a sweet guy. I can tell under different circumstances, we’d probably be friends. My cheeks flush with a quick flash of regret about how that can never happen.

      Regret and anger.

      Circumstances. It’s a misleading and messed-up word. It makes it sound like things are the way they are because of random chance. Like it’s fate for girls like me and my friends to be Transacted away when we turn eighteen. Like it’s a matter of chance. Or that the rules governing our lives are an unfortunate disease or a dose of random bad luck or something beyond anyone’s control.

      When men like my uncle or Pax shrug their shoulders and say, “That’s just the way it is,” they’re either lying to us or else they’re lying to themselves. Maybe a bit of both. There’s no magic to it. It’s not Fate, chance, luck, or coincidence. Men like Uncle Jorus…men like Pax…they are the reason things are the way they are.

      I’m seeing that now. More importantly, I’m seeing that challenging and changing things is going to be complicated, dangerous, and probably deadly.

      Deadly. But not impossible.

      Arson may be responsible for my scales. He may even somehow be responsible for the new feelings of strength and agility I feel surging through me.

      But I think he might also be opening my eyes.
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      Passing under one of the smaller archway entrances leading into Crystalbay, Pax slips his arm around my waist. Together, we walk through the dark laneways of the clean, sterile city.

      The towers around us are looming structures of black glass and polished synth-steel. It hurts my neck to look up at them. The buildings here are reflective and cold. It feels like one of the castle’s underground storage rooms when their walls get coated in a sheen of ice.

      Where we have rough stone buildings the color of an undercooked egg, Crystalbay has clean black lines and crisp edges. There are no right angles in Stormport. Here, it’s sharp corners and ninety-degree angles as far as the eye can see.

      Everything in Crystalbay is tidy. Immaculate. The narrow, back-alley walkways Pax leads me down are sterile as a surgery room. I’ve eaten off clean dishes that were dirtier than these polished footpaths.

      I bet even the garbage here would be clean. If there were any.

      I once asked Pax how they could have those huge, smoking factories and all those mines and mills outside of the city and still manage to keep the city itself so clean.

      He said the towns outside the city were called “the Plants.”

      I laughed and told him it was funny that our cities both had “plants.” His were bleak iron foundries. Ours were green stretches of vegetation.

      He shrugged and told me, “It’s where the Slags live.”

      When I asked him what “Slags” were, he didn’t answer. When I tried again, he pretended to get mad about something else and changed the subject.

      I let him leave it at that.

      Tonight, under cover of the late-night darkness, Pax sneaks us deeper into town.

      I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve been over here. Not many. Maybe five or six times over the past year or so. But even if I were to come here a million times, I know I’d never get used to it.

      “Where are we going?” I ask. “Your penthouse?”

      “No. Nexus Tower’s under extra security.”

      “What for?” I joke. “Expecting an attack?”

      Pax looks at me out of the corner of his eyes but doesn’t answer.

      I’m about to object, but I don’t. I know we’re not exactly in the kind of situation where we can bring each other home to meet Mom and Dad.

      For starters, Pax’s mom and dad are the king and queen and would probably send their military across the river and burn Stormport to the ground if they found out Pax was slumming with a Stray.

      My own mom and dad died over ten years ago in the crossfire of a rebel incursion in the neighboring Gordogne Kingdom during their civil war. What started out as a heroic diplomatic mission ended with me as an orphan and my uncle saddled with the job of raising me.

      Although, to be fair, Nurse Vaille has done most of the work.

      As if that weren’t enough, Crystalbay and Stormport—despite being at peace for five hundred years—are always one misstep, one mishap, or one misunderstanding away from letting old animosities bubble to the surface.

      We’ve been on the brink for a long time, and there’ve been some scares. Our two kingdoms have bickered over rights to the many dams running the length of Misery River. We’ve argued over the quality of goods being traded between us, the use of trade embargoes, and the size of our standing armies. There’ve been months-long negotiations over Crystalbay’s rights to dig in the Barrens on our side of the river and over Stormport’s manipulation of surplus food supplies. There’s even been squabbling over who commits the most atrocities against their own people. Crystalbay accuses us of taking away girls’ rights with the Transaction. We accuse them of using the Obedience Training Protocols to do the same with their girls.

      A big sticking point has been the difference in our technologies. While we rely on craftsmanship and the use of wood, metal, clay, stone, and other natural materials, the Crystalbayers continue to develop sleek, sophisticated, and frankly, magical technologies. Over the centuries, they’ve become masters of magnetic and gravitational forces and have even harvested the power of lightning.

      We may be across the river from each other, but we might as well be realms away and eons apart.

      Uncle Jorus told me a long time ago that I’d get used to the tension that comes from the imbalance between our two kingdoms.

      I never have. It’s impossible to look out over the river, through the fog, and at the fang-shaped, sky-scraping towers of Crystalbay and not wonder about war. Wars between our kingdoms have happened in the past. As far as I know, tensions have been frozen but not resolved.

      The balance between our lands keeps us at peace but also always on edge.

      Pax and I are catastrophically close to being the straw that shatters the camel’s back.

      Of course, that’s what makes this so thrilling. Sneaking around…it’s the opposite of what Weston and I have.

      Surely, there’s got to be a middle ground—some kind of balance—somewhere between absolute risk and absolute safety.

      The streets of Crystalbay are mostly deserted at this time of night. According to Pax, there are parts of the city that are open and busy all the time, but we don’t go there. The neighborhood we’re in is quiet and calm.

      In a few places, white hover-carts and mag-vans are clipped to posts at the bases of thin, needle-topped towers. The sleek machines bob on invisible wind currents like they’re floating, tethered horses.

      Every hundred feet or so, a dusky blue halo-light floats about twenty feet off the ground. They illuminate the glossy black walkways below without really lighting them up. It’s not like the burning torchlight I’m used to back home. That light is flickering, unpredictable, warm, sometimes weak and insufficient, and sometimes it’s blinding, intense, and scorching hot.

      The Crystalbay’s halo-light isn’t fire. It’s more a whisper of light, a gentle, blue-tinged hint of moonlight on a cloudy autumn night.

      Oddly, their silver-blue halo-light is more like the kind of light Arson produces when he exhales his fire blasts.

      In an even darker, quieter part of the city, we turn a corner, but Pax tugs me back.

      I grumble to him that he almost gave me whiplash, but he puts a finger to his lips.

      I risk peering around the corner to where a man and woman are walking along with a small girl between them.

      The three of them are mostly in shadow. As they pass under one of the blue halo-lights, I can see the black leather leash dangling between the woman’s hand and the red metallic collar clamped onto the girl’s neck.

      Out of instinct, my hand goes to my own neck. I can’t imagine what it must be like to be at someone else’s mercy like that.

      Of course, if Weston’s efforts fail and our Transaction goes through, that little girl will be me next year. Minus the collar and the leash. I’ll have them. They’ll just be invisible and imaginary.

      That won’t make them any less real.

      The man and the woman chatter with each other and laugh about something Pax and I can’t hear from this far away. We wait until they reach the end of the block. At the corner, they stop under another one of the floating halo-lights. The woman hands the girl’s leash to the man while she stops to fidget with her bra strap. She takes the leash back, and the three Crystalbayers—a man, a woman, and their Darling “pet girl”—disappear around the next corner.

      Pax and I let out our breath at the same time. Shaking my head, I tell him I still can’t believe they do that here.

      Pax leans back, his shoulders pressed against the side of the building. It’s dark but not so dark that I can’t see his jaw clench. He points between and past the two towers closest to us and toward Castle Lumen. From here, the torches at the watchtowers of its top turrets are just visible through the low-hanging wisps of fog covering the river. “Our girls are treated better here than yours are over there.”

      “I don’t have to be collared, leashed, and trained until I’m eighteen,” I remind him.

      “No. You’re free until you’re eighteen. Then your freedoms and stripped away and you’re married off to whoever your oldest male relative thinks will get them the most political or financial gain.”

      “We’re taken care of,” I insist, even though I know that’s a weak argument and one I don’t really feel like having right now.

      I’m on a mission, and it doesn’t include getting into a philosophical debate with Pax. He might think I’m here to see him, but I’m not. I’m here to get answers.

      Pax has his own agenda, though, and he’s not ready to let me off the hook so easily.

      “Our girls are taken care of, too,” he insists. “Food. Water. Shelter. Safety. And once they’re eighteen and complete their training, they join the rest of society.”

      “But not as equals.”

      “They have rights.”

      “We have equality.”

      “Are you lying to me or to yourself?”

      “I’m not lying at all.”

      “Are your Curators equal?”

      “They’re delivery people, not slaves.”

      “Have you ever been friends with a Curator?”

      In my mind’s eye, I flash to Torren. He’s a Curator and a mystery, but no, he’s not a friend. But then again, why would he be? I’m a Royal. He’s a Curator. I live in the top of North Tower. He’s down in the underground Archives. What kind of world would allow two people from such different worlds to be together?

      I hear a voice in my head—a literal voice—telling me how dumb that sounds.

      Putting a leash on someone is control. Getting them to put the leash on themselves is power.

      Oddly, the voice is resonant, deep, soft, and…male?

      I’ve heard a voice in my head before. It’s advised me, warned me, and even taunted me. But it’s always been mine.

      This voice isn’t.

      I shake it away before it has a chance to tell me more things I don’t want to hear.
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      I take a second to glance up at Pax’s perfectly symmetrical, chisel-jawed face. It’s a face I’ve been growing disillusioned with lately.

      But I still feel he and I are connected:

      We’re both from royal families. My uncle is Premier Senator of the Command Council. Pax’s mother and father are rulers of an empire of coal mines, steel mills, and a land of shiny black towers. He and I were raised on opposite sides of the river but under a common, protective blanket of power and privilege. He’s gorgeous. I think I’m pretty cute sometimes—as long as I’ve got the right light and a lack of facial scales.

      The point, we’ve got a lot in common. Including our mutual affection for breaking the rules.

      Could he be the answer I’ve been looking for? Could he complete the link between me and Arson?

      I know my status is what he likes about me: I’m a Royal on my side of the river and a Stray on his. He’s my dangerous, forbidden fruit. I’m his very own Pet Princess.

      It’s a mutually messed-up situation.

      Returning my focus to my mission, I try to think of ways I can bring up Zavier without tipping my hand, but I’m coming up blank.

      Annoyed, I ask Pax if we can get off the street.

      “Sure. But like I said, we can’t go to my place this time. Too much security.”

      I give him a sharp elbow to the arm. “Expecting a revolution from Crystalbay’s little Strays?” I mean it as a teasing, needling joke, but Pax doesn’t seem to register that I’ve said anything at all.

      “Dragons,” he says into the dark air in front of us.

      Startled at the word, my heart jumps, and my throat closes up. “Dragons?” I ask with as much innocence as I can manage. “What about them?”

      Pax bites his lip and stares off into the vague distance. “There’ve been rumors about a dragon-sighting on your side of the river. Somewhere in the Cursewoods.”

      I swallow hard before reminding him that that’s impossible. “You killed them all a long time ago.”

      I expect him to get defensive or to remind me it was his ancestors, not him, who wiped out the dragons. But he gives a proud smile, as if he personally fired the last arrow into the heart of the last dragon.

      He tugs me close. He leans down and presses his cheek to mine. His breath feels like fire on my neck. “We’re going to the Den.”

      He goes to kiss my cheek, but I lean away. “Ugh. I hate the Den. It’s loud.”

      “It’s festive.”

      “It’s crowded.”

      “Exactly. Lots of privacy.”

      “How can there be privacy in a crowd?”

      Pax answers with a genuine laugh. “There’s nothing more intimate than a crowd. Have you ever tried to not get noticed with only two or three people around?”

      “Fair enough. But the Den is full of purée-brained nutjobs who’d turn us in and then wake up the next day in a puddle of their own piss and wonder why the world’s on fire.”

      “They’re not that bad.”

      “You’re right. They’re worse.”

      “No one’s going to turn anyone in. Everyone there is breaking the law, which means no one is.” He gives my sleeve a tug. “We’ve been there before, and we haven’t had any trouble.”

      I smile up at him and shake my head. “Okay, okay. We’ll go to the stupid Den.”

      “Great. Besides, I’ve got to see a friend of mine. He’s going to meet us there.”

      “A friend?”

      “I’m working on a deal, and I need his help. Don’t worry. It’ll be a minute, and then I’m all yours.”

      “I can’t stay too late.”

      “I promise you’ll get back to your boat before dawn.” He brushes some of my stray coils of hair away from my face. “Your highness.”

      I tilt my head away from his hand. “Okay. Let’s go.” I look back to the corner where the man and the woman and the red-collared girl had been a few minutes before. They’re long gone, but their ghosts—the imbalance and the inequality they represent—float in the late evening air like a nightmarish specter.

      Pax leads me by the hand down another zigzagging series of shimmering black sidewalks. In Stormport, our roads are lined with packed dirt and cobblestones. We have long networks of crawling ivy snaking along the roadsides.

      It’s always been in the dead of night when I’ve been over here with Pax. Still, I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything green or organic in Crystalbay. There are no plants. There’s not even any dirt. The symmetrical rows of trees lining the road are all artificial with slender silver trunks and glossy black leaves with sparkling, crystal-blue veins. A reflection of the black and synth-steel buildings, they taper off at the top into sharp, toothy spires.

      It’s beautiful. And Awful.

      Pax leads me down one last laneway and over to the smooth set of polished steps leading down into the forbidden, sultry darkness of the Den.
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      “I really hate the Den,” I mutter. “Did I mention that yet?”

      “Stop being such a Stray,” Pax chortles.

      He takes my hand and leads me past the security guard at the door. The guard is a burly guy with his head shaved on one side and a shoulder-length shock of jet-black hair on the other. He’s got one ear cut off at the top and a cluster of gold rings in the lobe of the other. His mouth is stiff and small, like he’s never smiled a day in his life. The long, green-tipped spear slung on his back is longer than I am tall. Its silver metallic surface catches bits of light from the blue-tinged halo-bulb above the door leading down to the Den.

      I’m fascinated by the man’s weapon, and I have to summon all my strength not to stare. Our weapons are great, but they’re made of wood, iron, and steel. They’re mostly for hunting, training, and show. I can’t imagine having a sleek, sophisticated arsenal like they have here.

      Our arsenal is dangerous. Theirs is deadly.

      I refuse to imagine what would happen if they ever aimed that arsenal at Stormport.

      Ignoring me, the guard gives a small, deferential nod to Pax and waves us in.

      For me, going down into the Den is a nightmarish descent into hell. For Pax, it’s the underground haven he’s not allowed to have out in Crystalbay or up in the lofty, upscale, penthouse heights of Nexus Tower. The Den is a place where status, obligations, and the complications of life don’t matter.

      It’s like what the Cursewoods has become for me, thanks to Arson.

      I once worried about being in public with Pax like this. I used to ask if he was afraid he’d be recognized.

      “Doesn’t matter,” he assured me. “Not down here. Everyone in the Den is up to no good. You can’t accuse someone of doing something wrong when you’re doing the exact same thing. It’s a stalemate.”

      That should make me feel relieved: Everyone with equal footing on an equal playing field on either side of a pair of perfectly balanced scales. It sounds like a recipe for peace. Like with Crystalbay and Stormport.

      So why do I feel like the whole world is about to wreck that field, tip those scales, and go to war?

      Pax slips his arm around my waist and holds me close as we descend the sleek, black steps.

      The stairwell is narrow and lined with evenly-spaced, waist-high circles of light. I’m in awe of their ability to light up the underground without fire.

      Three floors below ground level, we arrive in the Den. The space is wall-to-wall with teenagers.

      Some of the boys are in traditional black tunics with white laces and pewter-gray pants. Many more are draped in baggy, colorful clothes. There are boys in purple suits, wide-brimmed hats, and deafeningly loud ties. Some of the boys are dancing with their shirts off or with their ties wrapped around their foreheads like headbands. Their bodies glow golden with heat and sweat.

      The girls down here are crammed into tiny skirts, low-cut tops, and six-inch stiletto heels. Heavy with jewelry on their wrists, ears, and necks, they circulate among the boys. They stop to chat with some of them. They haul some of them out onto the crowded dance floor.

      The girls aren’t leashed, but they all have their red collars on. Those collars are a symbol, but they’re also a grim reality. According to Pax, the collars don’t ever come off, although they’re programmed with fewer and less painful restraints after a girl has passed her Obedience Exams.

      Outside, girls and women wear them because they have to. In here, they wear them, along with an array of sparkling necklaces, like a badge of honor.

      Either way, they can’t take them off. Ever.

      Three floors up, the girls in the Den are the Darlings of Crystalbay. Three floors below street level, they’re free. Well, not free. But at least it’s a step in a weird but right direction.

      People down here—girls and boys, alike—get to be someone they’re not supposed to be. And they get to do things they’re not supposed to do with people they’re not supposed to do them with.

      In the Den, music blares from black, pear-shaped speakers mounted onto the walls. Smaller speakers are clamped to the top of metallic gray floor-to-ceiling posts scattered throughout the underground space.

      The air is wet and thick, like we’ve been magically transported into a steaming, pore-clogging rain forest.

      It’s a darker, sweatier version of my birthday party back home in the Ballroom.

      The music is different, though. Ours was produced by live, talented musicians on homemade instruments. Here, the music is tinny and industrial, blaring but bleak. It thumps from the speakers loud enough to ripple my skin and make me squint against the throbbing waves in my ears.

      I’ve been down here before, of course, and I’ve heard this music before. But I could come down here a thousand times and never get used to hearing music without seeing musicians.

      Tugging me forward, Pax strides us through the crowd. He’s super tall, confident, aggressive, arrogant, and gorgeous. He’s also a prince. By themselves, each one of those character traits is impressive. Together, they make Pax annoyingly irresistible and a bit intimidating.

      When it comes to me and him, I’ve been willing to push my luck.

      I wonder if maybe I might have pushed a bit too hard this time.

      As we snake our way toward the bar, a hand clamps onto Pax’s shoulder and spins him around.

      “So this is her?”

      Pax scowls. “Zavier.”

      At the sound of the young man’s name, my eyes go wide. This is the guy Torren told me to find. This is the guy I’m hoping will have answers.

      I have to pretend I didn’t nearly jump out of my skin.

      “I thought I’d come over and introduce myself to your little Stray here.” Zavier is older than us by about ten years. He might be older than anyone down here. He’s on the short side—not much more than a couple of inches taller than I am. Like Weston, though, he carries himself with the aura of a much taller man. Dressed in a crisp off-white suit with matching tie and thin-soled shoes, he’s got a neatly sculpted wheat-brown beard with his hair trimmed close at the sides. His eyes are half-closed. I can’t tell if he’s sleepy, bored, drugged, or drunk.

      Pax gives Zavier a sarcastic half-bow and passes a hand between me and the scowling young man. “Ynarra. This is Zavier. Don’t let his human shape fool you. He’s actually an asshole.” He squares his shoulders and faces Zavier. “There. You’re introduced.”

      Zavier nudges past him and takes my hand in his. He leans down and brushes his lips over the back of my hand. “It’s an honor to meet you, Ynarra.”

      “Likewise,” I lie. It’s not an honor at all. But it is an unexpected victory since this is the exact guy I came here to find. It’s nice when the answer to a mystery lands right into your lap.

      On the other hand, what was Weston saying back in the locker room about all the terrible things one can have land in one’s lap?

      “I’m Advisor to Queen Norland,” Zavier tells me with a pompously raised eyebrow.

      “Pax’s mom?”

      “One and the same.”

      “He has lots of titles,” Pax sneers. “Advisor, Chief of War, and royal pain in the ass.”

      “War?” I repeat.

      Zavier loops one arm around Pax’s waist and the other around my shoulder. “Relax. We have a mutual interest. Let’s sit down. Let me get us some drinks. We’ll reminisce about the past and celebrate the future.”

      I don’t know what past he’s talking about, and he says the word “future” like it’s a threat.

      Zavier waves us toward a deep, high-backed booth in a dark corner of the Den. He steps to the side and extends a hand, and I slide into the booth. It’s not wood like I’m used to back home. If anything, it feels like hardened wax. Pax sits down next to me with Zavier easing into the bench seat across from us.

      On one side of me, I’ve got a cinderblock wall with a mural of a man with a long, green-tipped spear standing in front of a dead dragon. On the other side, I’ve got Pax. And on the other side of him, there are a couple of hundred Crystalbayers thrashing on the dance floor to the tooth-rattling thrum of music played by invisible musicians.

      Pax was right. There’s a certain anonymity that comes with being in a crowd. I’m safe, unnoticed—nearly invisible.

      It occurs to me that, technically, I’m also trapped.

      Zavier snaps his fingers at a teenage girl in a sheer white halter-top, a next-to-nothing white mini-skirt, and a red collar. She comes over to our table. She has a rectangular steel platter strapped to one forearm. The silver platter has round cutouts, each containing a small glass of liquid in a variety of neon colors.

      Beaming, she asks what we’ll have.

      Zavier tells her to leave the tray.

      The girl tells him, “My pleasure,” and she proceeds to unstrap the tray from her forearm and place it on the table between us.

      Zavier selects a vial of purple liquid and hands it to me. He does the same with Pax, only it’s a vial of orange liquid. He takes the glass with black liquid in it for himself.

      He calls out, “To the future!” and slugs back his drink. Pax and I do the same.

      The drink is harsh and piercing on the palate. Zavier and Pax both squint against its strength and open their mouths wide like a dragon breathing fire.

      I follow their lead, but I fake my recoiling reaction. Lately, when it comes to things like this—harsh drinks, spicy foods, boiling soup, a blazing hail of silver fire—I barely feel a thing.

      After we plant our empty glasses into the open cutouts on the platter, Zavier laces his fingers and rests his hands on the glossy table. He gives Pax a scornful, dismissive look before squaring around to fix his eyes to mine. “So, Ynarra, what do you know about dragons?”

      Resisting the urge to glance over at the mural next to us, I gulp and ask him what he means.

      “There are rumors of a dragon in the Cursewoods on your side of the river.”

      “I hadn’t heard.”

      “Funny. Seems like that would be big news.”

      “It would be. If it were true. But since your people wiped them out five hundred years ago, I guess it can’t be true, can it?” I mean it as an accusation and an insult, but Zavier’s eyes light up like I’ve paid him the highest of compliments.

      “Dragons were an invasive species,” he says. “They upset the natural order. No one back then was looking to kill them for the fun of it. It was about restoring balance to the kingdom.”

      “Kottori.”

      Zavier’s eyebrow rockets skyward. “You know about Kottori?”

      “I know enough.”

      “Funny. I thought all they did over there was teach you girls fencing and dueling and jousting and that kind of shit. Basically, how to fight against everything except the system that’s enslaved you.”

      “I’m not a slave.”

      Zavier leans back and gives me a deep gaze and a broad smile. “That’s the spirit!”

      Pax snaps his fingers and says, “Hey!” to draw Zavier’s attention away from me and over to him. “She’s not why we’re here.”

      “I beg to differ. There’s a war coming, and she’s going to be a part of it whether she likes it or not.” He doesn’t take his eyes off me, even as he’s answering Pax. “More than part of it. She could be the beginning of it.” Finally, he draws his eyes from mine and lets them land on Pax. “Or, if we’re not careful, the end.”

      I let my eyes skip back and forth between Pax who’s next to me, and Zavier, who’s sitting across from us. “Who said anything about a war?” I ask.

      “No one had to say anything,” Zavier answers with a side-mouthed smirk. “We’ve been at war for five hundred years.” I start to object, but he cuts me off. “You can have a war without a blade being drawn, an arrow being nocked, or a catapult being fired. The killing, the mass destruction…that’s not war. It’s smoke. It’s fire. It’s what looks like war. But what kills isn’t fire. It’s what the fire takes away.”

      “Oxygen,” I say.

      “You can’t breathe without it,” Zavier confirms with a smile.

      “Is it going to happen?” Pax asks.

      I turn from Zavier to Pax. “Is what going to happen?”

      Pax ignores me and gives Zavier a drawn out, “Well…?”

      “It’s going to happen,” Zavier confirms. “Happy?”

      “Hardly.”

      I look back and forth between the two of them as if an answer is going to magically appear on one of their foreheads. But there are no answers there.

      I have so many questions that they get clogged trying to work their way out of my brain. My mouth winds up paralyzed.

      “Come on,” Pax urges, reaching his hand out to me. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      I say, “Wait.”

      I came here on Torren’s suggestion to find this Zavier guy. Now, here he is, sitting across from me and talking about war, and Pax wants us to leave?

      No. I don’t think so.

      I came here for answers. I’m not leaving without them.
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      I dig in my heels, but Pax ignores me.

      He tugs me hard to my feet and draws me out of the booth. Zavier surges from his seat and steps over to plant himself directly in front of Pax.

      Looking up at the much taller Pax, Zavier presses the tip of his finger to Pax’s chest. “You’ll get yours,” he threatens. “Prince or not, there are lines, and you’ve been stepping over them for a long time now.”

      Zavier’s sudden flurry of unexpected movement catches me off guard. The tension at the table was already thick. Now, it’s as dense and foreboding as the Cursewoods.

      Before I can react or even register the change in mood, two tall and slender boys and an angry-looking girl with squinty eyes appear out of nowhere. The girl has her red collar locked tight around her neck. Her fingers are curled into tense fists at the ends of column-shaped forearms.

      The three teenagers form an ominous semicircle behind Zavier. I feel more than see or hear four or five of Pax’s friends form their own semicircle behind us.

      I’m used to being in the middle of a Weston-Pax sandwich. But what the hell did I wind up in the middle of this time?

      “We’re trying to relax and keep to ourselves,” I tell Zavier and the red-cheeked posse of growling teenagers behind him. “We don’t need help with that. Why don’t you go back over to that side of the Den and try to find some mice to intimidate.”

      “We don’t have mice on our side of the river,” Zavier fires back. “Why don’t you head back over to your side of the river with the rest of the vermin…Stray.”

      “I’m no Stray,” I sneer. “And it looks like there are more than enough vermin right here.”

      Zavier takes a step toward me, his hand cocked into a fist. Pax steps between us, his hand on Zavier’s chest.

      Zavier looks down at Pax’s hand like it’s a slug he found sliming its way across his crisply ironed shirt. He looks past Pax and pins his eyes to mine. “Why don’t you keep your fucking Stray on a leash?”

      He says it to Pax, and it’s about me, but he’s clearly saying it for the benefit of the scowling Crystalbayers scrunched in an angry mob behind him.

      I don’t know what the relationship is between Zavier and his gang. He’s older than them, and he’s some kind of counselor to Pax’s mother, the Queen of Crystalbay. I would have figured he’d be a role model or maybe a respected, uncle-like figure to the teenagers down here in the Den. But I’m getting serious cult leader vibes off him right now.

      He knows this is a flammable situation.

      So why is he so eager to light the fuse?

      Zavier’s lip curls up as he warns Pax to know his place and to mind his manners.

      “One word to your mother from me,” he warns, “and you’ll be working in the Plants with the rest of the Slags.” His sneer turns into a smirk when he grabs my wrist and twists it hard. “And if I tell her about Ynarra here, it’ll be the end of your Stray and the end of her whole fucking, backward city of stone.”

      His grip is solid enough to make my fingertips tingle from lack of blood. If he twists my arm any harder, he’s going to dislocate my shoulder.

      Or else make it get covered in scales.

      Neither option is especially appealing at the moment.

      His face tomato red, Pax goes to take a swing at Zavier, but he never gets the strike off. That’s because I beat him to the punch. Literally.

      Squinting past the pain in my arm, I slam my free fist straight into Zavier’s solar plexus.

      I know better than to hit him in the face. In addition to fencing, dueling, and jousting, we also learn unarmed combat techniques at the Battle Academy. One of the first things we’re taught is that the jawbone is the hardest bone in the human body. Hitting it can cause a lot of damage to your opponent but also to you.

      Three years ago, it was one of the many lessons Kayde ignored. It ended with her getting two broken knuckles on her right hand the second day of class.

      Under the impact of my punch, every molecule of breath whooshes out of Zavier’s lungs. I yank my hand from his grip as his eyes go wide, and staggers back, doubled over in pain.

      Never satisfied with a simple first strike, no matter how effective, I follow it up with a knee to Zavier’s face. The curve of my kneecap meets the point of his nose, which explodes in a mist of blood.

      He’s not a big guy, but based on his position in their topmost levels of government, he’s an important guy. Unfortunately for him, being important isn’t a suit of armor.

      He drops to one knee with one arm curled around his stomach.

      I don’t have time to celebrate my victory as the teens behind him and the ones behind me and Pax surge forward under a hail of screams, kicks, and flailing fists.

      Pax and I get squashed together as the two sides collide over us.

      A boy with long hair and a wispy mustache vaults out from behind the bar, launching himself into the fray.

      Over the thrum of the music and the cacophony of combat, Pax manages to wedge us free from the fight. He grabs my hand and drags me in a loping sprint across the crowded dance floor and toward the stairs.

      We charge shoulder-first through the rest of the shouting crowd. Our boots thump as we clamber up the hard, black stairs.

      Three flights up, we burst out of the Den, past the bouncer, and into the dark, narrow alleyway.

      The bouncer shouts out, “Hey!” as we whip past him, but he doesn’t try to stop us or come after us. The noise from down in the Den is already rising up, and he turns his attention back to the open door.

      It’s still the dead of night, so thankfully there’s not a soul in sight along the length of the shadowy laneway. That makes it easier for me to break into a fit of giggles. With my back to the wall of a building whose top is too high up to see, I wrap my arms around myself and gush about how awesome that was.

      Pax isn’t amused. “It’s not funny, Ynarra.”

      “Sure it is. They’re assholes, and we didn’t take their shit.”

      “It’s more complicated than…Uh oh.”

      “What?”

      I whip around to see Zavier and his young, cultish crew—sweaty and angry as a sack of cats—storming up the stairs of the Den and surging past the bouncer and into the laneway.

      It looks like the skirmish downstairs is about to turn into a full-blown, outdoor brawl.
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      Pax’s friends charge past Zavier and his gang and take up a defensive position between them and us.

      Crowded in the narrow space between the parallel rows of skyscraping towers of glass and steel, the teenagers backing Pax and the ones backing Zavier pack themselves into two separate armies.

      One of the red-collared girls shouts out for her side to attack the other.

      That’s all it takes. The two armies charge at each other. Fists and profanities fly as the two sides merge into one.

      Behind them, Zavier’s face is red. His eyes are blurred. His immaculate white suit is spattered with blood. His gang is trying hard to get to me and Pax, but Pax’s friends aren’t about to let that happen.

      When some of Zavier’s followers slip through, Pax steps forward to defend me, but I don’t need it. The Crystalbay boys are almost all bigger than me, but they’ve been trained to think of themselves as superior to girls, whereas girls like me have been trained to kick ass.

      The fact that we don’t get to use our skills after our Transaction matters back home. But not here. Here, I’m free to be deadly.

      The fight is a frenzy of punches, kicks, and body slams.

      I stop at one point to admire Pax. Tall and confident, he’s a strong, respected, and feared opponent for Zavier’s gang. His fighting skills are okay, but the real thrill comes from knowing he’s fighting for me. No one has stuck up for me so violently since Arson in the Cursewoods.

      Of course, Arson doesn’t call me a Stray, collar me, or treat me like a princess or like a pet.

      Pax and I have been to the Den before, but there’s never been any trouble. If anything, it’s always been the opposite. We’ve squirreled away in our own booth in the back by the swinging door to the all-night kitchen. Sometimes, a friend of Pax’s would come by to chit-chat or to whisper something in his ear.

      I’ve been on the receiving end of my fair share of skeptical, condescending looks. But in the past year, no one has approached me and Pax or challenged either one of us.

      I should have known it wouldn’t last. Tonight felt different from the start.

      Those dragon rumors Pax and Zavier brought up should have been a red flag. At the first mention of the possibility of a living dragon, I should’ve gotten the hell out of here, rowed back to Stormport, and lived happily ever after with Weston on his farm and, maybe on weekends, slipped out to visit Arson in the Cursewoods.

      But then Torren appeared with his mysterious clue, which turned out to be Zavier, who turned out to be an instigator, which has led to an escalating midnight free-for-all in a Crystalbay laneway.

      That’s always been the problem with Pax: His looks, confidence, and status have a way of short-circuiting the better parts of my brain.

      Or who knows? Maybe it’s a problem with me.

      Despite my training, my instinct is to get the hell out of here. After all, I don’t belong on this side of the river. But Pax is protective of me and loyal to his friends, and he refuses to leave.

      Before I can object or run, the dozens of brawling teenagers swarm over me and Pax like a cresting ocean wave.

      Zavier limps his way toward me. Dressed up and older than the other combatants, he’s easy to spot in the melee.

      But spotting him and stopping him are two different things.

      He shoves one of Pax’s friends to the side and winds up standing right in front of me. He doesn’t say a word. No threats or big speeches. Before I know what’s happening, he’s already caught me with a lucky punch to the chin.

      He’s faster than he looks, and I’m more frazzled than I thought. The combination doesn’t work in my favor.

      The blow staggers me.

      No one’s pulled any weapons, so I leave my dagger tucked into its sheath at the back of my belt and under my coat.

      Zavier isn’t very tall. Unfortunately, he’s almost superhumanly quick. He dodges my roundhouse return punch and my follow-up spinning elbow. I take another swing, but I miss. For a split second, I panic and think I might actually lose this fight.

      Disengaging from his own scrum, Pax sees I’m in trouble and starts plowing through his fellow Crystalbay teenagers to come over to save the day. Only his day winds up in as much trouble as mine.

      As Pax approaches, Zavier locks a hand onto his wrist and hip-flips him to the ground. He follows that up with a backhand to my cheek that sends me crashing into the side of a building. He’s not out to prove a point or win a fight. This guy is out to kill me.

      He lunges at me, and I figure I’m a goner.

      Until the blast.

      Sudden and startling, the white flash hits like a lightning strike.

      At first, I think we’ve been caught in a surprise thunderstorm. Or maybe the power grid running under Crystalbay has surged to a dangerous overload. Pax told me about how transformers around here do that sometimes. I didn’t understand what he meant, but I got the feeling they didn’t have total control over the magical powers they’d released from the earth.

      No one ever does.

      The ear-piercing, guttural screech that fills the laneway is a much different kind of unrestrained and uncontrollable elemental power.

      It’s the sound of molten steel hissing in a bucket of water folded in with the creak of a dead branch from an old tree, splintering and plunging to its death on a forest floor. It’s a sound I know well from sneaking in and out of the depths of the Cursewoods.

      It’s the sound of fury and death. It’s the sound of a savior.

      It’s the sound of Arson.

      The silver-blue dragon swoops out of the night sky like he appeared from another dimension.

      In a flash of movement nearly too fast for my eyes to follow, his silver-speckled wings tuck back against his body as he dive-bombs between me and Zavier.

      Zavier staggers back into the arms of two members of his entourage. The three of them slam against the building’s exterior wall of black glass before crashing in a tangle of limbs on the ground.

      The building on the opposite side of the alley has a line of long, sleek waterspouts jutting out above its tall, first-floor windows.

      With a downward thrum of his wings, Arson perches on one of the cylindrical spouts. He alights with the grace of a falcon but the power and presence of a giant. In the dim light, he might as well be a gargoyle.

      He’s ignoring me and has his eyes pinned to Zavier like steel skewers in a piece of meat. Zavier looks up at him…and smiles?

      That’s an odd enough reaction by itself, so I’m startled when Zavier draws his eyes away from the dragon and takes a second to smile at me, too.

      The other Crystalbayers aren’t as calm. They shout and scramble over each other as they try to figure out what the hell is happening. Not that it’s complicated: a live dragon, ready to incinerate everyone, is perched above their heads. It can be oddly hard to get your mind around the impossible, even when—or maybe especially when—it’s staring you right in the face.

      One of the red-collared girls points a stabbing finger up at the pair of silver eyes staring down at us from the dark, overhead perch.

      There’s a burst of frantic, overlapping shouts. Some of the Crystalbayers rush to get back into the Den. Some dive behind a bank of black air-filtration boxes at the base of the building on one side of the laneway. Others blow past me and Pax and run toward the main street.

      As they run, Arson leans forward from his elevated perch. He opens his mouth, and electric fire rains down on all of us in a rolling vortex.

      The teenagers continue to scream and scatter around us. The ones trying to get back into the Den crash into a stream of other teenagers who’ve heard the commotion and are pouring up the stairs and out into the laneway.

      The flames engulf all of us, including me.

      My clothes crackle and crisp. As for my skin, though, I don’t feel a thing.

      Patches of silver scales appear on the backs of my hands, and I can feel another chainmail batch of them—cold and overlapping—coating the sides of my neck from my jawline down to my collarbone.

      Arson fires off another wide burst of flame.

      The screams vanish as the fire sucks the oxygen out of the laneway and out of everyone’s lungs.

      Although I’m bathed in the exact same flames, I can breathe just fine.

      A few of the teenagers roll on the ground to extinguish their burning clothes. Others strip off their sizzling jackets and whip them to the ground before bolting as fast as they can out of the laneway.

      Coughing, Pax clambers up from his knees and grabs my hand as he lopes us toward the open end of the fire-filled alley.

      He thinks he’s rescuing me. He doesn’t know that I’m the only one in this alley who’s safe.

      Arson launches himself from his perch and whips overhead. His leathery wings span nearly the entire width of the laneway. They kick up a turbulent burst of wind, and Pax and I both duck down.

      Chaos spills out from the laneway and into the main road behind us. People are running, screaming, burning, coughing, and crying.

      At least they’re alive. I might not be a fan of the Crystalbayers, but no one’s done anything bad enough here tonight to deserve a painful, fiery death.

      Before I turn away, a single figure remaining in the laneway catches my eye.

      It’s Zavier. Only he’s not looking at me. Full of impressed admiration, his eyes track Arson through the night sky. Zavier’s clothes are singed black, his hair is disheveled, and his once-polished skin is streaked with blood and ash. I don’t think he cares about how he looks, though, or how much pain he’s in. I don’t think he cares about anything in the world right now other than Arson.

      With thunderous flaps of his powerful wings, Arson banks overhead. He elevates into a steep climb and disappears into the architectural forest of skyscraping towers of black glass and cold synth-steel.

      I’m not a fan of running from a fight, but this is no fight.

      I don’t know what it is, but it feels like it’s about to explode into more of a shitshow than it already is.

      With no other options, I rip my eyes from Zavier and join Pax in a full-on sprint through the back streets and the narrow alleyways of Crystalbay.

      As we run, Pax urges me along and promises me everything’s going to be okay.

      “That’s a hell of a promise,” I pant. “Are you sure your brain didn’t get singed back there?”

      He raises his arm to show me where the sleeve of his black tunic has been burned away from his wrist to his elbow. The skin underneath is bumpy and red as raspberry jam. “I’ll be okay. You?”

      I pat my thighs, hips, and shoulders. “No major burns. Guess I got lucky.”

      I’m lying of course. It’s not because of luck that I don’t have any burns. I don’t tell Pax, but as I was patting myself down, what I did feel were at least three or four more patches of those overlapping, metallic scales.

      In the distance, a crisscross of bright green beams of light illuminates the night sky.

      Pax says, “Oh, shit.”

      “What is it?”

      “Paladins. Guards. Like your Knights.”

      “I know what they are.”

      “But not how deadly they can be.”

      “Deadly?”

      “We’ve got to get you back to your boat and back to Stormport. Now!”

      Together, we bolt down another narrow laneway between two more of the city’s buildings. We cut hard at a corner and scamper across the deserted street. Pax leads us through a lot filled with empty mag-vans. The white, cube-shaped vehicles bob on some kind of magical magnetic field like sleeping ducks in a pond.

      On the other side, we cross under one of Crystalbay’s elevated bridges.

      We hurdle a low retaining wall and then clamber over a silver security fence.

      I hesitate at the base of the fence and point to the sign reading, “Danger of Electric Shock.”

      Pax is already halfway up the fence. He turns back, waves his arm, and tells me not to worry. “This thing hasn’t been powered up in forever.”

      I scramble up behind him. With a double thump of boots, we land on the other side of the fence.

      At the security gateway, Orston staggers back three full steps when he sees us charging toward him. He stammers out a greeting to Pax, but Pax waves him off.

      Together, Pax and I blast past Orston, dash through the gateway, and charge into the strip of dead, pockmarked land leading back to my boat.

      After a fast, panting sprint, we get close enough where we can hear the water of Misery River churning and gurgling up ahead in the dark.

      We weave through a patch of leafless, lifeless trees and burst out onto the narrow beach of the cove where my boat is tethered.

      Behind us, green beams of light continue to scan the night sky. The Paladins are back there in the city somewhere.

      I’m not eager to be hunted, but I really wish those lights were pointed at me instead of waving back and forth in a desperate, deadly search for Arson.
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      Pax tells me to hurry as he gives me a hand into the boat.

      “What’s the rush?” I ask as I bat my eyelashes. “I was having such a great time. I was hoping we could spend some more time with your buddy Zavier and his sweet, wonderful friends!”

      He snaps at me to stop messing around. “We’re both going to be spending some more time getting killed if you don’t get the hell out of here!”

      He clenches the sleeve of my jacket in his fist. He draws me close and kisses me.

      We’ve kissed before. Under the stairs outside Castle Lumen’s Council Chambers. On the couch in his penthouse apartment at the top of Nexus Tower when his parents were away. In the shadows of the back corner of the Den. Every time one of us got in or out of the boats we took to get across the river.

      Every kiss was an act of rebellion…for both of us. We hated the constraints we’d been placed under: the forced marriages, the artificial limitations on who was worthy and who wasn’t, and the duty to be upright and honor-bound in a system that was neither.

      The difference is that his constraints are symbolic. Mine are as literal as it gets.

      In our year of sneaky, secret kisses, there was the subtle promise of a fairy tale fulfilled. The princess from one side of the river marrying the prince from the other. Two teenagers fighting against their worlds and finding their way to each other.

      Isn’t that how the stories always go? A life of complications and danger until the young lovers make a pact to risk their lives for love? And sealed with a kiss.

      I’ve had warmth with Weston. Sparks with Torren. Fire with Arson.

      There have been plenty of kisses between me and Pax, but there’s no longer anything to ignite. We’re kindling, but there’s not enough combustive material between us to set us ablaze.

      Maybe that’s why this kiss feels like a kiss goodbye. Embers being left to smolder and fade into ash.

      I’m sad about that. Sad but also relieved.

      I’m not heartbroken. I never gave Pax enough of my heart to break. It’s not that I didn’t want to. Last year, when I was sixteen, I wanted to run off with him and live out the fantasy of young lovers in a forbidden romance.

      The problem wasn’t that my heart wasn’t in it. It’s that my heart belonged to me. It was one of the last things I could call my own. I wasn’t ready to give it away to just anyone. Especially not for the sake of living out a fairy tale.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The river is fast tonight.

      Getting across before was tough. The river is always a challenge to navigate, but it’s been especially choppy this season. The current is strong, and the moon has slipped so low in the sky behind the woods and the mountains in the distance that the water looks as glassy-black as the towers of Crystalbay.

      I’m more grateful than ever for the motor Pax gave me for my little boat. I could probably get across with sails and oars, but the current would drift me far enough downstream that I’d be spotted by the Crystalbay Paladins in the watchtowers overlooking the river. They’ll be on high alert by now, along with pretty much everyone else in Crystalbay.

      Arson may have opened my eyes to a lot of social stuff I hadn’t considered before, but he’s opened the eyes of the Crystalbayers to his existence.

      My main goal coming over here was to find Zavier and to get some clues to help solve the mystery of Arson—and possibly of myself. And I was supposed to do it with quiet, anonymous invisibility. Now, I’m fully public. I might as well have a literal target on my back.

      Unfortunately, I’m not alone. After a year of keeping him secret and safe, I’ve dragged Arson into the bullseye with me.

      As the weight of the reality of my clumsy behavior draws tears to the edges of my eyes, the motor powers me silently along. Behind me Pax waves his goodbyes and then turns and disappears into the forest of dead, spindly trees behind him.

      We were lucky back there. If Arson hadn’t come along when he did, an ugly situation could have gotten a lot uglier.

      We were also colossally unlucky. Thanks to Arson’s protective instinct, he’s been exposed.

      I’m quietly cursing him for letting himself be seen and—at the same time—cheering him on with a pump of my mental fist for his bravery, when an ear-piercing klaxon blare splits the darkness.

      The night-shredding siren nearly startles me into a heart attack.

      From downriver, three sleek black boats glide out of the misty darkness. Bouncing lightly, they slice through the choppy water as they head straight toward me.

      At the bow of the lead vessel, a Crystalbay Paladin in gray armor shouts into some kind of bowl-shaped, hand-held speaker for me to stop. His metallic, projected voice mingles with the burbling, churning water, but it doesn’t matter if I can hear him or not. There’s no way in the world I’m stopping in the middle of the river in the middle of the night.

      Not for anything.

      The humming engine continues to fire. My little boat putters and struggles as it bounces along on the river’s choppy waves.

      The ship in the lead moves to cut me off and closes fast. It’s not as big as their warships or our merchant barges, but it’s a lot bigger than my little skiff. I’ve seen them in the river before. I’ve seen them docked in the Cyrstalbay harbors.

      I’ve never been chased by one.

      Whatever motor they’ve got is putting the one Pax gave me to shame.

      One of the three boats breaks formation. It starts to slip upriver in an arc to cut me off from the other side.

      Squinting, I peer out at the silhouette of the woods on the far shore of the river. It’s too dark to judge the exact distance, but I know I’m not going to make it.

      The second boat of the trio cuts sideways and runs parallel to me.

      From the deck, a man dressed in a black tunic with white laces and standing behind a silver scaffold fires a green-tipped harpoon. The harpoon whistles through the night air and pierces my hull. The impact nearly knocks me over the side.

      The motor flashes a hot halo green, and a current of tingles zaps through my body. It feels like someone hit me in the middle of my chest with a mallet. I shake off the pain. I don’t know if it’s adrenaline, fear, or some new, interior manifestation of my dragon scales, but the sensation passes quickly. The motor isn’t as lucky. It sparks and chugs and nearly stops.

      With my little boat tethered to the Crystalbay ship and with my motor sputtering and spitting up a hail of green sparks, I’m helpless.

      From their deck, a team of Crystalbay sailors cranks a spool wheel and starts to reel me in.

      I debate leaping overboard and trying to swim for the Stormport shore. I’m an okay swimmer, but I’m not experienced. The river is wide and fast here, and there’s more of it between me and Stormport than there is between me and Crystalbay.

      Even at my best, I couldn’t fight this current. Panicked, physically exhausted, and mentally wrecked from the events of the last half hour, I’m a million miles away from being at my best.

      It was going to be hard enough making it back home in a boat. Swimming in the dark while being hunted would be equal parts impossible, suicidal, and stupid.

      A bright white light beams onto me. Blinded, I sling one arm over my eyes.

      The order comes again for me to cut off my motor and give myself up.

      I start digging under one of the heavy canvas tarps on the floor. I’m sure I stowed some weapons in here somewhere. There was my Ale House Dagger with the basket hilt and a pair of Quillon Daggers my uncle gave me for my thirteenth birthday. I’ve got my pocket dagger tucked into my belt, but it’s small, and right now, I need something with some heft to it. Something long-distance.

      Where is that crossbow I put in here last time?

      Frantic, I peel back the lid of a tackle box and then check in the small storage compartments under the seats.

      Nothing. Even my hand-lantern is gone.

      What the hell?

      My desperate search is interrupted by a shriek and an explosion that lights up the black sky and turns the dark water a patchy molten orange.

      I fall back, my hand pressed to my forehead over my eyes against the blinding flash of light.
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      Overhead, Arson’s front legs are tucked under his body. His wings are stretched wide as he rips through the night sky between me and the closest of the three Crystalbay boats.

      He banks hard and loops around. The glistening silver and blue-green scales of his body and his curved, candle-white teeth catch the moonlight. He shrieks again, and whorls of blistering silver-white fire explode from his gaping mouth.

      The rope binding me to the Crystalbay boat goes crispy black before exploding into a cloud of ash and scattering into the water.

      Freed from the tether, my boat chugs in a tilted limp toward the Stormport shore. I stumble and fall into the bottom of the boat. The motor isn’t at full strength—not even close—but it’s a feisty little device. I think it’s as desperate to get away from the Crystalbay Paladins as I am.

      Sitting backward, I’m able to see Arson skimming low over the cresting river waves. The Paladins launch a hail of green-tipped spears at him from a sleek ten-chambered cannon attached to their boat’s deck.

      Arson skirts the weapons and skyrockets up, blasting the first Crystalbay boat with a tight stream of silver fire as he goes.

      Its deck bursts into flames. A dozen men scream and leap into the water as the fire swirls over the deck and up the ship’s cylindrical conning tower.

      From the second boat, a group of men draw powerful compound bows with thick cables and steel gears. They nock green-tipped arrows and lean over the side of the railing. Shouting and pointing in every direction, they scan the night sky for Arson.

      Even I can’t see him.

      Freed from the harpoon’s rope, I steer as best as I can toward my side of the river.

      I’m downriver from the small wooden pier where I started out, but my boat ends up crashing against a cluster of exposed rocks as it slams to the shore.

      Behind me, the boat Arson hit is engulfed in flames. The rising, crackling fire illuminates the entire river. Even the water looks like it’s on fire.

      The second boat has swung farther upriver. The sailors cast roped buoys into the water and lean over the sides of their boat to help their fellow Crystalbayers out of the shimmering rapids.

      One of the men in the water screams. His scream turns into a watery gurgle as he disappears under the river’s rippling waves.

      The man next to him suffers the same fate. His terrified shouts drown out as the men in the water around him thrash and panic.

      River ghouls. It has to be.

      The third boat sweeps past the other two. They have no intention of helping the boat Arson burned.

      Instead of saving their friends or firing at Arson, they’ve chosen to come after me.

      I’m not sure what I did back there in Crystalbay, but it must have been epically bad to send such a large military force after me.

      Breathing hard, I scramble out of the boat and dash over the rocks and over a stretch of wet sand in a frantic slog. I scurry up the steep riverbed and plunge into the darkness of the Cursewoods.

      I’m barely into what I’m hoping will be the safety of the woods when I hear the shouting and the thumping of boots from the Crystalbay Paladins behind me.

      They’ve already landed their boat and are chasing me into the woods. I’ve heard about how their armor enhances their strength and speed. I’m really wishing those were exaggerations, but sadly, I don’t think they are.

      I break into a loping run. Panting and petrified, I do my best to avoid the leaning and fallen trees, the deep fissures in the ground, and the sharp-edged rocks lining the forest floor. Without the moonlight or a hand-lantern, with the night sky darkened by smoke, and with my hair a coiled, swirling mess around my face, I might as well be running through the woods with my eyes closed.

      The Paladins don’t have that problem. Their high-tech, fireless torches light up the woods.

      Behind me, after a few minutes, their shouts fade, replaced by an eerie, ominous silence. They’re not gone. They’re out of wild pursuit mode and into careful stalking mode.

      I’m being hunted.

      A hiss ripples through the air past my ear, and a streak of fluorescent green blasts a fist-sized chunk of wood from the tree in front of me.

      I duck and dodge to the side as a second hiss rips past me and sheers a small branch clean off the same tree.

      “Oh, shit!”

      Those are gel-bolts. Pax has told me about them, and I’ve seen them poking out of quivers strapped to the backs of some of the Paladins. Like their spears, their arrows and crossbow bolts are topped with some kind of paralyzing agent. Pax says it disrupts electrical fields and counters magic. He also says it’s the same stuff that brought death to the dragons all those years ago.

      Whatever it is, the Paladins aren’t firing warning shots. They aren’t trying to paralyze, catch, or capture me.

      They’re trying to kill me.

      I’m not sticking around to let them.

      After a couple of minutes of frantic sprinting, I slide to a stop in a small clearing.

      Waving white beams from the Paladins’ powerful lanterns cast a checkerboard pattern of light and shadow onto the canopy of trees above me.

      I scan the skies for any sign of Arson.

      If you’re out there, now would be a good time to give me another save. Just one more. That’s all I ask.

      If Arson is up there, I can’t see him. I don’t have time to stop, so I keep running as fast as I can over the wild, uneven terrain.

      Thorns and barbed branches tear at me as I sprint. This time, I feel the scales sliding around on my body to protect me even before the sharp thorns hit my skin. It’s like they’re anticipating danger instead of reacting to it. It’s a strange, warm sensation, one I appreciate but don’t have the time to think about or enjoy.

      With the Paladins still in pursuit, I wind up scuttling down into a rocky ravine. I’m not more than a few hundred feet along when I stumble back at the sight of a figure stepping out from behind one of the larger trees on the ridge six feet above me.

      At first, I think one of the Paladins must have circled around and gotten in front of me, somehow. But there’s no way. I don’t care how fast they are—I’ve been running in a straight line with my pursuers behind me.

      “Ynarra. Come with me.”

      The figure’s voice is slow and strong as it wafts down at me on powerful waves from underneath the canopy of his forest-green hood.
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      Torren reaches a hand down to help me get up the rocky incline. I don’t accept his offer.

      I think he might be smiling under his hood, but in this dim light, it’s hard to tell. Plus, my eyes and mind are hazy from an evening of fighting, tension, and terror.

      “Come on,” Torren insists. His voice is way too soothing, especially considering the situation. Even for a Curator, he sounds calm—as if it were dollops of honey instead of words dripping from his mouth.

      From somewhere behind me—close behind me—the Paladins continue their surge through the woods. The treetops rattle as the soldiers plow their way forward.

      They’re faster, stronger, more persistent, and a hell of a lot closer than I thought.

      One of their powerful lantern beams hits the clearing. The darkness I was counting on to help me escape vanishes. The woods around me and Torren are lit up like it’s the middle of the day.

      “This way!” a voice shouts from beyond a cluster of nearby trees. “She’s over here!”

      The man’s words crackle like a campfire from behind his face shield.

      Torren urges me on again.

      I don’t need any more convincing.

      I’ve got a choice between bolting deeper into the woods and hoping I can outrun my armed, armor-enhanced pursuers, staying where I am and giving myself up, or following Torren.

      Decisions are easy when there aren’t really any options.

      Torren, it is.

      I push against my legs to help myself up the rocky slope.

      At the top, Torren takes a step back and lets me finish the climb on my own.

      Standing in front of him, I take a second to look up into the darkness of his eyes under his shadowy hood. “I guess this is a little less creepy than popping up in my bedroom.”

      Expressionless, he turns on his heel and waves for me to follow him.

      He moves fast. Faster than a Curator should be able to move.

      Faster than a human should be able to move.

      I’m hot on his heels. In a flash, we drop down into another shallow, rock-filled ravine and clamber out a few hundred yards later.

      Then, we run.

      I’d say we run like the wind, but even the wind doesn’t move as fast or as fluidly as we’re moving.

      With the shouts of the Paladin pursuers fading fast in our wake, Torren leads us under a long, winding tunnel of fallen, ivy-covered trees. He cuts hard to one side, shimmies between an overlap of mossy, rotten logs, and bursts out into a long stretch of waist-high brambles. Running full-tilt over the rocky and cratered ground we cut hard again—this time into a dense, six-foot-high thicket of vines that are covered in finger-sized thorns.

      The spikes and brambles hack at my neck and my arms and rip into my clothes.

      It takes me a full two minutes before I realize it doesn’t hurt.

      I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to the sensation of expecting a pain that never comes.

      Torren continues to move with darting ease through the bushes and brambles. Ducking under a long row of low-hanging tree branches, I’m right behind him. For a second, it feels fun, like all the times Arson and I did this exact same thing as we explored the Cursewoods and got to know each other better.

      But this isn’t a happy jaunt with a dragon.

      We’ve got Crystalbay Paladins on our side of the river. Not merchants, traders, or politicians this time. The men behind us are soldiers. They’re armed, angry, and they’re out for blood.

      I’m tempted to split off and make my own way, but I keep following Torren. Not because I trust him. I don’t even know him. I’ve had a grand total of two encounters with him. But there’s something about him…something familiar. Something mysterious, dangerous, and safe at the same time.

      I don’t need to trust him, though. That’s because I trust myself. Right now, I’m hoping that’s enough.
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      The vines, scratchy branches, and spiky thorns tear at us as we flash along. Torren really is inhumanly fast, and I can barely keep up with him.

      The fact that I’m keeping up with him at all is a big surprise and an even bigger miracle. I haven’t seen anyone move through the woods like we’re moving since…well, since Arson.

      I don’t know if the Paladins are still behind us. I’m not hearing them anymore. I’m not even sensing them. As much as they’d love to track me down and kill me, they’re on my side of the river now. I’m hoping they’re not desperate enough to keep chasing me through the Cursewoods.

      If they catch me, they’ll probably kill me. But if anyone from Stormport catches them out here…well, that’d be war. And war is something everyone is desperate to avoid.

      Or so I used to think.

      Sometimes with me behind him and sometimes side by side, Torren and I continue our blazing, zig-zagging scamper through the woods.

      With no sign of our pursuers, we slow to a jog and then drop to a brisk walk. We break out of a cluster of tall, skinny trees and into a stretch of tall, wispy grass. Torren isn’t even breathing hard when he asks, “You did that?”

      “Did what?”

      He points in the general direction of Misery River. “The fires.”

      “It was the dragon,” I pant. “Arson.”

      “You made him do it?”

      “Made him?”

      “Ordered him.”

      “To attack those boats?”

      Torren nods.

      “I don’t order Arson to do anything. He’s protective. He did that on his own. Same as in the alley.”

      Torren raises an eyebrow but doesn’t ask a question. I answer it for him, anyway. “There was a fight. I may have started it. Or maybe it was Zavier. Thanks a lot for sending me to him, by the way. That worked out sooo nicely.” I wait for him to respond to my snarky sarcasm, but he’s as quiet as the forest floor. “Anyway,” I tell him at last, “a fight started, and Arson ended it.”

      His eyebrow lowers, but only a little.
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      Returning to our trek through the Cursewoods, we pass the hanging branches of a fallen tree. Torren gives me a suspicious, side-eyed glance from under his hood. His eyes are too dark to read, but the accusatory vibes he’s giving off are plain as day and bright as the sun.

      “I don’t make Arson do anything,” I insist.

      I hate when I sound pouty when I’m trying to sound offended.

      “You don’t control him?” Torren asks.

      “Of course not.”

      “In the old stories⁠—”

      “No story is totally true. If it were, it wouldn’t be a story. It’d be life.”

      Torren says, “Hm.” I’m not sure if he’s agreeing with me, impressed by my observation, mocking me, or clearing his throat.

      He continues to lead us on a weaving walk through the dark woods and into and out of a network of dried-up ravines and steep embankments.

      He picks up the pace for a while, and I call up to him to slow down. “I don’t think they’re behind us anymore.” But he keeps going.

      It should be next to impossible to see out here, but I’m doing okay. I’m seeing, but not how I’m used to seeing. The woods around us are a hodgepodge of reds, oranges, and whites. They shift, crackle, and sway like a campfire.

      It’s odd, but I guess it’s better than an eye full of bleak, shapeless shadows.

      I’m silently grateful every time a thin sliver of moonlight makes its way through the canopy of trees. It’s only then that I can see Torren and know for sure that I’m not dreaming, being tricked, or alone out here in the woods.

      At the peak of a long, rocky ridge, I catch a glimpse of the tops of Castle Lumen’s four towers through a break in the trees. The castle is far off, and we’re running away from it.

      I vault a bunch of exposed tree roots at the edge of a slow-moving creek and catch Torren by the arm. I dig my heels in and grind us both to a skidding stop. “Where are we going?” I point back the way we came. “They’re not following us. And the castle’s that way.”

      “They want to cut us off.”

      “They do?” I take a second to scan our surroundings. There’s nothing out here but the woods, the darkness, and us. There’s not even a sign of bats, blood wolves, noose serpents, or any of the other creatures known to populate the Cursewoods.

      I can’t imagine Torren could possibly know what the hell he’s talking about. He says so little, but his few words are loaded with more meaning and confidence than any full-length speech I’ve ever given in my life.

      “We’re still going to the castle, right?”

      He nods.

      “By running in the opposite direction?”

      He nods again.

      I take a full step back. “Why should I trust you?”

      “Do you have a choice?”

      “Of course I have a choice.” I point a stabbing finger past the treetops and toward the towers of Castle Lumen. “I can go home.”

      “They know that.”

      He climbs up a slope between two trees. He puts one hand on my shoulder and points. The trees between us and the castle rustle and are speckled with light. From this distance, the sound of the Paladins marching toward Castle Lumen isn’t thundering, but it’s loud enough to let us know they’re there and that they’re purposeful enough to let us know they’re still out for blood.

      My blood.

      Frowning because I know he’s right, I follow Torren up to the mouth of a cave.

      Ducking down, he leads me in.

      I figure he’s hiding us out until the Paladins give up and go home. I’m surprised when he keeps marching us deeper into the cave.

      “Wait,” I call out, stopping in my tracks. “Is this going to be the kind of thing where you trick me into following you into the back of a cave so you can tie me up and hold me for ransom until my uncle agrees to give you all the wealth of the kingdom?”

      He doesn’t stop or look back when he says, “You’re worth more than that.”

      I plant my hand to my heart in a show of defiant sarcasm. “Flattering. But it doesn’t exactly answer my question. Are you going to wind up killing me and wearing my skin as a suit?”

      This time, he turns and gives me a stern frown.

      I answer it with a deep frown of my own. “How did you know about Zavier?”

      He doesn’t answer. He doesn’t even blink.

      “And how does he know about Arson?”

      Torren looks at me like I just asked him where babies come from.

      “And how come Zavier and Pax were talking about war?”

      Torren turns away from me and toward the cave’s rocky wall. At first, I think he’s pouting because of my litany of questions. But he raises his hand and plants his palm onto one of the wall’s smooth rocks. He leans into the stone. With a crunching sigh, it gives way under the pressure of his hand.

      What I thought was a stubbly bit of million-year-old rock turns out to be a small, round, well-camouflaged door.

      It chugs open, and Torren ducks through. He doesn’t wave me forward or ask me to follow him.

      Is that because he knows I will? Or is it because he’s leaving what I do next up to me?

      Either way, I follow him.
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      With our heads hunched low, we scurry through a network of stone-walled tunnels.

      The tunnels are cold and dark. What little light they have comes from pockets of some kind of luminous green mold growing in scattered cultures along the ceiling. I ask Torren what that stuff is.

      He doesn’t answer.

      Curators never answer.

      But this one is getting chatty. And I’m determined to see just how much he’s willing to say.

      As we walk, I give Torren a snarky “thanks” for sending me over to Crystalbay. “You said there’d be answers there. All I got was more questions and a nasty right-cross to the jaw from the guy you sent me to find.”

      “Zavier gave you answers?”

      “He punched me in the face.”

      Torren looks at me from over his shoulder.

      “He didn’t tell me anything,” I say.

      “I’m sure he told you more than you know.”

      Ducking to avoid being decapitated by some of the sharp-edged rocks poking down from the tunnel’s low, stone ceiling, we continue to weave along in stooped silence. I do my best to remember anything Zavier said to me that might hold a clue to where Arson came from and what the hell is happening to me, but I’m too tired and too distracted to connect the many horrific dots this night has thrown at me.

      Torren stops as we arrive at a small wooden door built into the tunnel’s rocky wall. He turns to face me. He takes in a deep breath. His chest swells, and his shoulders draw back and go square.

      I ask him what’s wrong.

      He takes a long time before answering. When he finally lets out the breath he’s been holding, it comes out as a sigh.

      With one hand, he reaches toward my face. He knows that a Curator touching someone is forbidden. Their oath to stay uninvolved includes anything physical. Especially with the Royals. They don’t shake our hands or brush against us in the halls—even by accident.

      But Torren and I have touched before. Twice.

      So I don’t flinch or protest as he skims the backs of his fingers along my cheek and jaw and down the side of my neck. The electric tingles are back, and I mentally swear at Torren for making me feel something I don’t want to feel and that I have no control over.

      “They’re fading,” he half-whispers.

      “What?”

      “Your scales.”

      Now I do draw away. “They come and go.”

      Torren may have saved my life back there in the Cursewoods, but that doesn’t justify intimate contact in the network of underground tunnels he’s taken us down. Besides, I’m embarrassed about my silver-scale breakouts on my best days. It’s been hard trying to hide them from Kayde, Verse, and Weston. Now that I’ve told Weston about them, the last thing I need is for Torren the Curator to be obsessing over them.

      Okay, maybe not the last thing. But it’s definitely not high on my list of desires at the moment.

      “They’ll start spreading more and staying longer,” Torren tells me, a mischievous glint in his eye. “They’ll protect you before you even know you need them. Someday, you may even be able to control them.”

      “You know what they are? You know what’s happening to me?”

      Torren’s eyes sparkle in a way that eyes that dark shouldn’t be able to.

      He reaches two fingers inside the collar of his forest-green cloak. He tugs the material aside to expose the base of his neck, his collarbone, and part of his shoulder.

      His skin is coated in the same silvery scales as mine.

      I gasp and take a step back. A rapid-fire hail of questions fills my head:

      Why do you have those scales?

      Why do I have them, for that matter?

      Do yours pop up randomly?

      Can you control them?

      Do they help or do they hurt?

      When did they start appearing?

      Does anyone else know about them?

      Does anyone else have them?

      Is this because of Arson?

      Or because you handed me that egg?

      Are we becoming something other than human?

      Or have we been something else all along?

      Are we something better?

      Or are we something worse?

      Why me?

      And, now, why you?

      There are so many questions. Too many. They’re in such a rush to get out, that they get log-jammed somewhere between my mind and my mouth.

      I wind up staring into Torren’s dusky eyes. The corner of his lip twitches. I think he’s about to burst out laughing at me.

      Instead, his lips even out, and his eyes soften. “We’re in this together.”

      I don’t ask him what “this” is. It’s not that I don’t care. I do. It’s the word “together.” Lilting from his mouth, the word sounds soft and sweet. It also sounds protective and powerful. Like armor.

      Turning from me, Torren puts the palm of his hand on the short wooden door. “This is it. We’re here.”
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      Without pausing to let me ask any of my questions out loud, Torren ushers me through the small wooden doorway.

      Three long and wide corridors branch out in front of us—one straight ahead and one to each side. Even though I know we’re deep underground, there’s a vibrancy to the air. A feeling of life and energy glows from the worn floor and from the clean, stone walls. Long lines of wall-mounted torches dance behind half-shields of curved glass and bathe the space in a warm, yellow light.

      “Where in the Under Realm are we?”

      When Torren doesn’t answer, I pause to have a longer look around. The plain, iron-handled, wall-mounted torches. The flat, chalky stone walls. Splotches of faded gray where the walls, floors, and ceiling have suffered water damage over the years. Damp air, heavy and humid.

      I’ve seen this place before but never from the inside. More than that, I’ve seen it recently.

      The realization hits me, and I mumble it out loud. “This is where you and the other Curators live, isn’t it? We’re in the Archives.”

      Torren nods. “I’ve brought you down to my level.”

      Was that a joke?

      I’ve always enjoyed my status as my uncle’s niece. I’ve loved living at the top of the tallest tower and having Nurse Vaille a tug on a call-bell away. I’ve even had times when I’ve looked forward to my Transaction. At least it’s better than being unwanted or Auctioned.

      In denial, I tell Torren, “I don’t go around thinking of us as being on different levels.”

      “Said the princess from the North Tower to the Curator from the underground Archives.”

      I blush. Hard. It’s impossible to criticize someone for being a hundred percent wrong when they’re a hundred percent right.

      “Why are you helping me then? Why abandon your sacred code of the Sanctity of Anonymity? Why did you save me back there?”

      “I’m not doing it for you, Ynarra.”

      “And just when I thought you were my own Prince Charming, ready to ride up and rescue me from the evil forces of the world.”

      “I’m no prince.”

      “And you’re hardly charming.”

      “I’m not rescuing you. You can rescue yourself. I’m helping you so you can help the dragon.”

      “Help the dragon?”

      “He needs you more than you need me.”

      “You know, it’s annoying when you talk in riddles.”

      “Then maybe you need to figure me out.”

      My head reels. Is that another joke? A challenge? Or even scarier, a flirtatious invitation?

      No. Can’t be. Curators don’t joke or challenge, and they sure as hell don’t flirt.

      And Curators definitely don’t answer. At least they didn’t until Torren.

      “How am I supposed to help anyone from down here?” I ask.

      “You’re not.”

      “Then why⁠—?”

      “You’ve got to get back up to the top of North Tower where you belong.”

      “If Nurse Vaille or my uncle finds out what I’ve been up to…”

      “That’s why you need to sneak back up.” Torren waves for me to follow him. “By now, even the Stormport Knights will be on the lookout for you. It’s important they don’t catch you. Not yet.”

      “Not yet?”

      “You’ll be caught. But it can’t be tonight. It can’t be before dawn.”

      “What happens at dawn?”

      “The smoke will clear. The dust will settle. Men will make decisions.”

      “There’s more, isn’t there?”

      He waits an uncomfortably long time before nodding. “Arson,” he says at last.

      “What about him?”

      “He needs time to get farther away. If you get caught before dawn, he’ll know. And if he knows⁠—”

      “He’ll come to save me.”

      “And if he comes to save you…”

      “He’ll get caught.” I swallow hard before adding, “And killed.”

      Torrens’s eyes soften and for a second, I think he might be holding back tears. I feel like asking him more, but I’m sensing he’s at the end of what he knows. Or at least of what he’s willing to share. He doesn’t sound annoyed with me. Maybe a little impatient, though.

      Side by side, we walk along the middle of the three corridors. After a few turns, we run into some of Torren’s fellow Curators. It’s the middle of the night, but they’re up and about, moving with the stealthy, silent grace Curators are know for.

      I know Curators don’t answer. I’m starting to think they don’t sleep, either.

      Dressed in the same green hoods as Torren, they’re walking in the opposite direction. As we pass each other, they barely register our presence.

      They glide along with purpose, focused on whatever business they must have. Some of them have their hoods off and their faces exposed. There are young faces and old ones. There are dark-skinned faces and light ones. There are even scarred, twisted, and strikingly handsome faces.

      The normalness is surprisingly shocking.

      I’ve always known Curators had faces, and I was pretty sure they probably had personalities, too. This is the first time I’ve seen actual evidence of it.

      The members of the usually anonymous team of caped and green-hooded Curators are walking from room to room across the stone-floored corridor. There aren’t many of them—maybe ten or twenty—and they’re acting like…well, people.

      They pop in and out of the rooms lining the corridor.

      I catch a glimpse or two of the insides of the rooms. They’re modest but warm. Small but cozy. Some of the rooms we pass have cots in them. Others look like generic supply rooms. Still others are filled with shelves of neatly stacked totes and wooden crates.

      A network of small copper call-bells lines the halls next to every doorway. I’ve tugged on the castle’s call-bells a million times to summon a Curator. This is the first time I’m seeing what’s on the other end.

      I have no idea how the system works. All I’ve known is that I could tug a call-bell cord and, like magic, a Curator would show up to meet my needs.

      I didn’t know the mechanics of it, and I didn’t really care. As long as a Curator appeared. That’s always been enough for me.

      Until now. Now, I’m curious about how it all works, and I’m bothered about how I never thought beyond my own needs.

      Lost in my reverie, I’m startled into an embarrassing jump when one of the little bells rings. It’s a dainty, happy sound, but I wasn’t expecting it, and it was right by my ear. Blushing, I hope Torren didn’t notice my reaction.

      One of the Curators, a girl about my age, comes out of the room next to us.

      She beams a flirtatious smile at Torren from under her hood. She follows the smile with a wink and a waggle-fingered gesture of greeting as she passes by. She’s got cascading shoals of thick, fire-red hair framing her lightly freckled face. Her lips are pink and full. Her curves make Verse’s curves look like a stack of wooden planks. The split-second look that passes between her glinting green eyes and Torren’s smoky dark eyes hints at a connection, a relationship of some kind between these two achingly attractive Curators.

      In a flash, I see Torren and this stunning girl living a life down here in harmony with each other. A life free from the burdens of the Transaction. Free from the rigorous training in the Battle Academy. Free from the complications of life as a castle-bound princess who’d rather be hanging out with a dragon in the woods.

      I don’t know this girl. I don’t know her life or what brought her down here. But for some reason, I suddenly envy her.

      Torren tugs me forward. He leads me past a few more Curators. They greet each other with vague but polite head-nods. Even down here, they don’t speak.

      The silence is broken a couple more times by the little copper bells.

      No. Broken isn’t the right word. The bells are barely audible. Not much more than the whisper of wind in a cave. Honestly, it’s slightly haunting.

      I resist the urge to cup my hands and shout something—anything—at the top of my lungs—if only to remind myself that I’m not worshipping in a church, meditating in a field, or dead in a graveyard.

      I try to make eye contact with a few of the Curators, but they ignore me. I don’t think it’s rudeness or even a matter of etiquette. To tell the truth, I’m not sure they even see me.

      If they do, they don’t care about me or wonder why I’m down here. After a life on display, it’s surprisingly refreshing. Even liberating.
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      Turning a corner, Torren guides me down one more hallway and past one of the storage rooms.

      Unlike the ones we passed a minute ago, this cavernous room is filled floor-to-ceiling and wall-to-wall with rows of wonky wooden shelves packed with thousands of old, leather-bound books.

      I take a second to poke my head in.

      “That’s a History Room,” Torren explains. “This way.”

      He leads me farther down the hall and into a room with a single military cot pushed up against one wall. The low-lying bed doesn’t have pillows, sheets, or a blanket. The other walls in the room are lined with more shelves of books.

      “History books?” I ask.

      Torren nods.

      “Is this your room?” I ask.

      I step away from him to skim the shelves. There are more than I thought. The room looked small at first. But now I see it’s a narrow but long room with walls extending into the distance like a corridor of bookshelves. Nearly all the books—and there must be thousands of them—are about dragons. Dragon scales, dragon anatomy, dragon breeding, dragon eggs, winged and wingless dragons, variations of dragon physiology around the world and throughout history, dragons in fiction, and dragons in fact. There are even entire shelves dedicated to the Dragon Wars.

      I run my finger along one of the rows of books. The leather spines are warm and soft. I start to draw out one of the books, but Torren stops me with his hand pressed to mine.

      I say, “Sorry,” and I nudge the book back into its spot.

      Even after I’ve returned the book to its rightful place, Torren’s hand stays on mine. I turn to look up at him. His face is shaded and expressionless. His hand feels nearly hot enough to melt my skin.

      Where are those dragon scales when I need them?

      Not that I want them. There are worse things than melting under Torren’s touch.

      Torren looks down at his hand on mine. His eyes shift like he’s seeing our hands for the first time. He clears his throat and draws his hand back. With cold detachment, he turns from me, and it’s like he’s built a wall between us.

      There’s something charming about his ability to go from mysterious savior to uncomfortable human and back again.

      Stepping away, he directs my attention to a weathered wooden door set into the wall next to the cot.

      He pats the door with the palm of his hand. “This is it.”

      I stare at the warped, dusty door. “This is what?”

      He throws open the door and gestures for me to go ahead.

      I step through the doorway and look up at a narrow set of winding and rakishly steep wooden steps.

      The marble staircases in Castle Lumen’s main body and its four towers are wide and deep. They curve in smooth, gentle arcs from one level to the next. A network of thin, spiderweb veins snakes through the white stone. Nearly all the steps have worn dips in the middle of the marble treads. They’re a reminder of the people who’ve walked up and down over the centuries.

      This set of stairs looks like someone in a hurry threw together a stack of old, repurposed, wooden boards. I get the strong feeling that the next person to step on these “stairs” is going to destroy them and wind up buried under a pile of rotten, yellowish planks.

      Unfortunately, it looks like I’m the next person.

      Torren points up the staircase and into the darkness. “This will get you to your room.”

      “Really?” I plant my hands onto the old wood of the narrow doorframe. I squint up into the angled shadows. “I didn’t even know these stairs were here.”

      “There are many hidden stairs, tunnels, and secret access corridors.”

      “So this is how you’ve been getting into my bedroom.”

      He gestures up the stairs with a tilt of his head. “It’s where you need to be.”

      “Not where I want to be, though,” I mutter.

      Torren tells me he’s sure I’ll find my way back to the Cursewoods soon.

      “Not soon enough,” I sigh.

      “The dragon is fine.”

      I know he doesn’t know that—he can’t know that—but I’m glad he said it. It makes me feel good to know he thinks it. And even better to know that he believes it.

      I take one more look up at the creaking set of flimsy stairs. “Maybe you think you’re guiding me home, but after what happened out there tonight, you might as well be sending me to my own funeral.”

      “Things are going to get bad before they get better,” he agrees.

      “Not comforting.”

      The corners of Torren’s lips twitch and tug up in a restrained grin. He shows me a frayed length of knotted red string running along the wall. Reaching over, he gives the string a little snap. It makes a muffled twang, and dust puffs up from the wall. “Follow this.”

      He reaches back and tugs his hood over his head. His bronzy skin, his nearly unreadable eyes, and all the motives and mysteriousness about him retreat into its shadowy recesses.

      Gulping out of fear about what’s to come, I run my finger along the red string as I make my way up and into the darkness.

      Behind and below me, the door closes, sealing me off to face my fate.
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      The stone walls on either side of the creaking staircase are cold and coated in a layer of fine dust that makes me cough. I grab the rusted metal handrail for support. It feels like it’s going to pry loose from the wall, so I let it go and make my way up the steep stairs one cautious step at a time. My shoulders brush the chipped stone walls as I climb. Someone with Torren’s shoulders would have to shuffle along sideways.

      The wooden steps groan and strain. The dust in here is enough to irritate my eyes and my throat. I clamp a hand over my mouth and swallow down a series of hacking coughs. I’m worried someone in the castle is going to hear me scuttling around.

      All those years of hearing mice behind the walls—I wonder how many times I was really hearing Curators. Is it possible I heard Torren long before I met him?

      The only light comes from tiny holes up by the ceiling. They’re evenly spaced, and they look like they’ve been drilled into the stone deliberately. Regretting not having a torch or a hand-lantern, I continue to follow the knotted red string as I make my way up through the pinprick columns of light.

      The stairs wind around, flatten out, and then rise to nearly vertical at one point. It’s practically a ladder now instead of stairs. With as much self-control as I can manage, I inch my way up, hand-over-hand, careful not to make any sudden moves. Even coughing right now would probably make me slip and plummet me to a rocky, rusty death.

      The ladder finally ends at a small stone platform, not more than a foot or two across. There’s a small waist-high door in front of me. I hold my breath as a I crank the iron handle.

      Scrunching down, I worm through the tiny doorway and wind up staring at another near-black, near-collapsed staircase.

      “I’m going to die in here,” I mutter to myself.

      This set of stairs splits into two—one going up, the other down. There’s just enough light for me to see that the flimsy stairway going down splits off yet again about twenty feet below me.

      This is a hell of a network the Curators have. How did I live here for seventeen years and not know about this?

      I was only able to keep my affair with Pax and the existence of Arson a secret for a year.

      If I get out of this, I’m going to have to learn how to do a better job of keeping certain parts of my life hidden.

      At last, the red string comes to an end as I reach another small door. Although, it’s more of a panel than a door. It sits flush to the wall on a thin strip of steel. Grabbing the small silver handle and holding my breath, I slide the panel to the side.

      Crouching down, I step into a dark, cramped, and cluttered room. It takes me a few seconds and a long look around to realize I’m in the back of my own bedroom closet.
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      Inside my room, I tug one of the call-bells by my bed.

      It’s a strange feeling knowing what’s on the other end. A strange feeling but also a good one. Like I’ve got an answer to a question I’d been too lazy or too ignorant to ask.

      It’s not long before a Curator shows up at my bedroom door. I was hoping it’d be Torren, but it’s not. The slender, older man who appears stands in the open doorway with his head bowed.

      I hand him three rolled-up scrolls. Each one contains a hastily dashed off note to Kayde, Verse, and Weston telling them that I’m back in Stormport and that I’m okay.

      In the letters, I ask that they not say anything to anyone, and I promise to fill them in on my Crystalbay adventures in the morning.

      The fact that I can even write the words “in the morning” makes me feel better. Like tonight won’t be my last.

      The Curator takes the scrolls, tucks them under his robes, and slips away.

      Closing my bedroom door behind him, I plod across my room and plop down face-first onto my bed.

      I wait for Nurse Vaille to come knocking or for my uncle to come storming in with a company of armed knights behind him.

      But the door stays closed, and my room stays as cold and quiet as a cave.

      Rolling onto my back, I close my eyes against a sting of tears and send a mental message to Arson:

      Please be okay. Thank you for saving me. You may think I’m worth killing for, and I love you for that. But I’m not worth dying for. Please please please please be okay.

      He doesn’t answer. Why should he? He’s as mysterious as a Curator. Curators respond, but they don’t answer. And, apparently, neither do dragons.

      The whole night’s been insane, but it’s really Zavier who creeped me out the most. What was with all that talk about war? And the look he exchanged with Arson in the laneway outside the Den. I would have expected fear, shock, or horror. Instead, it was a look of something else. Admiration? Anticipation? Familiarity?

      Seriously, what the hell was that all about?

      My hair, my clothes, my future—everything is in shambles. All I wanted out of my trip over to Crystalbay was a few measly answers. Instead, I got more questions.

      Questions about Pax’s feelings. About Zavier’s reaction to Arson. About Torren’s scales.

      I’m longing for the old days of blissful ignorance.

      On top of not knowing any more now than I did before, I also almost got myself killed. Arson saved me from the Crystalbay ships, but he may have doomed both of us in the process.

      He’s powerful and protective. As of tonight, he’s also public. So am I. I don’t know how secrets can be so safe one second and so deadly the next.

      I figure I’m too worked up to sleep, but I must have figured wrong because my eyes get heavy, and I black out.

      I have no idea how much time has passed when I bolt awake.

      Someone’s in my room.

      This time, it’s not Torren.

      Unfortunately.

      I blink hard and try to focus. The events of last night come flooding back, along with the light streaming in from the windows.

      Standing near the foot of my bed is Nurse Vaille. The rest of the room is crowded with six Stormport knights and one Curator. The knights are dressed in their pewter-gray military armor—complete with helmets, gauntlets, shoulder pauldrons, breastplates, tassets over their upper legs, and blunt-toed sabaton boots.

      Two of the knights stand at sentry positions on either side of my bedroom door.

      The Curator, a lanky, angular man, steps forward. His bony chin juts out, but his sunken eyes are barely visible under his hood. I’ve never seen him before.

      Then again, how would I know? I’ve spent my life summoning Curators and just as long ignoring them.

      With his head down and nearly invisible under his hood, the Curator hands me a scroll.

      I look to Nurse Vaille first. She drops her eyes but not before I can see how red and wet they are.

      I take another few seconds to blink myself back to reality. I turn my attention to the Curator, but he’s as silent and still as a sack of sand. Towering over me, the knights don’t move. I can see their eyes and parts of their faces behind their grated face shields, but there are no answers there.

      I unfurl the scroll and scan the words on the curved and creased parchment.

      I read it a second time. Then, a third. My heart and mind don’t want to believe what my eyes are seeing, but they don’t have a choice. The words are there, as plain, clear, and deadly as a guillotine blade hovering over my neck.

      “Tomorrow?” I ask Nurse Vaille.

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Already?”

      Nurse Vaille bites her bottom lip and shrugs.

      “And I really have to⁠—?”

      “Yes.”

      “And they already know about⁠—?”

      “Yes.”

      Fuuuck.
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      “What are you going to do?” Kayde asks.

      She’s sitting cross-legged on the living room floor and staring at me like I’m something close to “normal” but impossible to believe: A tall Gnome. A short Giant. An ugly Fae. A living Dragon.

      “What can I do?” I shrug. The Command Council called me in to testify. Nurse Vaille is supposed to be here to take me to them at any minute.”

      “How did they find out so fast?”

      “What’s the big mystery?” I pretend-joke. “The river was on fire.”

      “I don’t mean about the Crystalbay boats.”

      “You mean about Arson,” I confirm.

      From where she’s sitting on far end of the couch, Verse frowns and shakes her head in disbelief. “You’ve kept him a secret for over a year and suddenly, the Council knows everything?”

      “People over there saw him. Kind of. It was dark, but it’s hard to miss a dragon breathing fire into a Crystalbay laneway.”

      Weston shuffles in his chair. “It has to be Pax.”

      “What does?”

      “He set you up.”

      “No way.”

      “Torren sent her over there,” Verse reminds him.

      “But the scroll came from Pax.”

      I shake my head. “No. Can’t be. He fought with me back there. He fought for me.”

      “You have to admit,” Kayde suggests, “that’s a great way to make sure you won’t suspect him.”

      Verse thrusts herself to her feet. “I know Pax. I’ve been arranging dates for him and Ynarra for a year. Hell, I’ve sailed back and forth across the river with him. I’m the only one here who’s been in Crystalbay.” She gives me a wink and a smirk. “Publicly, that is.”

      My friends ask for more details about last night’s events. I go back and tell them everything from the beginning. I give them as many gritty details as I can remember about the Den, the brawl, the Zavier stuff, the exciting and life-saving appearance of Arson, and the part about Torren rescuing me from the Paladins in the Cursewoods and showing me the network of secret stairs hidden behind the castle’s interior walls.

      I don’t tell them about the scales—his or mine. Some things are confusing. Some things are scary. And some things are just too weird to say out loud.

      Oddly, my friends believe me about everything except for the secret stairs.

      Verse pins her eyes to the far wall. “There’s no way. There’s no way there’s a network of stairs back there.”

      “There most certainly are,” I confirm. “Stairs. Tunnels. Secret passageways. There’s more to this castle than meets the eye.”

      “Apparently,” Weston mutters, “there’s more to the whole world than meets the eye.”

      Kayde scrunches her forehead and fiddles with the strands of hair covering her face. “Maybe it’s time for the world to get a new set of eyes.”

      My own eyes flick over to Weston, who swallows hard and shifts around some more in his chair. He’s trying to pretend he doesn’t know what he knows. Or else he’s trying to pretend that what he knows doesn’t affect him. Or else he’s trying to pretend that what’s affecting him doesn’t affect his relationship with me.

      In any case, he’s squirming as he tries to pretend that what he thought was a fairy tale is as real as it gets.

      “Arson really swooped in like that?” Verse asks, her eyes wide.

      “He came out of nowhere.”

      “That’s pretty romantic,” she gushes with a hand over her heart.

      “There was no romance involved, Verse. I didn’t mean for him to save me like that.” I choke on the words at the thought of what might happen to Arson because of me.

      What might happen to all of us because of me.

      “You made him make a choice.” Verse’s words drip with accusation, which is something I really don’t need right now.

      “I didn’t make him do anything. He saw I was in trouble. He flew in to help.”

      “I know what it’s like to be on the receiving end of his ‘help,’” Weston says with a pretend groan.

      Verse clucks her tongue at me. “If you hadn’t let that egg hatch…”

      “I didn’t let it hatch. It hatched on its own. What was I supposed to do? Take a baby dragon down to the river and⁠—?”

      Verse shrugs. “They’re not supposed to exist. Letting him live is like playing god.”

      “Letting him live is like being human,” I snap back.

      Verse huffs up an angry snort. She’s not used to me standing up to her, but she’s kind of pissing me off right now. “I need help,” I remind her, “not retroactive moral judgment.”

      “You got caught sneaking around with the crown-prince of Crystalbay. You raised a dragon in secret for a year. That dragon burned three ships to ashes to save your ass in front of a hundred witnesses. I’m not sure there’s enough help in the world to get you out of this one.”

      “He only burned one of the ships,” I remind her.

      “Fire burns,” Verse says through a sinister smile. “But it also illuminates.”

      “Illuminates?” I repeat.

      “Zavier is the queen’s aide, and he’s seen Arson.”

      “You’re not being helpful.”

      “I’m not trying to be.”

      “And you’re not being much of a friend.”

      “On the contrary. I’m telling the total and absolute truth. Can you think of a better thing for a true friend to do?”

      “Sure. Get me out of this.” I stand up and start pacing in front of the fireplace. I’ve got too much nervous energy, and I hate waiting. Especially for something I know is going to be terrible.

      Kayde gives her foot a rapid-fire tap to the floor. In the shadows of her hair, her pale cheeks sparkle pink. “You can always run,” she suggests.

      I stop mid-pace and whip around to face her. “I’m not running. Where would I go, anyway?”

      “Who cares? Can you think of any place in the world worse than right here?”

      “This is home.”

      “Some homes suck. It’s why people move.”

      I thrust my arms into the air in surrender. “Fine. I give up. I’ve got my three best friends telling me how bad I messed up, how this is all my fault, and how I should wander off and die in the woods somewhere.”

      “I never said you should die,” Kayde corrects.

      “And I never said you messed up,” Verse adds. And then, under her breath, she adds, “But you totally did.”

      If I were a dragon, I’d be breathing fire right now. Unfortunately, that would mean crispy-frying my three best friends.

      Which, at the moment, doesn’t feel like the worst prospect in the world.

      Nurse Vaille walks into the living room. She stands behind the couch with her hands planted on its back. Her fingers are ashy and wrinkled, but they somehow still look strong—like she could rip through the upholstery and crunch the back of the couch to splinters if she wanted to.

      She surveys the four of us for a second before her eyes land on mine. “It’s time.”

      Kayde, Verse, and Weston follow me and Nurse Vaille to the living room entryway.

      Weston gives my sleeve a gentle tug. “Whatever happens, I want you to know I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry,” I half-laugh. “For what? You didn’t do anything.”

      “That’s what I’m sorry about.”

      I scrunch up the fabric of Weston’s tunic in my fists and draw him close. “I don’t know if the problem is the Transaction, Stormport, Crystalbay, Pax, Zavier, me, or five hundred years of living life without dragons. But you’re my best friend, and I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” Weston says through a glowing grin. “That’s why I won’t stand between you and your future.”

      “Probably wise,” I tell him. “Since my future looks like it might involve a pretty gruesome decapitation.”

      Nurse Vaille slips a hand between me and Weston. “You’re not getting decapitated, dear. I’m certain of it.” She pauses before adding, “I’m almost certain of it.” She tugs my sleeve and starts to escort me out of the room.

      “Wish me luck,” I sigh back to my friends.

      Verse bends at the waist and throws her arms around me. “I don’t think there’s enough luck in the world.”

      Kayde smacks Verse’s arm and tells her to knock it off. “Ynarra will be fine.”

      “Sure she will,” Nurse Vaille confirms. Turning to me and with a wet, sad sparkle in her eyes, she adds, “I promise. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      Nurse Vaille has told me a thousand stories in my life and read me a thousand fairy tales.

      This is the first time she’s ever told me an outright lie.
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      Angled torches in black sconces line the stone walls of the massive, high-ceilinged Council Chambers.

      Two knights in full armor stand guard at the wooden double doors on the far side of the room. Another two knights take up positions on either side of the main entry doors they led me through a moment before.

      At any given time, there are as many as fifteen to twenty Councilors.

      Today, it’s just the Four Primary Councilors—Uncle Jorus, Kayde’s father Brenton, Verse’s father Archerson, and Weston’s uncle Gregore. They sit in glum, gargoyle silence at the top end of their curved, U-shaped table.

      The huge Stormport banner hangs on the wall behind them.

      The banner looks like it always has: A bushel of red, yellow, and purple fruit and long, green grasses representing the lush fertility of the greater Beynash Kingdom. There are also four slender trees representing the four towers of Castle Lumen. It’s all on a water-blue background of whitecaps and a rainbow of river stones.

      That last part of the banner catches my eye. What I always knew were smooth, overlapping stones, I now realize are actually dragon scales.

      I’m seventeen years old. How am I only realizing that now?

      Uncle Jorus locks his eyes onto mine. “We’ve heard from the emissaries of King and Queen Norland. We’ve heard from their Chief of War. We know about you going across the river. We know about you and Pax. And we know, as impossible as it sounds, there was a dragon.”

      “There are no dragons,” I correct him.

      “There were no dragons,” he corrects me back. “There were also no girls from Stormport sneaking across the river in the middle of the night to have completely inappropriate and, frankly, illegal flings with the prince of Crystalbay.”

      Councilor Brenton steeples his fingers under his chin. His mustache bristles. “You’ve put us in a very awkward position here, Ynarra. Very awkward.”

      Councilor Archerson snarls at him not to sugarcoat it. “This passed awkward the second someone said the word ‘dragon.’ No. This is beyond awkward. This is war.”

      “War?” I repeat.

      “War,” Councilor Gregore confirms with a throaty growl.

      “Come on,” I laugh. “Pax and I were goofing around. You know…young love and all. What’s there to start a war over?”

      My uncle slams his fist onto the table hard enough to cause every silver plate and goblet to jump and rattle. “It’s not about Pax,” he roars. “Sneaking around with Pax was a betrayal of me. It was a betrayal of King and Queen Norland and of Weston’s family. But the dragon⁠—”

      “I don’t know anything about a dragon,” I shout back. I point in the general direction of the wall. “Their ship burned up when they were chasing me to try to kill me. Is it my fault they can’t fucking sail?”

      My uncle narrows his eyes at me. “You really don’t want to have this argument with me. Niece or no niece, you’ve crossed a few dozen lines that there’s no coming back from.”

      Councilor Brenton raises his hand and clears his throat. “We’re not saying the dragon is your fault, Ynarra. Honestly, we would have doubted the reports if it weren’t for the fact that our own sentries on the river-overlook posts saw it themselves. This isn’t some made-up provocation. It happened. It’s real.”

      “I was there,” I sneer at him. “You weren’t.”

      “All the more reason for you to tell the truth.” Councilor Brenton takes a huffy breath and leans back in his seat. “This thing you have with Pax…it’s been going on how long?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek and don’t answer.

      Curators don’t answer. Why should I?

      Councilor Brenton shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter. The dragon, though⁠—”

      “There are no dragons,” I insist again. “They’ve been gone a long time.”

      “Apparently, they’re back,” Councilor Archerson interjects. “With a vengeance.”

      “They?” I ask. I don’t try to hide the challenge in my one-word question.

      He gives me a death glare, which I return with a smile. “Okay,” he concedes. “One dragon. But that’s one more than there should be.”

      “The Crystalbayers are the ones who killed them all, right?” I ask, passing a glance from one Councilor to the next. “They’re the ones who should be worried. Those idiots on the boats probably saw a River Vulture or a White Ogre Albatross and shot at it with those stupid acid-green gel-bolts of theirs and burned themselves up.” I add a snarky smile and mutter, “Serves them right.”

      My uncle thrums his thick, round fingertips on the table. His cheeks are red. His eyes have narrowed to near invisibility. “Stormport has stood for five hundred years. Thanks to you, we might not exist by this time tomorrow.”

      I don’t mean to scoff, but I do.

      My uncle’s cheeks glow a deeper, angrier shade of red. “Dragons stole the power of men.”

      “And gave it to women.”

      “And how do you think the men of Crystalbay are going to react if it happens again?”

      “The same as the men here.”

      “That’s enough!”

      “It’s not fair⁠—"

      My uncle cuts me off with a raised hand and a wicked hiss. “For now, we need to deliberate on your punishment.”

      I repress a lip-quiver when I ask, “Punishment?”

      “I suppose you thought we were going to give you an award?”

      “That would be nice, actually. Way nicer than a punishment.”

      Uncle Jorus breaks protocol by standing up and walking around the entire U-shaped table. The other Councilors raise their heads as he passes behind them. They open their mouths, but no one says anything.

      I figured maybe one or two of them would say something. Maybe call for Uncle Jorus to take his seat or maybe stick up for me before it’s too late. They all know me. They’ve been fellow Councilors with my uncle for longer than I’ve been alive.

      But no one says anything.

      The only sounds in the vaulted Council Chamber are my uncle’s boot heels on the cold floor’s worn, flat stones.

      He stops in front of me. “You’ll be locked up until we decide,” he declares into my face.

      A murmur zips along the lips of the other three Primary Councilors.

      “You can’t lock me up,” I object. Instantly, my mind flashes to a life of lonely, quiet squalor in the underground Dungeon.

      “You’ll be held temporarily.”

      It doesn’t sound like an assurance. More of a fury-fueled threat.

      “You can’t do this,” I protest.

      “And you can’t go crossing the river in the middle of the night to start a war. And yet, here we are.”

      He signals to the two knights by the door. They march toward me, and my own uncle orders them to take me into custody.

      The fingers of their metal gauntlets dig into my wrists as they drag me from the room. They don’t let go until we’re down in the Dungeon. They push me into one of the stone-walled cells and lock the iron-barred door.

      I rub my wrists. I hope and half-except to look down and see bands of protective scales. Instead, there’s red, raw skin.

      After a brief taste of power, I’m back to being vulnerable, captive, and totally helpless.
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      I’ve only been in here two days, but it feels like years. I wonder if this is where those old stories of imprisoned princesses come from. Maybe they haven’t been imprisoned for a hundred years. Maybe it only felt like it.

      Unlike my chambers high up at the top of North Tower, the underground Dungeon is dank, dark, and thick with a fog of spores, mold, sweat, and body odor.

      I can’t see the Archive from my cell, but I can see the big double doors that lead to it. I would have thought being locked down here, what I’d want most is to get back up to my apartment in North Tower. Oddly, though, I feel drawn to the Archive. Even more than my bedroom or the Cursewoods with Arson, the Archive feels like it could be my safe haven.

      It’s teasingly close. Past the Dungeon’s double doors, down a short hallway, and on the other side of a floor-to-ceiling iron gate.

      A few days ago, the Archive was a place of quiet mystery. First, I saw it from the outside with my friends and then, later, from the inside with Torren.

      From inside, it was still quiet, but it had lost its mystery. Stripped of the politics, the repressed hostility, the constraints, the gossip, and even the regular conversation I’m used to above, it’s one of the most peaceful places I’ve ever seen.

      A few days ago, I didn’t think about the Archive. Now, it’s front and center in my mind: The muted, serene Curators. The quiet corridors. The small rooms with their small cots. The solemn silence, punctuated here and there by the angelic jingle of the small copper call-bells. A library of dragon books.

      It feels like a home I never knew but one I feel I should have had.

      The clunk of an iron lock being opened snaps me out of my reverie.

      At the end of the hall, one of the Dungeon’s double doors creaks open, and a knight escorts Kayde and Verse down the line of cages and up to my cell. Without a word, the knight returns to his post by the doors, his boots clanking on the corridor’s flat stones as he goes.

      Verse’s blue eyes are shaded pink and are glossy with tears. “Okay. I admit it. I never should have encouraged you and Pax⁠—”

      “You should never encourage anybody to do anything,” Kayde interrupts with a rough grumble.

      “Damn it, Kayde,” Verse barks. “Now’s not the time to⁠—”

      “It’s okay,” I tell her, my hands curled around the iron bars of my subterranean cell.

      “It’s not okay,” Kayde fires back. She doesn’t take her eyes from mine as she flicks a thumb at Verse. “She’s been pushing this fantasy onto you so she doesn’t have to live a life of her own.”

      “That’s not true!” Verse snaps. “Ynarra and Pax are in love! I was only trying to help.”

      “They’re not in love,” Kayde snorts. “They’re not even in like. If anything, they were in stupid. They were in fairy tale lust, and you encouraged them.”

      Verse points a stabbing finger at me as she rounds on Kayde. “I helped them to keep seeing each other. It’s what they both wanted. At least I did something. All you do is complain and shit all over everything.”

      Verse towers over her, but Kayde doesn’t care. “You’re the reason she’s in trouble,” Kayde growls up at Verse.

      “No, she’s not!” I interject from behind my prison bars. “I asked for Verse’s help.”

      “She didn’t have to give it.”

      “I did if I’m a friend,” Verse snaps. She reaches out and pokes Kayde in the middle of her chest with the tip of her finger. “You should try being one sometime.”

      Kayde smacks Verse’s hand away. “I am her friend. That’s why I always told you the whole Pax thing was a bad idea. She’s Transacted to Weston, and Crystalbay wants any excuse to go to war and wipe us out.”

      “You don’t know that. You don’t know what’s going on in their heads over there.”

      “I know they killed the dragons and now there’s a living dragon, and the next thing you know, we’re down here, Ynarra’s in there, and up there, everyone has stopped talking about war, and now they’re preparing for it.”

      As Verse opens her mouth to reply, I slip my hand between the bars and raise it like I’m in class. “Is it okay if I say something? The girl who’s actually facing all the consequences.”

      The girls hang their heads and mumble their reluctant apologies.

      “You’re both right,” I tell them. “Verse. I wanted to do something daring and romantic. Like in Nurse Vaille’s old stories from before the Dragon Wars. When I met Pax, I figured he was my chance.” I rap my knuckles on the bars. “When we turn eighteen, we’re all going to go from being princesses to prisoners. I wanted my shot at the fairy tale before it was too late.” The girls dip their heads in silent agreement. “And Kayde. You’re right, too. It was a romantic idea, but it was also a bad one.”

      Verse straightens herself and steps up to the bars. She cups one of my hands in both of hers. “I have to say, you’re taking this awful well.”

      “Well, it’s an awful thing to take.”

      From behind Verse, Kayde keeps her eyes down when she asks me what’s going to happen next.

      I’m a hundred percent honest when I tell her I have no idea.

      When I tell her I’m sure everything’s going to be fine, I’m a hundred percent lying.

      The knight standing guard at the end of the hall bangs the bottom of his spear three times on the stone floor. He calls out to the girls that their time is up.

      They don’t bother arguing. They know better. We’ve always had prestige but not power. I doubt that’s going to change now.

      After saying their teary-eyed goodbyes to me, Kayde and Verse leave. Even though they’ve been arguing, they hold hands as they go.

      Great. Nothing brings people together like watching a disaster in action. In this case, they’re the watchers, and I’m the disaster.

      I drop down onto the single, cold stone bench in the cell and try not to think about how dumb I’ve been.

      I fail.

      My dumbness over the last year is an avalanche in my head. Everything I was sure was romantic and awesome—from Pax to Arson—has turned out to be colossally stupid.

      As much as I’d love to lie here and wallow in misery and self-pity, it’s not long before I get my next visitor.

      Weston shuffles in ahead of his knight escort.

      The knight’s voice is echoey and hollow behind his face shield when he tells Weston to “be quick about it” and then clomps back to his post by the door.

      With his head down, Weston refuses to let his eyes meet mine. I stand up from my bench and go over to him.

      He drags the backs of his hands across the prison bars. “I bet the metaphorical cage looks pretty good compared to the literal one right about now.”

      “Not funny.”

      “But true.”

      “For what it’s worth,” I sigh, “this is not how I expected this to play out.”

      “Maybe it’s time for us to stop relying on expectations and start making things happen on our own.”

      “I’m on board. Can we start by getting me the hell out of here?”

      “Right now, we’ll be lucky if I’m not tossed in there with you.”

      “Our Transaction?”

      “Apparently, I’ve caused quite the stir.”

      “It’s not every day a boy asks for his Transaction to be cancelled.”

      “It’s not any day.”

      “Do you really think you’re going to get in trouble over this?”

      “Oh, I’m way past being in trouble. There’s been talk of prison. Disinheritance. Exile. Execution.” Weston’s eyes travel from the prison bars to the floor along the ceiling and back to me. “The only reason I’m allowed to be down here is because the Council decided to start with probation while they work out what to do with me.” He lets out a slow, whooshy breath. “I almost wish they’d make a decision. At least I’d know one way or the other how attached my body will be to my head by this time tomorrow.”

      “Yeah,” I smirk. “Feeling powerless while you wait for someone else to determine your future and decide your fate…must be rough.”

      “It’s no joke, Ynarra. They could kill me.”

      I dismiss this with a wave of my hand. “If it was me refusing the Transaction, then yeah, I’d be in some serious trouble. I’d be a threat. But you? No way. You’re a guy. No one is going to have you executed for refusing it.”

      “Can you think of anything more threatening to the kingdom than a male beneficiary of the patriarchy standing up to that patriarchy?”

      I take a few seconds to let that sink in. “Okay. That’s an interesting point.”

      Weston beams and pumps his fist in celebration of his rhetorical triumph.

      “Don’t get too excited,” I caution him. “The trouble I’ve stirred up isn’t going away.” I pause and run my fingers through my tangle of coiled, springy, and now pretty funky hair. “There is one thing I didn’t mention before.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Zavier.”

      “Pax’s friend?”

      “Well, not a friend, exactly. But advisor to Queen Norland. And Chief of War.”

      “You told us about Zavier the other day. What about him?”

      “Torren sent me there to find him. Which I did. I didn’t expect him to be working for the royal family, though.”

      “So?”

      “It felt like Zavier knew more than he was letting on. It felt like he knew about Arson. Not like he was guessing or listening to rumors or whatever. It was like he really knew.”

      “Except that that’s not possible.”

      I give Weston a wink through my prison bars. “You know what Verse keeps saying about the impossible, right?”

      “That it’s getting more and more possible every day.”

      “Damn right.”

      “You think Zavier is the key to this thing, don’t you?”

      “The way he acted…the way he looked at Arson…I think he’s one of the puzzle pieces I’ve been looking for. An important one. A corner piece.”

      “And now he’s out there…”

      “And I’m in here.”

      “When we get out of this⁠—”

      I hold up my hand. “You mean if we get out of this.”

      Weston shakes his head. “I meant what I said. When we get out of this, I’d like to take another shot at meeting Arson.”

      “I’ve heard of a death wish,” I snort, “but a barbecue wish?”

      “I’m serious. He’s…he’s amazing! And not just because he’s impossible. He cares for you the way everyone should care for you. The way everyone should care for each other.”

      I give him a little wink through the iron bars. “When we get out of this, maybe that’ll be the next impossible thing to happen.”

      We exchange a light laugh before the knight by the door bangs his spear on the floor and calls out that it’s time for Weston to leave.

      Weston and I clasp hands between the bars. He steps back and wags a finger at my prison cell. “Remember to leave some room in there for me.”

      “I will,” I promise. “The bench is claimed, but there’s plenty of floor space for guests.” I flick my eyes back toward the interior of my dank cell. “Okay. Maybe not plenty, but there’s enough. If you curl up really small.”

      “I’d rather join you in there than own you out here. If we can’t both be free, then I’m okay with neither of us being free.”

      “We need more guys like you,” I tell him. “And more dragons.”

      Weston gives me a thumbs up and turns to leave. He walks to the end of the hall. The knight escorts him out and closes and locks the heavy wooden door behind him.

      That leaves me alone. Well, not alone. I’ve got the last year of my thoughts, my mistakes, and my epically stupid choices to keep me company.
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      I’ve been down here for three years now.

      Okay, it’s been three days. But it sure as hell feels longer.

      With all this pacing, I’m either going to wear a hole through my boots or else through the floor. With all the screaming and the back-and-forth arguing I’ve been doing in my head, I already feel like I’ve worn a hole in my brain.

      Yesterday, I asked the guard if I’d had any visitors. He told me no. He also told me that Kayde and Verse had been specifically forbidden from coming to see me from now on. “Your uncle’s orders,” he explained apologetically but with a light taunt behind a restrained smile. “Weston, too.” He sounded sincere when he grumbled, “Sorry, kid. Looks like you’re on your own.”

      Since I know I won’t be seeing my friends, I’m shocked to hear scraping and scratching outside of my cell’s single, small window high up on the wall.

      I press my cheek to the cold iron bars of my cell to make sure the knight by the door isn’t paying attention.

      Like the well-trained sentry he is, he’s standing statue-still with one hand on his spear and the other resting lightly on the rounded pommel of his sheathed sword. There’s only one way in or out of this line of cells in the Dungeon. He doesn’t have to worry about me getting out of my cell, and he especially doesn’t have to worry about me slipping past him and escaping.

      I skip over to the wall and climb up onto the stone ledge that doubles as my bench and my bed. Standing on my tiptoes at the small, barred window, I press my face between two of the bars. The dark figure shuffles on the ground outside.

      “Torren?” I whisper through the bars.

      I’m answered by a hiss and the clack of dragon teeth.

      “Arson!”

      I clap a hand to my mouth. The guard can barely see me from this angle. That means I can barely see him. I’ve got to be as quiet and invisible as possible. I wait for a second to make sure the guard isn’t coming over to check on me.

      Confident that I’m safe, I return my attention to the dragon crouched down outside my prison window.

      He presses his head sideways to the bars. I reach out to give him a grateful scratch to his head and a light tickle to the small, overlapping scales lining his lower jaw. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Arson snorffles a vague response.

      “I guess I got us into a bit of trouble, didn’t I?”

      He puts one clawed foot between two of the iron bars and puffs up his chest.

      I look back again for the guard. He’s still standing post with rigid discipline. Or else he’s asleep. Wherever his focus is, it thankfully doesn’t seem to be on me. Returning my attention to the small, barred window, I do my best to scan the area outside of my cell. It’s the dark, dead of night. There’s a low stone retaining wall behind Arson and a row of manicured hedges after that, but that doesn’t mean this is anywhere close to being safe.

      For him or for me.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” I whisper to the dragon. “But you definitely shouldn’t be.” I put my hand on top of his front paw and try to catch his eyes. He swings his long neck side to side. His silver eyes scan the iron bars. He nudges at them with his nose and chitters from the back of his throat.

      “As much as I’d love to have you in here with me, I think it’d be better if I were out there with you.” Sighing, I tell him I wish I could fly. I ping the iron bars between us with my fingernail. “Although I guess even flying wouldn’t do me much good right now, would it?”

      My feet and calves are starting to hurt from standing on my tiptoes for so long. I’m distracted from the discomfort by a winking glint of light. I figure maybe Arson’s scales are reflecting the moon or the starlight from the night sky.

      Arson moves his paw from the back of my hand, and I realize I was right: the light is reflecting off of blue-green and silvery scales. Only they’re not Arson’s. They’re mine.

      I hold my left hand up to my face for a closer look. What was smooth skin a second ago is now an almost exact copy of the scales on Arson’s front leg.

      “Did you do that?” I ask.

      His black lips pull back in a U-shaped grin.

      As I watch, the scales on my hand spread. Small, tear-shaped, and overlapping, they appear along my forearm toward the crook of my arm.

      They get bigger as they wrap around my elbow and my upper arm and climb onto my chest and neck.

      Before I know it, my left hand, arm, leg, neck, and parts of my torso are nearly covered in thin plates of dragon-scale armor.

      I run my hands along my arm and down my sides. Even as I do, the scales begin to fade and disappear.

      “What in the Under Realm?” I take a second to catch my breath as the last of the visiting scales fades away. “I guess I don’t need armor in here,” I say out loud. “But if I ever get out of here, I can see this coming in handy.” I give Arson’s paw another pat. “Now, all I need is a pair of wings.”

      The scuffing sound of someone walking outside on the castle grounds startles us both. We pause and stay stone still until the person has passed.

      “That was close. You better get going. Carefully.”

      I’m trying to sound confident and strong. It’s a lie.

      In the space of a few days, I’ve gone from traipsing through the Cursewoods with Arson, to searching through the entire castle for Torren, to escaping an angry mob with Pax.

      And now, I’m stuck in a cell. I feel like I’ve left a part of me wherever I’ve gone, and now there’s nothing left of me but scattered pieces.

      That’s the exact thought I’m thinking when a voice that’s not mine—a male voice—whispers in my head:

      We will be complete. We will be one.
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      Arson’s lips pull back in a fanged grin. Quiet as a cat, he turns from my small, barred window and disappears.

      I know he doesn’t literally disappear, but that’s how it feels. One second, he’s there. The next second, he’s gone. There’s no gradual fading from view or one last flick of his scaly tail.

      He is. And then he isn’t.

      I’ve got to get him to teach me that trick sometime.

      I whisper Arson’s name and then crane my neck and press my cheek against the bars to scan the castle grounds and then the skies for him, but yeah—he’s gone.

      The voice of the knight outside my cell startles me.

      “Time to go,” he says. His voice remains hollow and metallic behind his slotted face shield, but there’s also something warmer, more human in it this time. It sounds like empathy.

      Or is it pity?

      “My uncle is letting me go?”

      “He’s summoning you. Not the same thing.”

      “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to look the other way while I make a mad dash for the door?”

      “Be grateful you’re getting a hearing. Some people have been calling for Ruin.”

      I gulp at the name.

      Ruin is Stormport’s Executioner. Every major city in Beynash Kingdom has one.

      Our giant, black-hooded executioner lives in quiet isolation in a small cabin of wood and stone in the Cursewoods. He lives alone and is summoned only in cases where a death penalty is handed down. Only the Senior Curator is allowed to go out there to let him know his services are required.

      Verse claims to have seen Ruin’s face one time when she was out on a hike with her parents, but I don’t believe her. When I pressed her and asked what he looked like, she hemmed and hawed and then offered a vague description that could have been anyone in the world.

      Staring up at the knight, I run a hand along the back of my neck. “I guess I’m lucky I’m getting my uncle instead of the axe.”

      The knight grunts behind his face-shield. “Royalty has its privileges.”

      “I’m not royalty.”

      “Said the princess about to be magically freed from her dungeon.”

      “Not freed,” I correct him. “Summoned.”

      Grunt-chuckling behind his face shield, the knight escorts me back up North Tower and into the Council Chambers.

      Like before, the four Primary Councilors are in their wide-armed, high-backed chairs around the curved table. I was hoping the other Councilors would be here, but no—it’s just the four of them. It’s not a good sign. The Council seats only four members for either the easiest cases or for the most challenging cases—the ones that have the potential to threaten our kingdom, our way of life, and our very existence.

      “When it comes to big decisions,” my uncle once explained to me, “the fewer voices, the better.”

      It made a kind of backward sense at the time. Now, I’m wishing I could have more than the voice of four men deciding my fate.

      It would be nice if my own voice could matter for a change.

      Two knights flank me and position me in front of the four-person Council.

      My uncle and the other Councilors sit shoulder to shoulder in a tight semi-circle at the top arc of the curved table. They’re whispering to each other behind their hands.

      I’m not sure if they even know I’m here.

      I fidget and shift my weight from foot to foot until the Councilors stop their whispering and sit up straight in their high-backed seats.

      “So what’s going to happen to me?” I ask.

      It’s a dumb and pointless question. There’s no way in the world I’m going to like the answer. If I’m forgiven, I get to live a life of shame, secrecy, and isolation. If I’m found guilty, my head, body, and limbs might wind up being buried in three different cemeteries.

      “We’ve made a trade,” my uncle announces.

      The way he says it, I’m pretty sure he’s not talking about haggling over tomatoes in the farmer’s market.

      I ask him what’s being traded, exactly. I know the answer before I’ve even asked the question.

      My uncle’s eyes meet mine. “You.”

      I hate being right all the time.

      I press a thumb to my chest. “Me? I’m being traded.”

      “Yes.”

      “For what?”

      “For peace.” Uncle Jorus sighs, like everything about me is a burden to him. He’s as casual as I am concerned. I’ve seen a lot of people in a lot of uncertain situations. I’ve seen people gulp, bite their nails, shift their eyes, twiddle their thumbs, fiddle their fingers, hike up their pants, adjust their underwear, and do everything they can to hide what they’re feeling. My uncle acts like he’s announcing the Battle Academy’s daily lunch menu. “You’re being sent across the river to Crystalbay.”

      I take two giant steps back and wave my hands. “No. No. I don’t think so.”

      The knight behind me plants a steel-gloved hand onto my shoulder. I’m almost too stunned to notice.

      “What you think doesn’t matter,” Uncle Jorus says. “And it doesn’t change the facts.”

      “You can’t send me there,” I cry.

      “You should be happy,” he says with a syrupy ooze of sarcasm. “You’ll get to be with Pax.”

      “I’m supposed to be with Weston. My Transaction…”

      “Has been cancelled. Yet another thing for you to be happy about.”

      Weston wasn’t kidding. He kept his word. He stood up to his father and to my uncle. He sacrificed his own freedom, reputation, and possibly his life to set me free. He did the impossible.

      But the freedom he’s given me has a price.

      I’m now free to get condemned by my own uncle. Free to get exiled from Stormport. Free to get enslaved by Pax’s people across the river.

      Being locked into the Transaction with Weston doesn’t seem like so much of a burden anymore. I long for the days when my worst worry was having to live out my life as a housewife on my best friend’s farm.

      The reality of what my uncle is saying rips through me like I swallowed a lightning storm. My imagination crackles into overdrive. My mind skims through the reality of what my future now holds, but even scarier, what it’s now lacking: No more Kayde, Verse, or Weston. No more Arson. A life on the wrong side of the river. A life of being a prisoner and a pet instead of a princess.

      I know war is bad, but this feels worse.

      I put up my hand and ask if I’m allowed to speak in my own defense.

      The Councilors exchange a look like they knew this was coming.

      “It’s not against the rules,” my uncle informs me.

      “Great. Then can I just say…this is crazy. So I snuck across the river to meet up with a guy. I broke a rule. I violated my curfew. Can’t we maybe ground me or something, or send me to bed without supper?”

      “You’re not being punished for any of that.”

      “Is this about Weston? Because you know it was his idea to end our Transaction.”

      Great. Now I’ve thrown my best friend and recent savior to the blood wolves. Was I always such a privileged, self-centered bitch, or did the world I live in turn me into one?

      “It’s not about that, either.”

      “Don’t tell me it’s about this magical made-up dragon a few lunatics are saying they saw.” I offer up a hearty laugh, but the Councilors don’t seem amused.

      “It’s not that, either,” my uncle replies.

      “What then? What have I done that’s so bad?”

      “The worst thing that could have been done: You upset the balance.”

      I give him a blank stare before volleying his words back to him. “I upset the balance.”

      “Stormport and Crystalbay have been at peace for five hundred years.”

      “Being at peace is hard to do when you’re constantly afraid of war,” I mutter.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing.”

      Uncle Jorus takes a drawn-out pause before continuing. “That peace we’ve had has held as long as no one stepped over the line. You stepped over the line, Ynarra. You and the dragon.” I start to object once again to the idea of a dragon, but my uncle silences me with a wicked glare. “In their eyes, the return of the dragons means the end of Crystalbay.”

      “So screw their eyes. They’re afraid of losing their power again.”

      “And they’re ready to burn us to the ground to make sure the past doesn’t repeat itself. We offered them everything we could think of. They refused. In return for not waging war, all they wanted was you.”

      “But why⁠—?”

      I don’t get the full question out. The knight behind me latches onto my arms and pins them behind my back. Too stunned to struggle, I don’t even react until the iron shackles are already pinched tight onto my wrists.

      I scream out from the pain of my skin getting clipped by the shackles. For whatever reason, my magical scales don’t show up to protect me.

      And apparently, nothing in the world is going to protect my future from swirling down the drain.

      I struggle and thrash as two knights drag me from the Council Chamber. I shout and thrash some more as they lead me down the castle’s wide marble steps.

      At the landings and corridor entrances along the way, dozens of people gather to gawk at me. There are servants with wicker baskets spilling over with laundry. The castle’s chefs, maintenance crew, and at least a dozen students I know from the Battle Academy freeze and stare as I’m shoved along. There are even a few Curators among the crowd. Torren isn’t among them.

      The last time they saw me, I was the niece of the most powerful man in Stormport. I was privileged. I was a princess. I didn’t have a worry in the world. Now, as sure as if it’s been etched in stone by a calligraphic scribe, every worry in the world is written all over my face.

      At least the gawkers seem shocked. That, I can handle. Pity would probably push me over the edge.

      At the main doors to the castle, the knights on either side crank the wooden wheels that lower the drawbridge over the water-filled moat.

      The knights push me along, across the drawbridge, down a well-worn cobblestone road, down the winding escarpment of the Barrier Cliffs, and all the way to the main docks where dozens of the Stormport cargo and transport ships are moored.

      I’ve been on these ships before. Learning how to operate our merchant vessels has been part of our training at the Battle Academy. Last year Kayde, Verse, and I were part of a class that took weekend excursions to the end of Misery River, where the river merges with the equally violent Widow River and empties out into the wide and endless expanse of the Paroxic Sea.

      But this time, there are no lessons and no fun banter as we expand our knowledge and our view of the world.

      This time, there’s me being loaded onto a small passenger boat, body-slammed into the hold below decks, and taken back across the river to face the end of whatever’s left of my life.
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      After a rocky but mercifully brief ride across the river, I’m dragged out of the hold and up to the boat’s pitted wooden deck. The whitecapped river water sloshes against the rocking, bobbing vessel.

      My two knight escorts haul me along the plank leading from the boat to the Crystalbay dock.

      Back home, our docks are wood, rope, and pine tar. The Crystalbay docks are some kind of reflective, black marble. They’re similar to their sidewalks and roadways and as glossy as the black glass that makes up the city’s tapered, towering buildings.

      At home, I’m used to seeing my shadow on the ground. Here, it’s disorienting seeing my distorted reflection in the shiny material underfoot.

      At the end of the dock, the knights hand me over to four of the Crystalbay Paladins.

      A fifth Paladin, bigger than the other four men, stands a bit back. He’s wearing the combination of metallic-gray armor and white tunic with the green sigil—the same as the other four Paladins. Instead of the usual sword or scythe, though, he’s got a crossbow strapped to his back.

      A big crossbow.

      The weapon is unlike ours. Ours are handmade out of wood and other natural materials. This Paladin’s weapon has been machined to perfection. It’s sleek and polished. It’s got gears and cams, cables, a pistol grip, a scope, and a pair of green-finned arrows housed in a carriage along its barrel.

      It’s a big and impressive weapon. A weapon far more powerful than what’s needed to kill a human. If I weren’t seeing it with my own eyes, I’d call it an impossible weapon. Something culled from the magical imagination of one of Stormport’s local sorcerers. Back home, it would take three grown men to wield a weapon like this one. The Paladin carries it like I might carry a small sack of quince biscuits from the market up to Nurse Vaille’s pantry.

      Even without the weapons, though, the Paladins would be a beyond-intimidating presence. I’ve been in Crystalbay before, and I’ve seen Paladins around but only from a distance.

      A safe distance.

      Even when I was being pursued by them across the river and hunted in the Cursewoods, they were still pretty far away. I thought I might get caught, but I was fairly sure I had a decent shot at escaping. Especially after Torren showed up.

      Now, I’m surrounded by Paladins. They’re close enough for me to hear the strength-enhancing servos in their armor. It’s a different sound than the ones I’m used to back home. Growing up in Stormport, I’m used to the clang of chains, the grinding of stone mills, and the echoing clank of a blacksmith’s hammer on a glowing ingot of red-hot iron. There was always power and rhythm to it. It was a hard but pleasant sound—the kind of sound that made me wish I could live down among the people instead of at the isolated top of Castle Lumen’s North Tower.

      The servos in the Paladins’ armor are different. They make a quieter but somehow even more powerful sound. It’s a barely restrained whirr, a mechanical motion hinting at superhuman power beneath the surface.

      Four of the Paladins close their circle around me and escort me up the dock. They take me to a blocky security station with round, domed windows around its sides like spider’s eyes. The fifth man—the one with the massive crossbow—stays behind us. I don’t have to turn my head to know he’s there. His shadow falls over me like a blanket of thick, dirty snow. His stare is generating heat on the back of my neck.

      Inside the guardhouse, there are weapons and military gear clipped to hooks on the walls. Neatly aligned storage racks and bins of nautical equipment rest in rows off to the side.

      In the middle of the room, Pax is waiting for me. Tower-tall and regal in his crisp black tunic with the white laces on the V-neck and crisscrossed along the sleeves, he invites me in.

      “I’m going to take care of you,” he promises.

      I nearly allow myself to be temporarily relieved, but that disappears as the big Paladin stomps up to stand between me and Pax. He’s tall. Even taller than Pax. It hurts my neck to look up at him. The giant man slips his hand around to the side of his belt and draws out a red, reflective band. I flinch as he reaches forward to clip the metallic collar around my neck.

      When I try to lean away, he snatches me by my bound wrists. His grip hurts like hell. He lifts me clean off my feet. With my hands still cuffed and helpless, I try to kick at him. I catch him with a snapping strike to his ribcage, but his armor is too strong. I don’t think he feels a thing.

      As for me—I feel like I broke every bone in my foot.

      With his free hand, he slaps the collar around my neck. The red metal band snaps shut with a firm, permanent click.

      The huge Paladin releases his grip and lets me drop to the floor. In pain, I tug at the red collar and scream at Pax, “What the fuck?”

      “I’m sorry, Ynarra. It’s the way we do things in Crystalbay. It’s part of the conditions of the trade. Most importantly, it’s what’ll keep you alive over here and out of trouble.”

      I get the feeling he’s telling the truth. Except for the part about him being sorry.

      Pax nods to one of the Paladins behind me. The man unlocks and removes my handcuffs. I rub my wrists to try to get some feeling back into them.

      “See?” Pax grins. “You’re freer already.”

      “I was free before,” I snarl.

      “No, you weren’t. You were a prisoner who’d been brainwashed into thinking she was a princess.”

      Annoyed and embarrassed, I slip a finger under the top edge of the red collar and give it another tug, but the thing is on to stay. “I’m not your pet, Pax!”

      “Unfortunately, you are. For now. But it’s okay. I know Stormport is filled with rumors and propaganda about our people, but our girls here are treated better than any princess is treated over there.”

      I start to object, but he reaches out and cups my cheek in his hand. “Let me take care of you.” He pleads with his eyes. “Trust me. It’s only until our two sides have negotiated us back to the status quo.”

      “Fine. I’ll go along. For now, at least. But I’m still not your pet.”

      Pax tickle-scratches his fingers along my jaw on a spot below my ear. “That’s a good girl!”

      I smack his hand away and tell him that’s not funny.

      He doubles over, plants his hands onto his knees, and laughs his ass off, anyway.

      The big Paladin—his voice deep, soft, and metallic—tells Pax we need to get moving.

      Wiping tears from his eyes, Pax agrees. The team of Paladins accompanies us out of the security station and to a hovering white mag-van parked at a charging station. One of the Paladins holds the door of the vehicle open, and Pax and I climb inside. More precisely, Pax eases inside. I pause with my hand on the edge of the vehicle’s roof and lean down to stare inside.

      I’ve been in carriages before, but this thing doesn’t have a horse. I feel like I’m about to be sucked into a magical realm from which I might never escape.

      “Come on,” Pax urges from inside the mag-van.

      The Paladin behind me is less polite. He presses his armored knuckles into the middle of my back and punches me the rest of the way in. Even without the servos firing in his magical armor, he’s strong enough to knock me off my feet and into the car. Flailing, I crash into Pax.

      He catches me and scolds the Paladin for being too rough. The Paladin slides the mag-van’s door shut without apologizing.

      Straightening myself up, I confess to Pax that I’ve never been in one of these vehicles before.

      “That’s right,” Pax says. “You get around on horses over there.”

      “It works for us,” I tell him.

      He says, “Hm,” under his breath as the mag-van eases forward.

      “What?”

      “Well, you keep dogs and cats as pets in Stormport. And you use horses for jousting, cavalry, and plowing and such.”

      “So?”

      “You criticize us for keeping girls in collars and limiting their freedoms. Don’t you do the same thing to the animals over there?”

      “Animals aren’t people.”

      “So?”

      “People and animals are different.”

      “And that means it’s okay to treat them differently?”

      “Right.”

      Pax makes a vague gesture toward the mag-van’s window. “Darlings are different from people, so they get treated differently. It could be worse.”

      I ping my fingernail against the collar around my throat. “I’d say this is definitely worse.”

      We sit in silence for several minutes, which is fine with me. I’m terrified and disoriented but also fascinated by being inside this vehicle. As it whisks us along, the Crystalbay towers, the people, and other mag-vans fly by like playing cards shuffled in a deck.

      I’m used to the bounce of a horse, the thumping clip-clop of hooves, the slant of a road, and the hard, unevenness of the ground.

      This almost feels how I figure flying must feel.

      How Arson must feel.
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      After a zigzag through the wide, clean streets of Crystalbay, the white mag-van hums to a gentle stop. The Paladins open the door for Pax, who leads me out onto the glossy black walkway.

      A few pedestrians on the street pause to stare. One little boy tugs on the sleeve of the well-dressed man—it must be his father—and points a stabbing finger at Pax.

      “Yes,” the man confirms to the little boy. “That’s Pax. Prince of Crystalbay. He’ll be king someday.”

      His mouth frozen in an “O,” the boy—tidily dressed and with neat, close-cropped hair—stares at Pax until the Paladins escort us past and up to the front doors of the sky-piercing Nexus Tower.

      I’ve been inside this building before. Pax lives in the penthouse at the top. He’s brought me up there a couple of times in the past when his parents weren’t home, and his servants had the night off.

      Most times, he took me to a private lounge on the ground level. He’d lock us in, and we would talk, eat tiny pastel-colored desserts, and play chess on the round obsidian table between the fireplace and a red-velvet pool table. (He always beat me at chess, but we stopped playing right around the time I got good enough to give him a challenge.)

      Whether it was at the top of the tower or on the main floor, he had to sneak me in through the basement and then take me back up in the cargo elevator—yet another piece of magical Crystalbay technology that makes my head spin. It also made my stomach churn. The first couple of times on it, I was one acidic gulp away from throwing up.

      This time, there’s no back door and no cargo elevator. This time, he takes me right through the front door—in full view of the Paladins, the pedestrians outside, the security staff inside, and the random, crisply dressed Crystalbayers loitering in the lobby.

      The first time I get to enter the prince’s place through the front doors in broad daylight, and it’s as a pet.

      Figures.

      The security guard at the desk waves us on. A silver turnstile pings as we walk through: first me, then Pax, then each of his security detail of Paladins.

      From there, we march to the end of the wide, mirrored hallway and step into one of the elevators in the lobby.

      Like the mag-vans, elevators are still new to me—even after those few queasy trips in the cargo elevator—and I don’t think I’ll ever get used to them. The closest we have in Stormport are the kitchen dumbwaiters, the wood-framed construction cranes, and the cargo hoists we use to load and unload freight from merchant boats.

      Getting into this thing is traumatic. Being whooshed skyward and having the doors open to a new world is a magic trick that still makes my head spin and my stomach churn. My instinct is to reach out to hold onto something, but my only options are Pax or one of the Paladins, so I keep my hands at my sides and my palms pressed flat to my legs.

      I’m already a criminal, an exile, a prisoner, and the girl whose dragon might bring two kingdoms crashing down on each other. No need to add “queasy vomit-girl” to the list.

      At the end of the stomach-sucking whoosh, Pax taps the keypad by the door. The silver door whispers open to the side.

      Stupidly, I was expecting to be taken to Pax’s penthouse. That’s not where we wind up.

      This isn’t his penthouse. It’s not even his floor. Pax and his Paladins lead me down an unfamiliar corridor and into a room at the end of the hall. The room is tidy, clean, and bright.

      It’s also filled with girls—about twenty of them or so—all my age or younger. Most of them are lounging around on puffy cushions. A few are standing over by the long panoramic window of reflective near-black glass. One of the girls is lying on her back in the middle of the floor with her arm slung over her eyes.

      They all look up when Pax escorts me inside. Oddly, they seem more interested in me than they are in him. With his height, looks, and status, he’s almost always the center of attention. Now, I’m the recipient of the stares, although in this case, they’re curious, judgmental, and borderline hostile.

      I like it better when everyone is looking at Pax.

      Some of the girls in the room have sagging, tired eyes. Others look like they’ve been beaten up, although I can’t tell if they’ve been fighting with each other or with whoever’s in charge of this place.

      Their clothes, on the other hand, make it look like they’re ready for prom. The room is a rainbow buffet of cutout, mermaid, and off-the-shoulder dresses—highlighted by a sea of delicate mesh, lattice, laceups, satin, and sequins.

      “You’ll stay here for now,” Pax tells me. “Things like fighting or trying to escape or trying to get your collar off…well, I don’t recommend any of that. It’s been tried. It never ends well.”

      “You’re really going to make me stay here?”

      “It’s not up to me. You think girls are the only ones who can feel powerless?”

      “You’re not powerless.”

      “In some ways, you’re right. But in other ways…”

      “You can talk to your parents.”

      “I did.” One at a time and with great patience and care, Pax presses the fingertip of one hand to the first two fingertips of the other. “They said the other two options were one: declaring war against Stormport, or two: killing you and then declaring war against Stormport.”

      “Those are some pretty bad options.”

      I turn to appeal to him one last time to let me go, but the door is already closed, and Pax is gone.

      Out of options, I turn my attention back to the girls in the room.

      Back home, Kayde and Verse and I wore pretty dresses to social occasions, dances, and celebratory dinners with our families.

      Most of the time, we wore Academy-issue gear and ended the school day looking like we’d been trampled by a horse.

      Beautiful or beaten up.

      The girls in this room are both.
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      A tall, rail-thin girl approaches me.

      She keeps her pale, brown eyes pinned to mine as she navigates her way closer. Her head is shaved down to a layer of smooth stubble. The top half of her ears look like they’ve been sliced off with a sword. The part that’s supposed to be rounded is flat and bears the remnants of recent stitches.

      The girl’s beautiful and obviously expensive fishtail dress is sea-foam green with spaghetti straps and symmetrical designs of black and gold sequins running down the front.

      They look like dragon scales. I’d say that was funny, except that there’s nothing funny about this situation.

      Like all of us, the girl has a red collar locked onto her neck. Based on the bruises and scarring above and below the collar, she’s either been wearing it a long time, or else she’s tried really hard to get the thing off.

      Maybe both.

      She walks in a slow, tight circle around me, closing the space between us with every encroaching, side-eyed step. She stops next to me, and I have to turn to meet her eyes. “You’re the Stormport Stray.”

      “My name is Ynarra. And I’m not a Stray.”

      The girl reaches out and flicks a finger at my neck collar. The plink of her polished fingernail on the red metal sounds like the clink of pewter beer steins in a celebratory toast. “This collar says otherwise.”

      “I don’t care what it says. I’m here because your leaders are as paranoid and nutfuggling insane as mine.”

      The girl leans back in offense. “King and Queen Norland are gods.”

      “Then go pray to them and leave me the hell alone.”

      “I already did. I prayed for a Stormport Stray, and here you are.”

      My knuckles crack as I curl my fingers into fists at my sides. “Did you also pray for a mouthful of broken teeth? Because that prayer is about to be answered.”

      “You talk tough, Stray.”

      “I am tough, bitch.”

      She hasn’t even registered the insult when my fist swoops out in a fiery uppercut that catches her under her ribcage.

      She lets out an “oomph!” and reels back with her arm curled around her stomach. It’s just as well I don’t have any of my daggers, knives, or swords on me. It’d be a shame to get blood all over the girl’s pretty dress.

      I stalk toward her to finish the job, but I’m intercepted by two of the other girls who leap in between us.

      Like the first girl, they have their hair shaved close and their ears sliced off flat at the top. They’re shorter than their tall, skinny friend, but they’re mean-eyed, thick-armed, and barrel-chested.

      Behind them, a dozen other girls have leaped up from their cushions. Their red collars and their dark eyes flash fire as they form ranks around us and chant for a fight.

      The tall, thin girl who started this has gotten to her feet. Her eyes are puffy and red, and she’s breathing hard as a charging bull.

      I felt her ribcage buckle when I hit her. I don’t think I broke any bones, but she’s going to be breathing hard and pissing blood for a day or two.

      She steps forward and plants a hand onto the shoulder of each of her two lackeys. She tilts her chin toward me. It takes her three tries to catch her breath. “Fuck her up,” she commands at last.

      The two girls take flanking positions on either side of me. I let my eyes dart from one to the other. They want me to show fear, but I don’t have any to give them. Instead, I’ve got a chest full of rage, which I’m more than happy to share.

      The first girl charges. In fencing, we call it the Advance. Unlike our graceful combat move, hers is a clumsy surge. Instead of landing on her heel and sliding her back foot forward, she lands heavily on the ball of her foot.

      Her balance is off before she’s finished taking her first step toward me.

      She swings a thick fist at my face. I parry with ease, keeping my motion short and sharp. No need for some huge, theatrical move when a slight head tilt, a dropped shoulder, and a gentle shift of my hips are enough to send the girl’s fist whipping past my cheek.

      It’s a shame that after the Transaction, I’m never going to get to use what I’ve learned or do what I’ve been trained to do.

      I laugh to myself at the thought: Ynarra, cancelled or not, you’re not going to live long enough to see your Transaction.

      The breeze from the girl’s whiff feels nice against my cheek. I’m betting the thunder of my elbow to the middle of her face doesn’t feel nearly as pleasant.

      Her momentum sends her smashing into her partner’s chest. Both girls hit the ground in a rat-king knot of flailing limbs. Their elegant dresses overlap in a colorful tangle around them.

      My fencing training at the Academy has been good. But it’s all those late-night romps through the woods with Arson that have given me the balance, strength, speed, reflexes, sensory perception, and confidence I could never get from school.

      I’m in the middle of congratulating myself on my exceptional fighting prowess when a shriek from behind me splits the air. I duck and turn in the same motion, but a charging girl bulldozes me in the side and sends both of us slamming to the ground.

      My head cracks hard against the floor. There’s a flash of pain, and an explosion of tiny white lights fills my field of vision.

      The girl shoves me onto my back and clambers on top of me as the other squealing girls scream out and rush to tighten the circle around us.

      The girl straddling me has both of my arms pinned under her knees. Her billowy red ruffle ball gown splays out around us like a giant silk puddle of blood.

      I don’t panic. This girl is smaller than I am, and her fighting style is raw and awkward. I’m about to try to buck her off when I catch a glimpse of something silver in her fist.

      I worry it might be a dagger, but a second quick look tells me it’s something homemade. Like a metal knitting needle or maybe a piece of steel twisted from the interior frame of one of the room’s chairs or sofas.

      Either way, it’s long and sharp and definitely not something I want getting jabbed into me.

      I start to roll to one side, but the girl is fast. She plunges the spike down hard into the side of my neck. It finds its target below my red collar, where my neck curves into my collarbone. Then she does it again. And again. And then a fourth time. And a fifth.

      The girl’s eyes are wide and excited—almost happy. As if she’s a vessel for pent-up anger and has been waiting her whole life to make this kill.

      The girls in the circle around us gasp. Normally, in a situation like this, they’d be shocked at the sight of blood.

      In this case, they’re shocked at its absence.

      With a coyote howl and raw, animal fury, the girl wails on my neck four or five more times with her pointed weapon. On the final strike, the needle clinks and bends. The girls must figure it hit my collar. That’s what I figure must have happened as well.

      Except I can feel the cool, defiant firmness of a patch of scales running down my neck.

      Confused and probably frustrated at her failure, my attacker’s wide eyes narrow into a pair of puzzled squints.

      And then, in a flash, she’s hauled off me and flung to the side. She slides to a stop at the feet of the circle of girls around us.

      A pair of hands hooks under my arms and drags me backward through the parting circle of staring, now-quiet girls. The heels of my boots bump and thump on the floor before I’m planted into one of the deep, puffy chairs.

      I sink into the soft, mushy cushion and am nearly swallowed whole. The same hands that brought me over here reach down and help me work my way up to a seating position.

      It takes a few seconds, but I’m able to blink the world back into focus.

      The girl standing over me has skin nearly as dark and polished as the glass in the Crystalbay buildings. Her eyes are soft and bright. Her hair is dreadlocked on one side and shaved close to her head on the other. A thick gold hoop dangles from each earlobe. Like most of the other girls, the tops of her ears have been sliced off.

      The girl crosses her legs and sits down on the floor next to me. She has her eyes locked onto my assailants, who are milling about and muttering on the far side of the room. With the tension deflated, they’re chattering with each other and pretending I didn’t nearly beat the shit out of all of them, despite being massively outnumbered.

      The girl with the homemade dagger is sitting on the floor, staring at her bent weapon, and nursing a bloody nose.

      The girl who rescued me doesn’t turn her head when she says, “Don’t listen to Berryl. You’re not a Stray.”

      “Thanks.”

      “But you aren’t a Stormport princess anymore, either.”

      “I was never a princess,” I sigh.

      “Says the girl who was rescued by a dragon.”

      “There was no dragon,” I insist.

      “If you say so.”

      I wince and rub my sore knuckles. “You heard about that?”

      “You’re kidding, right? The fight outside the Den is all anyone has been talking about for days. The fight and the fire.”

      “It was dark. It’s not like there were a lot of people around.”

      “There were enough to fill up the burn-unit at the clinic.”

      I bite my lip. I’m thankful for Arson. He probably saved my life. I never intended for him to do it by taking the lives of others.

      This girl must be reading my mind. She pats my knee and tells me not to worry. “No one died.”

      I shrug and pretend I don’t care one way or the other. “Hey,” I tell her. “Thanks for the help.”

      “No problem.” I start to ask why she helped me, but she cuts me off with a raised, rigid hand. “There’s a pecking order in here. A hierarchy. Like in all the Crystalbay Pens. New Darlings have to find their place. Some of the older Darlings like to make sure that place isn’t at the top with them.” She rubs the tip of her finger absently along the streaked and tarnished surface of her red Darling collar.

      “Top, bottom, or middle,” I tell her. “I don’t care. I don’t want to be in any of them. What I want is to get out of here.”

      “Where would you go?”

      I roll my eyes because it’s such a dumb question. I open my mouth to answer, but then I close it again because it’s such an excellent question.

      “That’s what I thought,” the girl says. For the first time, she takes her eyes off the girls across the room and turns her full attention to me. She leans in, squints, and says, “Huh.”

      “What is it?”

      “Nothing. For a second there, your eyes looked silver.”

      “Really?”

      She pulls away and blinks a few times. Then, she leans back in and shakes her head again. “No. Now I’d have to say, ‘cinnamon with some speckles of emerald green.’ Must’ve been a trick of the light.”

      “Must’ve been.”

      “My name is Terrella. You’ve met Berryl, Wrenda, and her sister Hallara.”

      I rub the back of my aching head and reach around to inspect the bruise I can feel forming on my butt. “It was a pain in the ass to make their acquaintance.”

      Terrella smiles and flicks her eyes to the other side of the room where Berryl has begun to stare threatening, long-distance daggers at me. Terrella reaches over and pokes my red collar. “You really don’t have these over there?”

      “No.”

      “It saved your life just now. If little Aventi had enough sense to stab you anywhere other than your neck…”

      I almost tell her about how the horrible red collar had nothing to do with it. Instead, I bite my lip and tell her that these collars are life takers, not lifesavers and that I’m not anyone’s pet.

      “There are worse things to be.”

      My eyebrows launch skyward. “Like what?”

      “Like a bargaining chip. Merchandise. Trade bait.”

      “I’m not any of that.”

      “Says the girl who’s going to be married off next year.”

      “You know about the Transaction?”

      “We hear things.”

      “Well, here’s something you probably haven’t heard: mine is off.”

      Terrella drops her smile and scans my eyes.

      “It’s true,” I tell her. “One of the many things that’s turned my life upside down and inside out in the past few days.”

      Sighing, I return to inspecting my various cuts, bruises, and contusions. My scales have been good about saving me, but that doesn’t mean they’ve been perfect. I’m tough but hardly indestructible.

      Terrella asks me if I’ve been assigned a Handler and wags a finger in a circle. “You know, someone to get you out of here and take you on.”

      “No.”

      “It’ll probably be Pax. Lucky.”

      Sighing, I let myself be swallowed by the marshmallow-soft beanbag chair. “I appreciate the help. And the advice, too. But being owned and being lucky don’t belong in the same sentence.”

      “A lot of things don’t,” she sighs. “But we don’t have the power to write our own stories.”

      Not yet, I think to myself. Not yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            67

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

        

    

    







            COMING AND GOING

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I spend another four days in this room with its complement of moody, angry, gorgeously dressed, red-collared girls.

      Every day, Handlers show up. They pick up their Darlings, take them away, and return them a few hours later. The Handlers are mostly single men, but there are male-male and male-female couples as well. At least five or six of the Handlers have been single women.

      Which is both odd, puzzling, and disturbing. I’ve got to figure these same women were once red-collared, elegantly dressed girls like the ones being held here in the Den. I would have figured that an experience like that would sour the older women on the whole idea of Darlings and Dens. But they stride in with confidence and bravado, as if they’ve graduated, as if they’ve somehow aged out of their oppression and have transitioned to live happily ever after as the oppressors.

      They may not have Handlers, themselves, or the insecurity and the fear of the unknown like they did when they were in Pens like this one. But they still have the collars.

      I’ve never seen a Crystalbay female without one.

      I wonder if Queen Norland, Pax’s mom, has one.

      In a lot of cases, some of the girls here in the Pen haven’t wanted to go with their Handler. They resist. They dig in their heels and refuse to budge. A few times, the Handler has been able to smooth-talk them into coming with them. They make promises about extra rations, better conditions when they get home, and a future of freedom.

      Sometimes it works.

      Other times, the girl won’t fall for it. She’ll dash around the room or hide behind her friends. When that happens, the Paladins are called in. Their servos whirring under their gray armor, they shoulder their way into the room and past the helpless Handler.

      The defiant Darling winds up being hauled out, and anyone who objects or tries to help her gets slammed back by the Paladins. When physical force isn’t enough, they tap a button on the back of their gauntlets, and the red collars on the reluctant girl fire a piercing shock into her neck.

      The girl’s muscles lock up, her hands contort into claws, and she winds up curled in a quivering crescent and drooling on the floor.

      Every day, a few more Darlings come or go. Two or three times now, the ones who have left haven’t come back.

      I ask Terrella what it means when they go away and don’t come back.

      She shrugs and tells me she doesn’t know. “But probably something really good or else really bad.”

      “Have you ever been taken away?”

      “Once. For extra training. It was one-on-one with a special Handler. I was supposed to be learning manners, respect, obedience.” Terrella rolls her eyes. “You know—the whole brainwashing thing. Anyway, he hit me. I hit him back. I got hauled back to the Pen, and I’ve been here ever since.”

      “How long were you outside of here?”

      “Who knows? Time doesn’t matter when you don’t have control over what you do with it.” Her smile is one of amusement, but there’s a nugget of sadness in it. Sadness and a loss of hope.

      At one point, when we’re lounging in a pair of plush, deep, velvety-soft beanbag chairs at the far end of the long, pristine room, a pair of Handlers comes in to take away another Darling. The Handlers—a toweringly tall woman and a nearly-as-tall man—hold hands and beam warm smiles into the room.

      This girl is compliant. Her name is Hestride. She’s meek and keeps to herself. I tried to talk to her a few times, but she answered with grunts and downcast eyes. She’s not happy at the sight of the Handlers, but she smooths out her floral, floor-length, turquoise tulle dress and leaves without a fuss. Defeated. Resigned. The smiles of pleasure on her Handlers’ faces are a right-side-up replica of the downhearted frown on hers.

      I ask Terrella why it keeps happening, this coming and going. She tells me it’s for supplemental training. “The girls here are mostly Second-rounders.”

      When I ask what that is, she explains that the girls in this particular Pen—and the many others like it on this floor—are considered to be among the most defiant, the least obedient, and the hardest to train. “Like me. They get extra lessons and assessments. After a couple of weeks or months, they’re usually ready to get transferred to a lower-level Pen or else back to their Handler’s home.”

      She directs my attention one at a time to each of the dozen or so girls on the far side of the room. One by one, she tells me their stories.

      She tells me about how this one has a defiance disorder and about how that one is afraid of her own shadow. Pointing at each girl, she rattles off a list of every problem they have: “She was abused. She’s a picky eater. She thinks she owns the place. That one has bad allergies. That one had a broken ankle that didn’t heal right. That one over there…she’s great until she gets startled, and then she’s a holy terror. That one goes to the bathroom wherever she likes, and that one in the yellow dress…she bites.”

      “Bites?”

      “Hard.”

      “I can’t tell if this is a lounge or a prison.”

      Terrella wags a finger at me. “Don’t judge.”

      “If we don’t judge,” I fire back, “how the hell are we ever going to get justice?” Before she answers, I add, “And if we can’t get justice, we can forget about freedom.”

      Terrella’s unblinking eyes meet mine. At last, she answers with a reluctant nod.

      Leaning forward, I have a long look around the room. Except for the fight in my first thirty seconds in here, the girls have left me alone. They haven’t said a word to me. They barely make eye contact.

      I expected to get jumped going to the bathroom or eating or having a shower, but no—they’ve given me a wide berth.

      The fact that they’ve been keeping their distance is both welcome and creepy. I’m glad to be left alone, but it’s also a status quo much like the centuries-old one between Stormport and Crystalbay: The tenuous, fragile, and vulnerable status quo that at this very moment, is getting ready to explode into war.

      Broaching the subject with Terrella, I wonder out loud if maybe the girls in here are afraid of me.

      I’ve been wondering that—among other things—since I was shoved in here. But I’ve spent my time keeping to myself and talking as little as possible. Terrella tried to get me talking early on, but I resisted. It’s only now, after having taken some time to settle in and get my bearings and my balance, that I’ve felt comfortable enough to open up to her.

      Terrella assures me that the girls aren’t afraid of me. “These girls have been through more than you know. They aren’t afraid of anyone.”

      Then, I start thinking maybe they’ve been giving me space out of respect.

      Terrella tells me that’s not the case, either. “They don’t know you well enough to respect you.”

      If that’s not it, I figure maybe they’re biding their time, waiting for an opportunity to assess my strength and my character before deciding to pounce.

      “That’s not it, either,” Terrella guarantees me with a teasing laugh.

      “Then what is it?”

      “You’re a Stormporter and a Stray.”

      “I thought Strays were bad.”

      “They are. If you’re a man with control issues. Which is all of them.”

      I laugh at that, but then I remember Weston and all he’s done for me and what he’s become because of me. I remind Terrella what I’ve already told her about Weston. She reluctantly concedes that, “Okay. Maybe there are a few good ones. It’s not enough to be good, though. You also have to stand up against what’s not good.”

      “He did that.”

      Over the past few days, I haven’t told her about the trip my friends and I took into the Cursewoods to meet Arson, but I have told her everything about Weston annulling our Transaction and basically ruining his own life to try to save mine.

      I can’t take not knowing anymore, so I ask Terrella point blank: “If the girls in here aren’t pissed at me and aren’t afraid of me…if they’re not repulsed by me and if they don’t disrespect me, what the hell do they think about me?”

      “They admire you.”

      “They admire me?”

      Terrella leans in. Her eyes scan the room of lounging, whispering, sleeping, and imprisoned girls. “The last time girls were free—I mean really free—was in the Days of Dragons.”

      “That was five hundred years ago.”

      She turns from the large room of girls and pins her eyes to mine. “Yeah. And from what we’ve been hearing about you, those days might be back.”
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      Life has become boring and routine with more downtime and less to do than I’ve ever experienced.

      I can see out of the room’s single, long, floor-to-ceiling window. I know the weather and the approximate time of day or night, but that’s about it. I don’t know what’s happening with my friends or what everyone is saying about me and my predicament. I don’t know if the full Stormport Council has been meeting to determine my ultimate fate, or if they’re happy with this new status quo—even if it means I’m locked in here for the rest of my life while the world and Arson go on without me.

      And I sure as hell don’t know what my uncle and the king and queen of Crystalbay expect from me.

      Are they going to force me to marry Pax instead of Weston?

      Are they going to have me killed as a condition of returning our two lands to the delicate, five-hundred-year-old status quo?

      Are they going to have me adopted by a Crystalbay family, trained as a Darling and, eventually released into semi-servitude as a Belle?

      Or are they happy to have me stay a Stray and keep me locked up and out of their way for the rest of my life?

      I’d love to imagine a positive outcome, but I can’t think of any.

      On what I think is the seventh or eighth day of my life as a prisoner, a pair of Paladins appears at the door. This time, there are no Handlers with them. The two men, packed into their flinty gray armor, wave for me to stand up and come with them.

      I tell them to fuck off.

      From behind me, Terrella whispers that I should go. Her voice is soft but urgent in my ear. “I’m with you. But getting yourself killed isn’t going to get the rest of us any closer to free.”

      She’s quickly proven herself to be a smart, trustworthy person and maybe even a future friend, so I follow her advice.

      Besides, I’ve seen what those shock collars can do, and I doubt any amount of dragon scales is going to stop me from winding up in pain and drooling on the floor.

      The Paladins escort me down the hall and into the elevator. When the elevator starts dropping, my stomach feels like it’s going to climb out of my body and escape through my mouth.

      I’ve always known how oddly different our two lands are. We’re farming. They’re industrial. We’re stone. They’re synth-steel. Our girls are free until they’re owned at eighteen. Their girls are pets.

      But we’re different in a much bigger way as well, one I never paid much attention to in the past:

      We’re horizontal. They’re vertical.

      It doesn’t sound like much, but it means everything. Castle Lumen is tall, but it’s nothing compared to Nexus Tower. Our kingdom is mostly single-story dwellings, farmhouses, taverns, markets, forges, barns, and expanses of orchards and farmland.

      In Stormport, a girl can run into the woods to live happily ever after with her dragon. In Crystalbay, a girl can get trapped in a sky-scraping tower with what feels like a million miles between herself and the ground.

      I’m on the wrong side of the river with nowhere to go but down.

      In a life full of uncertainty, one thing is for sure: I’ll never get used to these elevators—these metallic, up-and-down, moving rooms.

      And I really hope I don’t have the opportunity to get used to them.

      I manage to keep my insides to myself as the elevator plummets.

      After a whispered stop, the doors ping open. The Paladins flank me as we walk along a hallway with glossy silver walls and polished black doors on either side. The servos and enhancers in the Paladins’ armor buzz like bees in a bag. Halfway down the hall, the Paladins stop me at a door with the words, “HOLDING HOUSE 2A” embossed in red on the wall.

      The door hisses open, and they shove me into a small, windowless room. They step back into the hallway as the door slides shut between us.

      In the small room, a blinding white light beams down from a series of overhead panels. I squint, and it takes a second for my eyes to adjust to the painful glare.

      It’s a clean room, but it’s also a scary one. My chest tightens at the sight. There are steel hoops bolted neck-high along three of the four walls. Six cube-shaped onyx-black stools sit in a semi-circle. A dozen thick chains, evenly spaced out, hang from the ceiling. There are menacing ankle cuffs bolted to the ground and straps of leather riveted to the floor next to them. A little over head-high, a metallic red band runs the length of each wall, and it’s like the entire room is wearing a Darling collar.

      I’m hoping the recessed, square cut-out in the floor in the far corner isn’t supposed to be a toilet, but it probably is.

      I don’t know what they have in mind for me, but in my head, I’m already tortured.

      I whip around when the door opens behind me.

      Zavier, himself, strides in and stands in front of me. He looks happy to see me. But not good happy. Not happy like a reunion with an old friend or even like a stranger bearing good news.

      More like the happiness of a blood wolf stalking a bunny.

      He draws a foot-long dagger from a sheath on his belt. The weapon’s handle is obsidian black. Its blade is silver steel. Like many of their weapons here, its tip glows green like it’s been dipped in luminescent algae scraped from the bottom of the Paroxic Sea.

      Still holding onto his wolfish grin, he warns me not to try anything. “It’s not a regular dagger, Ynarra. It can cut through armor.” He waves the dagger around in front of his face. “Any kind of armor, actually. Steel. Chainmail. Scales.”

      He says “scales” like it’s an afterthought that he wants to make sure I’ve noticed.

      As I stand motionless in the middle of the room, he walks in a slow circle around me. I follow him with my eyes, although my focus is less on him and more on the eerily glowing weapon in his hand.

      I’m used to being around bladed weapons. This thing shouldn’t scare me, but it does.

      Zavier shakes his head as he comes to a stop in front of me. “What were you doing down there in the Den last week?”

      “I was there for Pax.”

      “Something tells me you were there for me.”

      “I don’t even know you.”

      “And yet.”

      “And yet what?”

      “And yet there you were, and now here we are.”

      I take a gulping look around at the oddly clean torture chamber. “Where are we, anyway?”

      “A Holding House. We use them as transitional places when Darlings are being moved from one Pen to another.” He catches my scowl and waves off my unspoken objection. “The Darlings aren’t slaves, Ynarra. They come here for training, the same as you train at your Battle Academy. The ones who improve get to advance. The ones who don’t…well, they get to keep trying.”

      “I’m sure they’re honored.”

      Zavier frowns and answers with a crisp, “Hm.”

      Whatever injuries he got from our fight in the alleyway outside the Den seem to have healed. He’s neatly dressed in the same brand of tailored, form-fitting off-white suit he was wearing when I first met him. His tie, belt, shoes, and even the buttons on his shirt are black. The only new pops of color are two round badges—one blue, one yellow—pinned, one on top of the other, onto the lapel of his jacket. They weren’t there when we met the first time. He catches me looking at them and drums each one of the badges with his fingertips. “Advisor to the Queen. Chief of War. I can’t wear them down in the Den.” He snorts up a half-laugh and says that’s not entirely true. “I can wear them. But they’d reinforce my status, and the Den is a status-free zone. No Royalty. No Darlings. No Strays.”

      He says the last word like he’s trying to provoke a response, like he wants me to get my hackles up and challenge him. It’s a game. One whose rules I don’t know. Even if I did, I’m not interested in playing.

      “You can’t keep me here forever, you know,” I tell him.

      “Well, that’s not entirely true. But that’s not the plan.”

      “Then what is? Why punish me and not Pax? Why go to war over something as stupid as us seeing each other for a little while?”

      “We both know that’s not what this is about.” He catches my eye and nods. “You know what it is about, though, don’t you?”

      “Power.”

      “I’m impressed. Listen, Ynarra. Power isn’t infinite. It’s not shared. If you want yours back, you’re going to have to take it from the ones who have it.”

      “And how am I supposed to do that, exactly? I’m a girl in a collar.”

      “Correction. You’re a girl in a collar who’s been bonding with a dragon.”

      It takes all my strength to stop my jaw from dropping to the floor.

      Zavier holds up a hand to stop me from objecting. “Throughout our history, from the days long before Kottori to now, people have sought power.” He shakes his head as if to correct himself. “Men have sought power. Weak men. Fearful, insecure men with an addiction to power and control—it’s not an ideal combination. The only time in that history when anyone was immune to the seductive nature of power was over five hundred years ago. The ones who resisted were girls. That time can happen again. But it’s not going to happen without a girl. And a dragon.” He pauses to lick his lips. “And a war.”

      The idea of a war between Stormport and Crystalbay has been around so long that it’s hardly been worth paying attention to. It’s always there, a threat so constant that it’s become as reliable as the river, as breathable as the air, and as unnoticeable and forgettable as the gold-framed portraits hanging all around Castle Lumen.

      Except now that it’s here, it’s personal. Everyone I know is about to suffer. A lot of them will die. My friends at the Academy. Their families. Nurse Vaille. Even Uncle Jorus.

      My throat tightens, but I refuse to cry. “People are going to die. Everyone says it’s my fault.”

      Zavier looks at me for a long time. At last, he shakes his head and sighs. “People will die. I won’t lie to you about that part. But it’s not your fault. It’s your gift.”

      “My gift?”

      “You know. Like an ability or a birthday present. Like an egg.” He reaches out and runs the blade of his dagger along my forearm. “Or like dragon scales.”

      I gasp without meaning to. He seems to know more about everything than I do. That’s bad enough. But he also seems to know more about me than I do. That pisses me off. I can’t decide between being impressed, surprised, shocked, terrified, or furious.

      I decide on furious.

      I lash out and try to knock the dagger from Zavier’s hand. He parries my attack with the speed, skill, and casual confidence of one of my fencing teachers back at the Battle Academy.

      In a single motion, he cups his hand around my neck just above my red Darling collar. He drives me backward and slams me back-first against the far wall. My shoulders hit hard, and bells ring in my head.

      Smiling into my face, Zavier tells me he would have been disappointed in me if I hadn’t tried.

      I bend at the waist and gush out a breath as he releases me. He sheathes his dagger and strides toward the door. The door slides open, and he stops and turns to face me. He flicks a thumb at the two huge Paladins in their gray armor and white tunics stationed outside the door. “In case you get any ideas about trying to escape, these gentlemen will be right here. Like your knights over in Stormport, they won’t leave their post without orders. And I’m ordering them to stay right where they are. No matter what.”

      He puts a funny emphasis on the “no matter what” part, which doesn’t bother me nearly as much as the fact that he winks at me when he says it.

      What, exactly, in the Under Realm is going on here?

      The two huge, armored Paladins step to the side to allow Zavier to pass. Then, they resume their posts as the door hisses shut, locking me alone in the torturous Holding House of chains, bright lights, cube stools, a recessed toilet corner, metal hoops, and leather belts.

      I’ve got nothing to keep me company except for despair and the future of pain and death my stupid imagination has conjured.
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      I spend hours pacing the floor of the small room.

      It’s scorching hot in here. There’s no ventilation of any kind. The searing, overhead white light hurts my eyes and has given me a headache I think I might have for the rest of my life.

      Our torches and lanterns back home don’t produce anything close to this kind of relentlessly intense light. I’m thankful for that.

      Like Nurse Vailles says, “Brighter isn’t always better.”

      I investigate everything in the room: the hard walls and floor—all hot to the touch. The blocky stools. The iron rings on the walls. The chains. The leather straps. It’s obviously dedicated to holding people—girls—against their will while men decide their fate.

      It’s a depressing revelation. Depressing and scary.

      I take a seat on one of the sharp-edged black cubes and try to even out my breathing. I rest the backs of my hands on my knees, close my eyes, and tilt my head back. My heart and lungs aren’t cooperating, though. Too much has happened. So much has gone horribly wrong, and it feels like the worst is yet to come.

      My imagination overwhelms me with vivid pictures of the terrors I’m sure are about to rain down on me. I imagine being chained, discarded, abused, traded, and tortured. I envision myself suffering broken bones, flayed skin, searing shocks, and eventually praying for death when confronted with a lifetime of slavery.

      I picture my protective scales failing me as I’m subjected to cruel, excruciating, and unbearable physical pain.

      None of it’s happened yet, but in the waking nightmares invading my mind, it feels like it already has.

      I wish I had a set of scales in my head to protect me from myself.

      In the middle of a flood of uncertainty and hopelessness, the sound of people talking outside the door startles me to attention. Pushing myself up from the black cube-stool, I curl my fingers into fists at my sides and assume a fighting stance.

      If it’s Zavier again, I’m going to do what I should have done before: attack him with screams, flying fists, and the desperate fury of someone who’s got death nipping at her heels.

      If it’s Pax, I’ll get violent.

      The door thunks unlocked and slides open with a slow, breathy hiss.

      I brace myself to get taunted by Zavier, hauled away by Pax, or charged at by Paladin guards.

      Instead, two girls burst into the room as if they’re fleeing from a forest fire. One of the girls is tall, blonde, and lanky. The other is shorter. She has a shag of black hair curtaining her pale, round face.

      “Verse? Kayde? What the⁠—?”

      Smashing straight into me, Verse loops her long arms around my neck and squeals in my ear. “It’s a rescue mission, dummy.”

      It takes some effort, but I manage to disentangle myself and push her off. “How in the Under Realm did you get in here?”

      Standing next to her, Kayde grins wide enough to bring a rush of color to her ghost-white cheeks. “We had help.”

      The two girls step aside and direct my attention to the shadowy figure behind them. He’s standing between the two Paladins, who are either unconscious or dead in a heap on the floor. His green hood shields most of his facial features, but there’s no mistaking the young man behind the shadows.

      “Torren?”

      “He’s resourceful,” Verse gushes. “It was his idea to sneak over here and rescue you!”

      “He killed those guards?”

      “They’re not dead,” Kayde informs me. “We checked.”

      “What did you do to them?”

      Verse’s forehead wrinkles like my question caught her by surprise. “We didn’t do anything to them. They were like that when we got here.”

      I have a dozen more questions, but I can’t even get the first one out as Verse yanks the sleeve of my shirt hard enough to stagger me. “Come on! We need to get the hell out of here.”

      And get the hell out of there we do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            70

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

        

    

    







            PASSAGEWAYS

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      With his face still buried in shadow, Torren leads us to the far end of the corridor to a steel door. He pushes the crash bar and leads us through to a narrow set of sleek black stairs with a matching handrail riveted to a slick white wall. The hollow, sterile stairwell goes up in one direction and down in the other.

      “We’re only one floor up from ground level,” Verse assures me as she follows Torren down the descending flight of stairs.

      My head was already spinning. Being told that I’ve been maybe twenty or thirty feet from the ground is equal parts disorienting and liberating.

      How do the people here live without knowing how close or far they are from the earth?

      I skitter down behind Torren and Verse, with Kayde right behind me. At the bottom, Torren eases open a second silver door—this one is as thick as one of Castle Lumen’s exterior doors—and peers outside. With no one in sight, we follow him out of the building and into a quiet laneway. I expect he’s going to lead us out to the main road, which would be colossally stupid. I can see dozens of Crystalbayers passing back and forth on foot or in those stealthy white mag-vans.

      It's dark out, but the mag-vans and the floating blue lights lining the street strip away any cover four fugitives like us would desperately need.

      “Not that way,” Torren tells me.

      He waves me toward where Kayde and Verse are already pulling up a silver grate from the ground. Shoulder to shoulder, the girls heave the heavy vent cover up and push it open. Restrained by a pair of chains on either side, it clanks to a stop at a forty-five degree angle.

      Verse points to the vertical steel ladder disappearing into the darkness below. “It’s how Torren got us in,” she explains.

      Turning, she backs down the ladder. Kayde follows her, and Torren tells me to go next. When I hesitate, he reminds me about the network of secret staircases and passageways back in Stormport.

      “There are hidden passageways everywhere in our lives,” he says with a wry smile.

      “Tell me about it.”

      I scramble down the ladder. Torren eases the big silver grill back into place. It nestles down with a light clank as he follows me down.

      At the bottom, he leads us through an underground network of sloshing sewers, narrow access corridors, and a host of worker access pathways. The tunnels are dark and cramped. Torren’s hand lantern is on, but it must be on its lowest setting since the flame is thumb-sized, and I can barely make out the outline of his body in front of me.

      Moving as fast as we can in the confined space, the three of us keep bumping into each other. We stumble, get tangled up, and shift around so we can keep our forward momentum going.

      Despite the urgent jostling, my confusion, and the tangible fear in the stuffy air, it’s the freest I’ve felt in a long time.

      After what feels like an hour of exhausting, hunched-over, and winding walking, we climb up another ladder and end up in some kind of a tool or maintenance shed. Moonlight from a small window reveals coiled ropes on hooks hanging from the walls and shelves full of netting and fishing gear.

      Kayde reaches over and runs a finger along my red Darling collar. “This is new. A gift from Pax?”

      “I don’t know what the opposite of a gift is, but this is it.”

      “Don’t complain,” Verse teases. “You’ve always looked good in red accessories.”

      Before I can respond—and possibly punch Verse in the face—Torren calls us over to the door. He nudges it open, and the four of us step out into a Crystalbay marina.

      Kayde points down the length of the long pier in front of us to where a small dugout canoe, bobbing in the water, is tied to a metallic pier post. It’s maybe two hundred yards from us, but I recognize its shape. It’s one of the boats the Stormport Curators use when they have to ferry messages across the river.

      “We came over in that,” Kayde informs me.

      Made from harvested lime trees, the boat is about as basic as it gets. It’s big enough to hold two people. Maybe three.

      “There are four of us,” I say out loud.

      Verse tells me not to worry. “Torren says we can do it.”

      Surprisingly, that comforts me. Although I’m deep in heart-racing panic mode, I take a beat to wonder who’s going to get to sit on Torren’s lap.

      Get out of your head, Ynarra. Survive first. Fantasize later.

      Under the cover of darkness, the four of us sneak along one of the glossy black piers running parallel to the river.

      Hugging the guardrail, we keep our eyes open and our heads on a swivel, on constant lookout for any Crystalbayers or Paladins who might be around. I’m trying to get my bearings, but it’s hard to do in a place I hardly know. I don’t think we’re far from where I was first off-loaded a week ago on my forced trip from Stormport to Crystalbay.

      I bite my lip as a wave of nervous energy washes over me. I don’t know what happened to those two Paladin guards back there, but chances are, Pax and Zavier know about our escape by now.

      When we hear voices, the four of us stop behind a head-high stack of metal crates. After a quick peek, Verse tells us it’s okay. “Sailors or something. They’re way down on the other end. No way they can see us from there.”

      Trusting her, we continue down the pier in a crouched line.

      The river water makes sucking sounds as it laps at the hulls of the sleek boats lining the Crystalbay slips. Torren’s little boat isn’t more than about twenty yards away.

      That’s all that’s separating us from freedom.

      Well, that and the small, windowless harbor station in front of us. And the river. And the probability of sinking and getting eaten by River Ghouls.

      Individually, each may be an easy obstacle. Together, they’re deadly.

      Four teenagers plus a small skiff plus a raging river…it’s not a good equation.

      As we inch around the boxy harbor station, I’m in front, which means I’m the one who slams face-first into Pax’s chest.
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      Pax draws a small but deadly-looking crossbow from under his gray trench coat and waves it at us. The gel-tipped bolts in the weapon’s barrel-shaped feeding chamber glow green in the crisp night air.

      Whatever I was planning on screaming gets stuck in my throat.

      Torren leaps in front of me and spreads his arms wide.

      “For someone who’s not supposed to get involved,” Pax sneers at Torren, “you sure find lots of ways to get involved.”

      Torren doesn’t respond. I didn’t expect him to.

      Curators don’t answer.

      I move forward to stand next to Torren. “Pax, what are you doing? You should be helping me, not Zavier. You’re supposed to be on my side.”

      Pax narrows his eyes and snorts up a half-laugh. He waves his crossbow toward Stormport and back at us. “Ynarra, we’re literally on opposite sides.”

      I risk taking a small step forward and extending my hand toward him. “You and me is all we need. Remember?”

      “Not anymore,” he says, ignoring my advancing step and my offered hand. “There are bigger things happening here. Bigger than any of us.”

      From behind me, Kayde asks him to let us go. She points to Torren’s small boat bobbing in the water. “No one needs to know.”

      “Wrong,” Pax snaps. “Everyone needs to know.”

      He smiles as four Crystalbay Paladins stride up and form a semi-circle behind him.

      The machinery embedded in their armor hums as the all-male entourage of armed guards raises their green-tipped swords and spears.

      I know I shouldn’t hesitate. I should attack Pax now while I have the chance. I should leap at him with the rage and energy I was planning on unleashing on Zavier back in the Holding House.

      If it hadn’t been for the last year of sneaking around with him, maybe that’s exactly what I’d do.

      But those chest-fires he lit inside me so long ago have been slow to die.

      So I hesitate.

      In the space of my split-second lapse, Pax fires his crossbow.

      With a cough of sea-foam green mist, two black bolts sizzle through the space between us.

      Both shots hit Torren in the middle of the chest. He reels back into my arms, his body limp. The impact nearly knocks the wind out of me, and it does knock me off my feet.

      Torren winds up flat on his back, his dark eyes blurred and pinned to the night sky. The bolts have lodged side by side in his chest. The front of his Curator’s tunic crackles hot and glows green. His open eyes go unnaturally dark until they’re staring and lifeless. He doesn’t move as I scramble to disentangle myself and try to get to my feet.

      I give his shoulder an urgent shake and cry out his name as I start to stand. His eyes stay open. He doesn’t move.

      He doesn’t feel gone, but I know he is, and it’s like a slab of my soul has broken away and has crashed down into the abyss.

      For a short time, Torren has been a mysterious but guiding light in my life. And now, that light has been extinguished—forever. My lungs burn, and my throat seizes up at the thought.

      The edges of the holes in his tunic sizzle a toxic green around the shafts of the two crossbow bolts. As I finally push myself to my feet, a glint of light from his skin under the fabric catches my eye. No. It’s not light. It’s a reflection of light. It’s bouncing off a patch of small, overlapping plates. No. Not plates.

      Scales?

      Could this be something other than the end?

      On my feet now, I strain to turn my attention from the fallen Curator and back to Pax and the Paladins.

      Kayde and Verse whip out their daggers. I join them in a line between Pax and Torren’s prone, unmoving body.

      I don’t know what we expect to do. I’m an escaped prisoner. We’re girls. We’re off-guard. We’re surrounded. We’re outnumbered. I’m finding it hard to imagine a way out of this waking nightmare.

      Pax’s eyes droop at the corners. He looks genuinely sad and sounds choked up when he tells me what a mess I’ve made of things.

      My own eyes go wide. “Me?”

      “All you had to do was give in. Wear the collar. Follow the rules. Be a Darling. Complete your Obedience Training. And everything would have been fine. I promised you that. And now you’ve put me in the one position I didn’t want to be in.”

      “And what position is that?”

      Pax squints and takes aim at me, his crossbow pointed straight at the middle of my chest. “The one where you’re worth more dead than alive.”

      Scowling, Verse dares to take a step forward. “Wait. Are you threatening her?”

      Pax’s lip curls up at the corner. “I guess I am, Verse.”

      Stepping up next to me on my other side, Kayde growls at Pax. “Big mistake, Pax. Big. Dumb. Mistake.”

      Dismissing the girls with a scoffing snort, he motions to the Paladins. Whatever order he’s about to give them is interrupted by a splintering screech and the mini-sonic boom of tight leathery wings slicing through the night sky.
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      Arson streaks overhead. He banks hard around the mast of one of the tall, docked Crystalbay boats. He pins his wings to his sides as he dives toward Pax and the Paladins.

      Cutting through the air, the dragon catches Pax in the shoulder with his piercing talons. Bleeding and screaming, Pax spirals off and slams down onto the boardwalk.

      It’s dark, and the Paladins are startled. They know they’re supposed to keep their weapons trained on us, but this new, terrifying threat from above has thrown them into a fit of blind panic.

      Swinging back around, Arson unleashes a wide blast of white-hot flames that sends the Paladins scattering.

      Two of them wind up engulfed in Arson’s sizzling blaze. The armored men shriek and roll on the ground. One of them, clearly in excruciating agony, clambers to his feet and leaps over the pier’s railing and into the river. Under a hiss of fire, he disappears beneath the churning water.

      Up on the pier, the big Paladin—the same one who put this collar on me a week ago—dives to the side to escape the blast and rolls to his knees.

      I shout, “No!” as he unslings that massive crossbow from his back. As big as I thought it was strapped to his back, it’s even bigger in his armored hands.

      Overhead, Arson has banked away but is coming back around for another pass. He’s flying low, his powerful wings stirring up a spray of water from the river below.

      Before I can move or shout to warn Arson, the giant Paladin peers down the length of his crossbow and fires. In a blur, he repeats the action two, then three more times. The arrows hiss over the water, just missing the rapidly advancing dragon.

      Arson opens his wings wide to slow himself down. About a hundred feet from the edge of the pier, he hovers over the river for a second before beating his wings hard to get higher up and away from the Paladin’s deadly weapon.

      The Paladin is cold as ice and focused as a cobra. That crossbow of his is bigger than any handheld weapon I’ve ever seen. I’ve seen catapults that don’t look as big and ox yokes that don’t look as strong. He fires the weapon again. And again. And again.

      One of the arrows pierces the dragon’s wing. Arson cries out. The second and third arrows miss. The fourth hits him square in the chest. Arson is strong, but he’s still young and not very big. The arrow pierces his chest and explodes, coating his scales in a syrupy green glow. The impact jars him out of his flight pattern.

      Screeching, he plummets toward the water in a death spiral.

      I scream as he crashes into Misery River and disappears beneath the inky waves.
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      My screams are sucked down into the whitecapped river with Arson. My tears burst forth to join the rushing water.

      Free from Arson’s attack, the remaining Paladins gather themselves. One of them got lucky and escaped the brunt of Arson’s wrath. The one in the water has managed to latch onto a ladder. He climbs up and joins his partners. They rally around the giant shooter and cheer him on for taking down the dragon.

      Their celebration doesn’t last long—only a second before they return their attention to us.

      After a few seconds of confidence, bravado, and hope—we’re shocked at the suddenness of our total and absolute defeat.

      Stunned, Kayde, Verse, and I are swarmed and overpowered by the techno-enhanced Paladins. We don’t resist. We’re too paralyzed with agony and too defeated to think there might be a victory here. We’re crying, but they’re silent tears, as if they don’t believe what has happened and aren’t ready for this to be the end.

      Everything about me—my eyes, my throat, my skin, my entire body—feels on fire.

      The Paladins throw us into a mag-van and drive us right back to Nexus Tower.

      Red-eyed and trembling, Kayde, Verse, and I hold each other in the back seat. Now, with Torren’s and Arson’s bodies behind us and the unknown in front, our tears fall. Hard. The reality of the deaths we’ve seen sinks in and compounds the shock of our loss.

      The ride is a blur. Getting hauled out of the vehicle and shoveled into Nexus Tower doesn’t even register. The ride up the elevator is nauseating, but this time it’s more than motion sickness. It’s the illness of futility and the sickness of being beaten.

      The Paladins killed Arson without a thought. They murdered him exactly as their ancestors murdered his.

      And Pax did the same to Torren.

      The permanence and pointlessness of their deaths haunt me and threaten to smother my soul.

      Seeing Torren and Arson shot like that, being struck down with those sinister green-tipped arrows…it’s as if someone came along—casual and cruel—and exposed my strongest beliefs as nothing but lies.

      Fairy tales can be dismissed, forgotten, manipulated, or exposed as the flawed fantasies of a forgotten past. They can even be killed.

      If that’s true, though, then how come they’re always around?

      I can’t answer my own question, but the thought that fairy tales are immortal sparks the tiniest bit of hope deep inside my broken heart.

      That and those scales…

      Staggering out of the elevator, Kayde, Verse, and I remain at the complete and total mercy of Pax and the Paladins. As if to emphasize our helplessness, the Paladins clamp red Darling collars onto Kayde and Verse.

      The girls are too dazed in body to object and too weakened in soul to fight back.

      Limping from Arson’s attack, Pax follows along behind us while his Paladins herd the three of us down the hall and into the Pen.

      Behind us, Pax doesn’t say a word. The closed door and the thunderbolt clank of a lock say his goodbyes for him.

      Inside the room, the Darlings stare, but no one challenges us.

      Yet.

      Terrella said the girls in here admire me. She didn’t say anything about how they’d treat two more so-called “Stormport Strays” like Kayde and Verse.

      As bad as this already is, it could definitely get worse.

      And I have a feeling it totally and absolutely will.

      Inside the Pen, Kayde is doing her best to not look distraught. It’s not working. Whatever cold veneer she usually keeps over her perfect, flawless face has fallen apart. Her eyes are flooded with uncertainty and worry. She has a long look around at the curious, hostile faces of the other girls in their flashy dresses and their bright red collars.

      Verse looks equally distressed but in her own, unique way. Normally a bastion of intimidating confidence, she now seems smaller, weaker.

      I can’t blame either of my friends. They risked their lives to rescue me. Now, we’re back where we started—where I started—and their lives are as worthless as mine. It’s as embarrassing as it is terrifying.

      As for me, I’ve been here before.

      There’s nothing charming about being in here again.

      I lead the girls to the far end of the room.

      Terrella is leaning against the wall opposite the panoramic window. She doesn’t come over to greet us. Her eyes are glassy, red, and wet. I can tell she’s happy to see me again. Happy and horrified.

      The combination has her frozen in place.

      Join the club.

      Ignoring the open plush cushion-chair next to me, I slide down next to it, my back to the wall. I drape my arms over my knees and lower my head to my forearms. The tears are building up inside of me again.

      After a few minutes—when I realize the other girls in the Pen aren’t going to bother us—I stop trying to hold my tears back. The tears should be a release, but they’re not. My eyes, throat, and chest are tighter, and they burn even hotter than before.

      Knowing I’ve left Weston alone in Stormport to face the unknown tore a piece of something out of me. Seeing Torren die ripped that piece into smaller pieces.  Seeing Arson die has burned those smaller pieces to ash.

      Now, there’s barely anything left of my heart to break.

      Kayde and Verse slide down to the floor on either side of me. Kayde puts her head on my shoulder. Verse slips her hand into mine. The three of us sit with our backs to the wall. Opposite to us, the Pen’s sprawling, floor-to-ceiling panoramic window of tinted black glass looks out over a dark, foreboding sky and reflects our images back at us. It’s a tease. A reminder. Not just that we’re trapped, but that we literally have our backs to the wall and that we’re the ones who put ourselves here.

      “You were in here before?” Kayde sniffles.

      “Yeah.”

      Looking around, Verse chokes back her own bout of tears and tries to laugh. “I guess it’s not that bad.”

      “It’s a prison,” I remind her through gritted teeth. “All prisons are bad.”

      I know the girls are looking to me for strength, something we can share to keep the three of us going.

      Any strength I had has been shot down on the Crystalbay pier and left to die in the rapids of Misery River.

      It’s only occurring to me now, but our confidence and bravado have been a façade. Yes, we’ve been trained. Yes, we can fight. But what good are jousting, fighting, or fencing when the real fight is one you can’t possibly hope to win?

      Any privileges we might have had living our old lives is long gone.

      After another few minutes, Terrella unglues herself and makes her way over to us. Kayde and Verse start to get up in an act of self-defense, but I tell them it’s okay.

      Exhausted, they resume their places seated on the floor on either side of me, their red-rimmed eyes riveted to Terrella.

      Terrella nods to me and the girls and says, “It’s started.”

      She doesn’t wait for us to ask what she means. In fact, we don’t have to ask.

      Behind her—on the other side of the long window—dozens of explosions rattle the wide wall of glass.

      Startled, the Darlings leap from their cushions or from where they’ve been leaning against the walls or lazing on the floor and dart to the window. A dozen pairs of hands press to the glass. A dozen pairs of eyes stare out in horror.

      “Our kingdoms couldn’t come to terms,” Terrella tells us with grim finality. “A long time ago, girls like us were free. I guess the men out there don’t want history to repeat itself.”

      Tilting her head toward the window, Terrella asks if we want to see.

      I tell her, “No. War is the last thing we want to see.”

      But we all know it might be the last thing we ever see.

      Straining to our feet, Kayde, Verse, and I join Terrella, and the four of us walk over to the window. The Darlings part to either side as we take our place in front of the long panel of semi-reflective glass.

      On the far side of the churning Misery River, Stormport is a tableau of dusty yellow limestone, castles, keeps, roads, gardens, homes, and hutches. It’s surrounded by stables and marketplaces and backed by orchards of towering trees and endless green fields of lush verdancy.

      The skyscraping, needle-topped towers of Crystalbay create a black and glass forest of their own.

      Between them, Misery River roils and roars along in its curving, violent surge.

      In the distance, the Scarlet Mountains rise up, jagged and topped with peaks of snow and ice.

      The Cursewoods surround and climb the Scarlet Mountains. They encroach on Stormport and fill every space between.

      What was once beautiful is now a battlefield. Burning projectiles fill the skies. It’s a thunderous crisscross of sizzling green missiles blasting Stormport while Stormport fires back with a scorching red and orange arsenal of our own.

      After five hundred years of tenuous peace, the trades and negotiations are over. There’s no more debate, waiting, or deliberating. The balance is dead. The scales are tipped.

      Arson’s gone. Weston’s gone. Torren’s gone. Pax has betrayed me. Zavier has confounded me. My friends and I are prisoners, and Stormport and Crystalbay are officially at war.
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      I’ve been crying for three days straight.

      My eyes are burning. Forget about bursting into tears. I’ve done that. It feels like I’m one more loss away from bursting into flames.

      Kayde, Verse, and I have stopped complaining about the metallic red collars clamped to our necks. We got used to them faster than I thought we would.

      We’re not forced to wear collars back home, of course. Instead, I have a jewelry armoire full of garnet, pearl, nephrite jade, opal, and onyx cable chain necklaces. I’ve got silver pearl satellite necklaces. Triple strand chokers. Gold curb chains.

      So lavish. So pretty. So expensive.

      So pointless, confining, and completely worthless.

      Jewelry like that was given to us all the time as gifts. Mine mostly came from Uncle Jorus, Pax, and Weston’s father. Several of the pieces belonged to my mother. Some of it was given to me by suitors I’d never met and delivered by Curators I never noticed.

      The necklaces were pricey, pretty, and a symbol of our value for purposes of the Transaction. We loved them without ever realizing they were just another type of collar.

      Looking back over our entire lives in Stormport, I guess we got used to a lot of bad things pretty fast.

      Locked up like this, we should be complaining, but this isn’t a dungeon like we have back home. It’s not cold, musty, or spotted with patches of fuzzy white mold. There are no stone walls, cold benches, or iron bars.

      Here, we have food, soft furniture to sleep on and lounge around on, and we have plenty of shower and bathroom breaks. Three times a day, a woman called a Matron—she wears plain gray clothes and a headscarf, but she wears a red collar like the rest of us—wheels in a cart with food and medical supplies.

      Some of the girls get special pills. One girl has a bad rash on her back. The Matron puts a white lotion on it twice a day. The Matron distributes food and drink to us and then stays until we’re finished eating so she can collect the plates, bowls, cups, and utensils. She does a strict count of every item to make sure no one has tried to squirrel anything away to be used as a weapon.

      The Matron is quiet and calm. She talks just enough to make sure her instructions are clear. She stops short of chitchatting with us or answering questions about how long we’ll be in here or when the next Handler will arrive.

      We don’t even know her name.

      She reminds me of a less-spry, more business-like, and sadder-eyed version of Nurse Vaille.

      While the Matron is in the room, a pair of Paladins stands guard at the door. A third Paladin follows the Matron around the large room while she makes her rounds.

      Since my fight when I first got here, the girls have been wary about approaching me. It doesn’t mean they won’t. I can still see the revenge gears churning behind that girl Berryl’s eyes.

      She’s been paying special attention to Kayde and Verse. She tries to make small talk with them at mealtimes or when they’re on their way in or out of the washroom, but it’s always in an aggressive, in-your-face kind of way. She’ll bump up against them or smile in their faces but sneer at them behind their backs.

      Verse is happy to shrug her off, but Kayde has mentioned several times wanting to “set Berryl’s face on fire and beat the flames out with her fists.”

      Berryl must think she can find the weak link in our group of “Strays.”

      Part of me hopes she decides to test that theory out. When it comes to links, Kayde, Verse, and I are about as strong as it gets.

      I know Berryl and her gang will bide their time, but it won’t matter. I’ll be ready for them. And I won’t be alone. Kayde and Verse are with me, and Terrella has quickly proven to be a smart, tough, and loyal ally.

      I’m a prisoner, but I don’t care about that.

      I’ve lost out on my Transaction with Weston. I lost what I didn’t want, but it’s come at the cost of my friendship and of my freedom.

      As bad as it is, I don’t care about that, either.

      I’ve been betrayed by a guy I once thought I loved and who I stupidly thought loved me enough to change his ways and treat me right.

      It doesn’t matter.

      Torren is dead, shot and killed by the same boy who used, abused, and betrayed me.

      That, I care about. Torren started out in my eyes as an anonymous delivery boy. He was someone I figured wanted nothing more than to be forgotten, ignored, and invisible.

      He became a guide for me, someone I knew in my soul I could trust. And now he’s gone. I saw him die with my own eyes.

      The same eyes that caught a glimpse of silver-blue chainmail scales on his skin exactly where a wound should have been. The same eyes that have seen those same scales—tough enough to protect me from injury and reliable enough to save my life—appear on my own body.

      I can barely feel the flicker of hope in my heart, but it’s warm enough to let me know it’s there. I want to nurture it and help it grow, but I’m distracted.

      For three days now, the room has rattled, and the skies outside have filled with smoke and screams.

      And yet, all I can think about—all I can feel about—is Arson.

      It’s not about Kayde, Verse, Weston, Pax, or Torren. It’s not about any of the girls locked in this room, their Handlers, or Zavier, who I’m convinced is a key to this whole thing and who knows more than he’ll ever admit.

      It’s not even about me or the war.

      It’s about the dragon. It’s always been about the dragon.

      I kept him a secret for over a year. We met up in the Cursewoods, and we were happy and safe. During all that time—watching him grow and knowing I was growing along with him—I thought maybe I’d stumbled upon some kind of fantasy answer to all my problems. Arson was going to magically pick the locks on my life and free me to live in a new and better future.

      Maybe we’d even fly away together and find freedom somewhere far beyond our kingdom’s borders.

      All it took was one act of betrayal on Pax’s part and one act of stupidity on mine, and it’s all come crashing down.
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      “Dragons can swim,” Kayde assures me.

      I know she means well. She’s been doing her best these past couple of days to give me a glimmer of hope. And she’s not wrong.

      Arson is strong, but he’s also lighter than he looks. The webbing between his toes, his overlapping scales, and his slightly flattened tail make him nearly as comfortable in water as he is on land.

      Arson has dive-bombed fish in one of the big reservoirs nestled in the middle of the Cursewoods. I’ve seen him wade in a creek and dunk himself under the small waterfall only about a mile from the clearing where we used to meet. He’s even ventured into the edges of Misery River when it was dark out and when we were far enough upstream to risk it.

      But none of that was with a hole in his wing and two explosive, fiery green gel-bolts to his chest.

      The thought that he’s dead hurts. The thought that he might have lived long enough to suffer before drowning is worse.

      Way worse.

      Verse stands by the panoramic window. She’s got her eyes pinned to the raging war below. The slender muscles in her arms are strained tight as piano strings. Her shoulders and chest are shaking from a choppy barrage of loud, raspy coughs as she stares out over the chaos. She’s twisting a long lock of her blond hair around her finger so tight, I’m afraid she’s going to wind up tugging a bundle of the strands clean out of her head.

      As much as we’ve been through, there’s not much scarier than seeing someone as tough as her struggling to hold it together.

      The other girls in the room have their eyes on her, but they don’t approach her. I don’t think they’re afraid of her, exactly. If anything, I think maybe they admire her. And who can blame them? She’s tall, regally gorgeous, and she wears her aloofness like a suit of armor. She doesn’t look like someone who could have ever been captured, collared, and contained like this.

      On the opposite side of the room, I’ve got my shoulders pressed up against the wall, which is supportive, cool, and comforting. As far as prison cells go, this one—clean, roomy, and what must be fifty floors up—isn’t bad.

      The large room’s crisp right angles and smooth walls of glossy synth-steel are a stark and sterile contrast to the lumpy, yellow limestone walls of our dark dungeons and the iron bars of our holding cells across the river.

      Terrella sidles up to me. Tucking her dreadlocked braid over one shoulder, she compliments me on my escape the other day. When I first told her about it, I think she thought I was making it up. Now, I think she’s clinging to it as a lifeline, a ray of hope in a hopeless world.

      “Next time,” she says with a pat to my arm, “you should seriously consider not coming back.”

      I huff up a light laugh, and she does, too.

      “I figured I’d never see the inside of this place again,” I confess. My mind’s eye flashes for the millionth time to the sight of Torren lying dead on the pier and Arson—wounded and in pain—plummeting into Misery River. I bite my lip and tell my brain to focus on now.

      Terrella cups her hand around her red collar. “It’s got a tracker. They always know where you are.”

      “Damn.”

      “Just be glad they didn’t activate the Perimeter Breach Alert.”

      Kayde is sitting on the floor by my feet. She has her arms folded over her knees. Her head is turned to the side with her cheek resting on her arms. No matter their complexion, most people I know get paler in times of worry and desperation. Kayde’s normally moon-white skin has turned ashy, patchy, and dirty-pink.

      She asks Terrella what a Perimeter Breach Alert is.

      “It sets off an alarm.”

      “Oh.”

      “And if you stray too far, it’ll give you a shock.”

      Kayde asks, “Really?”

      “I don’t recommend testing it out.”

      “I’ve seen it happen,” I tell Kayde. “The Handlers swear it’s a mild ‘correction.’ But we’ve seen girls foam at the mouth and pass out from it.”

      Kayde looks over to Terrella, who nods her confirmation.

      Honestly, right now, a shock might feel kind of good. It could distract us from the hellstorm we’ve been watching play out below for the past few days.

      Over by the window, Verse chokes out a smattering of little sobs. She’s been doing this for hours.

      Kayde grinds her teeth, curls her lip, and barks over at Verse to tell her to quit crying.

      “Stormport…our home is in flames,” Verse snaps back through a restrained sniffle. “Can you think of a better reaction?”

      “I can think of some quieter ones.”

      “Weston is still out there somewhere,” I say half to myself.

      “Out there either escaping or getting tried and executed and probably wishing he’d never met the three of us,” Kayde sneers.

      I give the toe of her shoe a nudge with mine. “If dragons can swim, maybe Weston can survive.”

      Next to me, Terrella’s eyes go wide. “So there really was a dragon?”

      I give her a strained smile and a half head-tilt in response. In all our conversations, this is the one subject I’ve steered clear of.

      No sense lying about it now. No sense lying about anything.

      Kayde raises her head enough to scowl at me from behind her snarled nest of raven-black hair. “We started a war and probably ended the world.”

      Sighing, I have a long look around. The other girls follow us with their eyes, but they stay put on their side of the room. Which is almost too bad. I could use a good fight to take my mind off everything that’s gone wrong.

      I rub my eyes with the heels of my hands and sigh. I tell Terrella Nurse Vaille would know what to do.

      “Nurse Vaille?”

      “My governess. I’ve mentioned her.”

      “Right. She’s like a Handler, right?”

      “More like an overly protective aunt. Or like a sometimes nice and sometimes mean mentor.”

      “Like the Matrons.”

      “She would say we’re a bunch of princesses placed in a tower by an evil King and Queen and held prisoner by their even eviler son.”

      Terrella squints at me. “I don’t think ‘eviler’ is a word.”

      “Well, look around—it damn well should be.”

      Kayde growls at me. “This isn’t a fairy tale, Ynarra.”

      “It kind of is,” I counter with a sad, halting, humorless laugh.

      I take a second to slip the leather band off my wrist and tie my hair back into a thick ponytail of springy brown and golden curls. I wipe my eyes and clear my throat to make sure I’ve choked away the latest deluge of tears.

      It hurts to swallow. My throat is already tight with grief. Swallowing is an unhappy reminder about the uncomfortable, red metal band locked around my neck.

      “We’re trapped in a tower behind enemy lines,” I remind Kayde. “Our two lands are waging a war we can see from the window. There’s a sweet and talented farmer’s son out there looking for us.”

      “Or running as fast as he can in the opposite direction. Or dead.”

      “Weston is tougher than he looks,” I insist, refusing to be dragged deeper into Kayde’s pit of perpetual despair.

      Just because I’m sad doesn’t mean I’ve surrendered.

      Kayde mutters something under her breath. I don’t bother asking her to repeat it. It’s probably something dismissive, depressing, or mean. Most likely a little of all three.

      “Fairy tales have dragons,” Terrella says with flat matter-of-factness.

      “And happily-ever-after endings,” I reply.

      “Does this one have either?”

      “It might not,” I admit through a lip quiver. “Not anymore.”

      Over by the window, Verse fidgets with her collar and frowns down at it like she’s disappointed it won’t snap off at her mental command. Something outside catches her eye. She switches her attention from the collar to the window. She stops sniffling and straightens up. Craning her neck forward and squinting into the glass, she mumbles something under her breath.

      I lift my head and ask her what she said.

      With her cheek and one hand now pressed to the window, she waves her other hand and hisses for us to come see.

      I groan myself away from my nice, comfy, and supportive wall.

      What horrible thing can we possibly see that we haven’t seen already?

      I call over to Verse, “This better be good,” and I invite Terrella to join me.

      “I don’t know about ‘good.’” The sadness has faded from Verse’s voice as she leans away from the window and shakes her head. “But it’s definitely going to be…apocalyptic.”

      As Terrella and I start to cross the room, Kayde clears her throat and reaches up a hand for me to help her to her feet. With a moan of pretend annoyance, I tug her up, and we cross the room to join Verse over by our panoramic prison window.

      The other girls in the room fidget and whisper to each other behind their hands, but they don’t follow us as we trudge over to join Verse.

      The long, near-black window shakes as vibrations from another attack outside shudder through the building.

      For our entire lives, we’ve seen the towering black spires of Crystalbay looming on the other side of the river from us and piercing the sky. I never thought I’d be locked inside one of the slender, sharp-topped towers. I definitely never thought I’d be happy that they’re a lot stronger than they look. As much as I’m rooting for my side to win, if Stormport miraculously manages to destroy this tower, we’re all going down with it.

      With the four of us together at the window, we look out over the river. Castle Lumen—its towers, the surrounding keeps, the thatched-roof houses, the stables, the pubs and the workshops, the fields, and even the expansive stretches of orchards—are literally on fire. Not only some of it this time. Pretty much all of it.

      “Thanks for showing us that,” I snark at Verse. “It’s always nice to see one’s home getting burned to the ground.”

      “Not that.” She taps her fingertip against the glass. Her fingernail makes a clicking sound as she tilts her chin toward a spot in the distance. Telling us to look, she redirects our attention past Misery River, beyond Stormport, above the dark expanse of the Cursewoods, and over to the looming Scarlet Mountains.

      Kayde and I say, “Holy shit,” at the same time.

      Next to me, Terrella leans past Verse’s shoulder to get a better look.

      Flames and plumes of smoke are rising up over Crystalbay and Stormport. A halo of green fire engulfs Stormport. Spots of roiling red flames mark the places in Crystalbay where Stormport has returned fire. The river is swarming with ships from both sides, and the water and the rocky shores are choked with bodies.

      Chunks of the top of Castle Lumen’s South Tower are falling over the Barrier Cliff and into Misery River.

      North Tower—my tower—is already gone.

      From behind the rest of Stormport’s crumbling walls, our people are fighting back as best as they can with an arsenal of arrows, swords, spears, cannons, and catapults.

      But green and orange fire and the deadly weapons of war aren’t the only things filling the skies.

      Their leathery wings beating in long, even strokes, a convoy of what must be close to a hundred dragons—big as blood wolves and in a glittering, armored collage of blue, green, and silver—have exploded out of the mist of the Scarlet Mountains and are skimming over the treetops of the Cursewoods.

      With a blaze of fire in their eyes, they’re streaking straight toward the war…

      And they look pissed.
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      The Flight of Dragons splinters into two groups.

      Half of the dragons bank hard and soar over the burning remains of what’s left of Stormport.

      “They’re protecting the city,” Verse says.

      My voice cracks when I tell her it might be too late.

      The other half of the convoy of dragons merges into a predatory circle over the sleek, fast-moving Crystalbay boats in the river.

      With a chorus of open-mouthed screeches that vibrate the room’s panoramic window, they rain down a hail of searing, silver dragonfire on the fleet. The Crystalbay boats vanish in a vortex of sparkling gray flame and a tornado of iron ash.

      “They’re attacking the Crystalbay navy,” Kayde says with a clenched fist and a tight grin.

      Verse points toward Stormport where more dragons are scorching our town and even the fields and orchards beyond the castle. She cautions Kayde not to celebrate. “I think they’re attacking everything.”

      One of the dragons over the river peels away from the others. He angles himself upward and bursts through a burbling, low-hanging cloud of pewter-gray smoke.

      Ashy, green scorch marks dot one wing and the middle of his armored chest. The rest of his blue and silver scales catch the light from the fields of flame below.

      My eyes go wide. My heart is suddenly alive and on fire. I call his name out loud: “Arson!”

      Arson dodges a long, neon-green lance launched from the rooftop of a nearby Crystalbay tower.

      He turns his head on his long neck to sneer at the lance as it whistles past.

      Returning his attention to the tower the girls and I are in, he tucks his wings to his sides and flashes straight toward us. He opens his mouth wide enough to reveal a flicker of silver-white fire swelling at the back of his throat.

      Next to me, Verse gasps and takes a half-step back. “He’s going to kill us trying to save us.”

      I tell her I really hope she’s wrong, and I start to nudge her, Kayde, and Terrella away from the window.

      Backpedaling and with my eyes on Arson, I cry out to the other girls in the room to take cover.

      Shrieking and clambering over each other, they scramble to get as far from the window as possible. A bunch of the girls nearly trample each other trying to escape into the bathroom. Some of the girls dive behind furniture. Others dive behind each other.

      They know there’s a war raging outside this window. They know their side is winning.

      Was winning.

      What they don’t know is that we’re caught in the middle of a whole new war, and the dragons are taking sides.

      Over their screams—or maybe it’s under them—a male voice speaks to me from inside my head.

      We will be complete. We will be one.

      It’s the same voice I heard back in my cell in Stormport. It’s a scary but soothing voice—familiar, strange, strained, and unaccustomed to being used. What it delivers is both a promise and a warning.

      I don’t have time to contemplate what it means or where it’s coming from.

      I’m about to die.

      Everyone in this room is about to die.

      Outside, Arson hovers in midair. His wings beat in slow, hard strokes as he unleashes a blast of crackling, silver dragonfire. The blinding flames engulf the panoramic window. The near-black glass glows white hot, shimmers and warps, and then it explodes inward, sending every girl in the Pen into a screaming, petrified panic.

      Being a prisoner hurts.

      Being freed looks like it’s going to hurt a whole lot more.

      

      — End of Rekindled, Book 1 of the Dragontown Trilogy
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        Dragontown Book 2: Blaze

      

      

      

      Torren, the mysterious, intriguing, and okay, hot Curator has been shot twice in the chest and left to die on a Crystalbay pier. Weston—Ynarra’s sweet-hearted, childhood best friend—is missing. Pax, her secret and forbidden lover, has betrayed her.

      With danger around every corner, Ynarra, Kayde, Verse, and a small band of red-collared fugitives are free from their tower prison but now find themselves trapped behind enemy lines and imprisoned inside of a city on fire.

      Dragons are loose, armies are clashing in the streets, and Crystalbay’s skyscraping black towers of glass and steel are falling down around them.

      Pursued through the burning city by the techno-enhanced Paladins and with the dragons wreaking havoc, all seems lost…until Ynarra hears a strange voice in her head—a strange but familiar voice. A male voice?

      She doesn’t know whose voice it is or how the hell it keeps getting into her head. All she knows is that it’s got a mission for her:

      Return to Stormport. Revive the dead. Unite the dragons.

      Home is right across the river, but it might as well be a million miles and an entire realm away. The dead are…well, dead.

      As for the dragons, after five-hundred years, they’re back in a blaze of fury.

      But have they returned to save the world or to burn it to ashes?
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        The Amnesty Games

      

      

      Seventeen-year-old Alora is a Hawker, and she’s been training her whole life for this week.

      This is the week of the annual Amnesty Games.

      Accompanied by her five fellow Hawkers, Alora is about to do battle with a hundred of the Hopefuls, the most violent and dangerous convicts from the Ward. It’s five days of hand-to-hand combat, physical challenges, mazes, traps, and obstacle courses, all followed by a two-day Pursuit through the Netherwoods where Alora and the Hawkers will track down any of the Hopefuls who’ve managed to make it that far.

      If the Hopefuls succeed, they get their freedom. If not, it’s back to prison for the rest of their lives. It’s been this way since the start of the New States.

      But what happens when buried secrets are revealed and the two sides stop playing the game by the same rules?
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        – Anne-Marie (Annie) Kosar

      

      

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      
        
        Praise for Emergents Academy

      

        

      
        “After reading the first 3 trilogies in the emergents series, and ABSOLUTELY LOVING THEM, this book is a refreshing change! As much as we love Kress' POV of her and her conspiracy's adventures and missions, this new POV is just as amazing as the previous 9 books! A great continuation of the story without being the same POV as the other books! I for one, can not wait for book 2! K. A. Riley is my new favorite author!”

      

        

      
        – Jellybeen101

      

      

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      
        
        Praise for The Cure

      

        

      
        “Oh my goodness - this book is so good! How to describe it? Like the Hunger Games, Maze Runner, 1984, twisted together, added some really intriguing tech and a bit of romance. Twists and turns galore, but so engrossing I couldn't put it down. I can't believe I have to wait the rest of the year for the next 2 books!”

      

        

      
        – Patricia, Goodreads Reviewer

      

      

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Praise for Athena’s Law

      

      “Although this is not my usual genre, I gave it a shot for a friend and was glad I did. The author pulled me as the world was built right before my eyes. The future isn't quite like I would expect it to be, but it doesn't lack for drama, internal or emotional turmoil or secrets abounding.”

      

      – Denise Zielinski

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      
        
        Praise for Seeker’s Quest

      

        

      
        “A page turner. It stirred up memories of how I felt reading the Twilight Series. Love the characters. Looking forward to the rest of the series.”

      

        

      
        – Carrissa

      

      

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      
        
        “Praise” for all of K. A. Riley’s books

      

        

      
        “Where do you come up with all these characters and ideas? Seriously, is there something wrong with your brain?”

      

        

      
        – K. A. Riley’s mom

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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      K. A. RILEY is a full-time writer of YA and New Adult Dystopian Fantasy and Science Fiction. Riley is dedicated to creating worlds just different enough from our own to be entertaining, intriguing, familiar, and a little frightening all at once.

      

      In addition to being a successful author, Riley is a classically trained violinist and violist who has performed professionally alongside big names such as Michael Bublé, Andrea Bocelli, and Tom Cochrane as well as in various quartets and orchestras for over thirty years. She lives in the Niagara Region with her slobbery golden retriever and her aloof, combative cat. Riley is fluent in French, is an experienced equestrian, and suffers from a major but manageable addiction to Wordle, white wine, and Reality TV. She loves to travel and often incorporates elements of the places she’s visited in her fiction. She has written half of her books in the vineyards of the French countryside, half while strolling the streets of London, and half at home. (That’s three halves, but she’s a writer not a mathematician.)

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      
        
        Stay in touch with K. A. Riley

      

      

      
        
        Website: https://karileywrites.org/

      

        

      
        K.A. Riley's Bookbub Author Page

      

        

      
        K.A. Riley on Amazon.com

      

        

      
        K.A. Riley on Goodreads.com

      

        

      
        on TikTok: @karileywrites

      

        

      
        To be informed of future releases, and for occasional chances to win free swag, books, and other goodies, please sign up here:

      

        

      
        https://karileywrites.org/#subscribe

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WINNING HELENA
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      A dear friend of mine named Victor Harris Hughes wrote a lovely Young Adult book called Winning Helena.

      It’s about a reclusive and eccentric autistic child chess prodigy who has a crush on Helena, the girl across the street.

      It’s one of my absolute favorite YA books from the last few years!

      Victor is a smart, kind, and very private person. He isn’t looking to make money off the book—he just wants to add something positive to the world and maybe help autism become better understood along the way.

      You can find the book in Kindle Unlimited on Amazon using this link: WINNING HELENA.
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