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For Milo.
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1

 

TO DO WITH WHAT YOU WILL

 

Amelrik grins at me. “I’ll race you to the top of the cliff.”

“Are you kidding?” I tug my wool hat closer down around my ears. “It’s freezing out here.” Besides the hat, I’ve also got on mittens, two shirts, a thick coat, and a cloak over top of everything else. Though the cloak was Amelrik’s idea. He said it was for extra warmth, but it’s also bright red, and I think its real purpose is to keep the other dragons from accidentally stomping on me. Or lighting me on fire.

Tonight’s Flame Night, one of the major dragon holidays, and as far as I can tell, it involves going outside and breathing fire at the sky. Not that either of us can actually do that. Amelrik said it represents hope and light in the darkness of winter. I asked him if there were at least going to be gifts exchanged, and he said no, but that there’d be a barbecue later, which is good enough for me.

The moonlight reflects off his short, messy black hair. He used to have a dyed red streak in the front over his forehead, but since we’ve been back at Hawthorne clan, he’s let it grow out. He reaches for my mittened hand with his bare one. “The view up there’s amazing.”

“It’ll be icy.”

“It’ll be fine. I’ve been up there before during the festival.”

“Years ago. And you’re probably remembering it wrong. I bet any time you went up there, it wasn’t this cold.”

He shrugs. “It’s not really that cold now.”

“Easy for you to say.” He never gets cold—none of the dragons do, even in human form—and he’s not even wearing a coat.

There’s a flash of orange light across the lake as one of the dragons breathes flames, then another not too far from us. It’s beautiful. It’s probably even more beautiful from the top of the cliff, but I kind of like all my bones the way they are—that is, not broken—and climbing the probably icy hill to get there sounds like a bad idea right now.

“I’ll keep you warm,” Amelrik says. He slides his hands inside my coat and pulls me closer to him. Then he leans down and kisses me.

We shouldn’t. We really shouldn’t. But it’s dark. Maybe no one will notice. Even though the stars are out, the moon is bright, and dragons have crazy good night vision anyway. Maybe no one in Hawthorne clan will notice their prince making out with a St. George like he means it. Like I’m not just his human concubine—a term I’m not too fond of, by the way—but someone he actually cares about. And maybe they won’t notice that kissing him like this makes me melt inside, or that neither of us can ever seem to keep our hands off of each other, and…

I pull away, even though it’s the last thing I want to do. “We can’t.”

“No one’s looking.” He reaches for me again.

Right as a couple of draclings go running by. An adult dragon isn’t far behind them. It quickly glances over at us before sighing and hurrying after them.

“Everyone’s looking,” I whisper.

“Then let them. I don’t care anymore.” He kisses my neck.

I shiver, and for once tonight, it’s not from the cold. “Amelrik, we can’t…”

“We can’t what? Be happy? It’s been six months, Virginia. We’ve both been careless. You know we have. There’s no way the whole clan doesn’t know I’m in love with you by now.”

I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of hearing him say that. “I keep waiting for something bad to happen.”

“But it hasn’t. It’s not going to.”

“But your father—”

“If he was going to punish us, he would have already. And…” Amelrik sticks his hands in his pockets. He takes a deep breath. “You’re sure you won’t come up to the cliff with me?”

“You can go. I’ll wait down here.”

“That’s not… That wasn’t the point. I… Virginia, I want to be with you.”

“Okay, then stay here.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.” He has something in his fist, which he holds out to me. His hand shakes as he opens his fingers, revealing a set of maple seeds. They look like a pair of tiny brown wings. He glances down at them, then up at me.

“Huh. Me and Celeste used to play with those when we were kids.”

“Virginia, I’m giving these to you. To do with what you will.”

“Um, okay?” That doesn’t explain why he’s acting so weird. I take the pair of seeds from him and snap them apart. Then I toss them both into the air and watch them spin. “I guess throwing these off the cliff would have been pretty neat.”

Amelrik’s gaping at me. He stares at the seeds in horror as they flutter to the ground.

And now I’m almost certain I screwed up some Flame Night ritual I had no idea about. But he said I could do whatever I wanted with them, and what are maple seeds for, if not for throwing?

He’s still staring at me when two dragons come running toward us. Firelight catches the red patches under their black wings, and steam blows from their nostrils. I think it’s Odilia, Amelrik’s cousin, and her boyfriend, Osric, but I’m not a hundred percent sure until they change into human form. I thought I’d get used to the sounds of bones crunching and flesh tearing whenever they transform, but it still makes me feel kind of sick. They’re both completely naked—dragons don’t bother wearing clothes, though at least Amelrik does—but even then, they don’t seem to care how cold it is.

Odilia’s cheeks are flushed, and she’s a little out of breath. “Hey, cousin. We’ve been looking for you guys for—” She stops when she notices the maple seeds on the ground. Her eyes go wide and she gasps.

Osric raises his eyebrows at me. “Harsh.”

Okay, I have no idea what I’ve done, but I’m getting the impression that it was something really terrible. “Amelrik, I—”

Odilia interrupts me with a snort. “Well, at least she had the sense to say no. I don’t know what you were thinking.”

Amelrik snaps something at her in Vairlin, their native language.

She glares at him, says something back, and then they start arguing.

I’ve been learning some Vairlin over the past few months, but my vocabulary is still pretty limited, and they’re talking way too fast for me to catch anything, anyway. I stand next to Osric and whisper, “What’s going on?”

“You threw the seeds on the ground.”

“It was fun.”

“Wow. Harsh is one thing, but that’s just cruel.”

“Okay, I get it. I did something wrong.”

He shrugs. “It was your decision to make.”

“What decision? They’re seeds.”

He holds up a finger to correct me. “They’re a pair of seeds. They grow into the same tree. I mean, not really. But symbolically they do.”

Amelrik and Odilia are still arguing. It looks pretty heated, and I know it has something to do with me.

“Okay,” I say to Osric, “but what does that have to do with Flame Night?”

“Uh, nothing, other than that it’s one of the most romantic nights of the year?” He says that like it’s obvious. Like you’d have to be a complete and total idiot not to know that. “Look around. It’s dark, the stars are out, the flames are glowing—”

“I get it,” I say, my frustration rising. “It’s romantic. But what the hell does that have to do with some stupid seeds?!”

My voice comes out way louder than I meant it to. Amelrik and Odilia shut up, instantly dropping their argument, and everyone stares at me.

My heart beats faster. I’ve screwed up again, but I have no idea what to say to make it right.

Osric takes pity on me. Or maybe he finally gets that I really don’t know any of this stuff. “He asked you to marry him.”

“He what?!” I look at Amelrik. “You what?!”

Amelrik swallows. His eyes meet mine, and he glances away real quick, then back at me. “I love you, Virginia. And I wanted us to… I want to spend the rest of my life with you. But…” His gaze falls to the seeds on the ground. Hurt flashes across his face, and his shoulders deflate a little. “If you don’t want the same thing, then—”

“Of course I want it!” I scramble to pick up the seeds. It’s too hard to get a grip on them with my mittens on, so I take them off. I press the seeds into Amelrik’s hand. “Ask me again.”

He sucks in a breath. He glances over at Odilia, who’s shaking her head.

“I didn’t know,” I tell him. “So ask me again.”

“They’re already broken.”

“Pretend they’re not. Get some glue if you have to!”

That makes him smile. “Virginia, I… These are for you. To do with what you will.” He holds out the seeds again.

Relief floods over me. The boy I love asking me to marry him on apparently the most romantic night of the year cannot end with me accidentally throwing it in his face. “How do I say yes?”

“Take the seeds,” he whispers.

I do, only this time, I hold onto them.

“Then you break them in two, which you already did. And then either you throw them to the wind, letting it tear apart your love—”

“I didn’t mean to do that.”

“—or you keep half, and you give back the other half, so your love can grow together. But that’s only if you want to,” he adds, as if there’s any question.

I clutch one of the seeds. I put the other one in his hand. “I love you, Amelrik. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, too.”

He smiles. I wrap my arms around him, and he kisses me. It’s a deep, long-lasting kiss.

Odilia clears her throat.

We break apart, but we’re both grinning at each other.

“Congratulations,” Odilia says. “Do you want pork or chicken served at your funeral?”

Amelrik glares at her. “It’s going to be fine. I’ll talk to him.”

He must mean his father, the king of Hawthorne clan.

“You’ll talk to him, and he’ll skewer you. Both of you.” She looks at me when she says that.

“Cedric’s his heir, not me.”

Cedric’s Odilia’s brother. He’s been away doing field research, studying humans, the whole time I’ve been here, so we’ve never met. But the whole clan’s been preparing for his upcoming wedding to Rosalind, the princess of Oak clan, for months, and he’s supposed to be back any day now.

“You think he’ll care about that?” Odilia asks.

Osric puts a hand on her arm. “Come on, Odilia. It’s Flame Night. Plan their wedding today, their funeral tomorrow.”

“You’re such a romantic,” she says, rolling her eyes at him.

He grins. “We should get going. Godwin’s father’s in charge of lighting the last bonfire, and he said we could be part of it if we get there in time.”

“All right. But you.” She points a finger at Amelrik. She looks pissed at him, but then her anger falls away, and she just looks worried. “Don’t get yourself killed, okay? We’d miss you.”

“I’ll be fine. I’m his only son. He’s not going to…” Amelrik trails off, maybe not so confident about what his father would or wouldn’t do. “Just go enjoy the holiday. Light a bonfire for me.”

“Will do,” Osric says.

Amelrik gives Odilia a quick hug, and then she and Osric change back into dragon form before leaping into the air and taking off across the lake.

“I really didn’t know,” I tell Amelrik, putting my arms around him and pulling him close. I rest my head against his chest, listening to his heartbeat and feeling his warmth.

He kisses the top of my head. “It’s okay. I just assumed… I mean, I spent time with humans, but I never saw anyone propose, and the seeds just make sense.”

Right. “Odilia’s got a point, though. About your father.” Even if he hasn’t said anything about us obviously being in love, there’s no way he’s going to be okay with his son marrying a human, and especially not a St. George.

“I’ll talk to him first thing in the morning. We both will.”

“I just really, really want this to happen. To get to marry you.”

“Me, too.” He hugs me tight against him. “Don’t worry, Virginia. It’ll all work out. You’ll see.”

Except I can’t help thinking about those seeds landing on the ground, our love scattering in the wind. But I push that thought away. I close my eyes and lean into him, breathing in his scent, wanting to remember this moment forever.

2

A PRINCE OF HAWTHORNE CLAN

 

Amelrik wasn’t kidding when he said we were going to see his father first thing in the morning. It’s so early, we don’t even go to the court, but to the king’s bedroom. Maybe he just can’t wait to marry me, or maybe he wants to get this over with before he loses his nerve. I’d like to think it’s more the first one, but I can’t blame him if it’s the second—his father’s kind of terrifying.

The king’s in dragon form, lounging on a giant round mattress. It looks kind of like a dog bed, to be honest, but Amelrik got really offended when I told him that before. Not about the king’s bed, of course, since I’ve never been in here, but about Odilia’s. He got even more offended when I told him I thought dragons didn’t even have mattresses, but that they slept on giant piles of gold. I mean, I know Amelrik sleeps in a normal bed—rectangular, with a frame and everything—but he’s always in human form. I assumed the other dragons had nests. Made of metal. Which, as soon as I said it out loud, did sound kind of stupid.

The king’s room isn’t as big as I thought it would be, though it’s still a lot bigger than Amelrik’s. The whole cavern’s lavishly decorated, with fancy rugs on the floor and elaborate tapestries hanging from the walls. I can’t help noticing that several of the tapestries depict scenes of dragons destroying human cities—like, razing them to the ground—and one of them seems to be of a paladin in chains. Which is a great backdrop for, you know, asking him if we can be together.

The king’s reading something when we come in. It looks like a letter. It’s small—well, human-sized—and whatever it says, it seems to be pissing him off.

“Father—” Amelrik starts to say, right as the king finishes reading the letter and crushes it in his talons.

“What?” the king snaps. He looks over at us, his eyes narrowing to slits when he sees me.

I swallow. Maybe coming here was a bad idea.

Amelrik moves to stand in front of me, blocking me from his father’s view. “I…”

“You have the nerve to bring your St. George whore into my personal chambers?!”

Crap. This wasn’t just a bad idea—it was a horrible one. I consider just backing out of the room and pretending I was never here, but Amelrik takes my hand and holds onto it, though he keeps his eyes on his father, not backing down.

“Don’t call her that.” His voice is low but defiant.

“First Cedric has the gall to refuse to come home—refuse! As if he has a choice!—and then you bring her in here.” He snorts. The sound echoes and reverberates off the cave walls, though it’s at least dampened some by all the tapestries. But that doesn’t stop my legs from getting all wobbly or my knees from feeling like they’re going to give way. “I don’t know what’s wrong with your generation. Thinking you can do whatever you want. Cedric has responsibilities here. And so do you,” he adds, giving Amelrik a pointed look. Then he sighs. “Well? Out with it. Presumably you had a reason for coming here so early in the morning, accompanied by your—”

“It wasn’t important,” Amelrik says, cutting him off before he can call me a whore again. “We’ll—I’ll—come back another time.” He moves to leave, like he can’t get out of here fast enough, which makes two of us.

“Amelrik. Stay a moment. We have things to discuss.”

Amelrik’s shoulders stiffen, like he already knows he doesn’t want to hear what the king has to say. “Virginia, maybe you should—”

“I need this alliance with Oak clan to go through,” the king goes on, as if Amelrik hadn’t said anything. “To unite us against Elder clan. If Cedric won’t come… I’d hoped to marry you off to one of the Elder king’s daughters someday, after things had cooled down more between us.”

“What?” Amelrik and I both say at the same time.

A cold feeling of unease settles into my stomach. My muscles clench, and I hold my breath.

“Your marriage would have united us with Elder clan, Cedric’s with Oak, making this whole valley ours. But things don’t always go according to plan. I thought you could wait a few more years, but…” He shakes his head. “No, this’ll be for the best.”

“What will?” Amelrik keeps his head up while addressing him, but his voice shakes a little.

“Your marriage to Rosalind. Your disabilities might make you unfit to rule, but you’re still my only child, and a prince of Hawthorne clan. She’ll have to be happy with that. We’ll need to renegotiate, but the Oak king wants this alliance as much as I do. I can smooth it over.”

“Father, no. I can’t—”

“You can and you will. I’ve watched you fawning over your little St. George whore—yes, whore,” he says, when Amelrik starts to protest. “Call her what she is. The whole clan’s had to watch you embarrassing yourself with her. A St. George! And after what happened with your mother.” He makes a disgusted sound that rattles a couple priceless-looking vases on a shelf. “I’ve turned a blind eye to it, because I thought you’d grow out of it.”

“Grow out of it?! Virginia’s my… She’s not a phase!”

“You’ve spent too much time with humans. What the Elder king had you do, infiltrating their cities… It was too much for you. You need to be with your own kind.”

“Father.” Amelrik’s voice is definitely shaking now, and he squeezes my hand kind of hard, so that I’m not sure if he knows he’s doing it or not. “I’m not… I’m not like everybody else.”

“Yes, well, your new bride will just have to get used to that.”

Amelrik sucks in a breath. “That’s not what I meant.”

His new bride? It feels like the floor’s just been pulled out from under me, and my blood runs cold. The king couldn’t have just said that.

“The wedding’s happening in two weeks, and then our clans will be united, even if it has to be you standing at that altar.”
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The cold, sick feeling still sits heavy in my stomach by the time we get back to our room. I sit down on the bed, numb inside.

He’s going to have to marry somebody else.

And I feel so stupid, because, I mean, of course he is. Like his father said, he’s a prince. Even if he’s not the heir, and even if he can’t fully transform like the others, it doesn’t mean he’s going to be allowed to marry whoever he wants. Especially if who he wants happens to not only be human and a paladin, but also a St. George. It’s, like, the worst possible combination.

Amelrik paces the room, rubbing his face with his hands. “He sent me away! He didn’t care about me for six years! And now he thinks he gets to decide the rest of my life?!”

“You’re a prince.”

“I don’t care.” He stops pacing and looks over at me. His green eyes are intense. “I’m not marrying her.”

“Rosalind. The girl from Oak clan.” My chest feels heavy. I hate even saying it. I feel a hot stab of jealousy as I picture him marrying someone who speaks Vairlin and knows all the right things to do during festivals and dinner parties. Plus, she’s both a dragon and a princess—two things I’ll never be.

“Virginia.” His voice is serious, like he knows what I’m thinking. “My father said all that with you there on purpose. He wants me to think there’s no future for us.”

“Yeah, but he’s the king. If he says there’s no future for us, then—”

“No.” He crosses the room and sits down next to me. His hand finds mine. “It was a threat, that’s all.”

“Uh, were you in the same room as me? Because I’m pretty sure he was serious.” I’m pretty sure the king’s always serious.

He takes a deep breath. “Everyone knows about me. About what I… am. The Oak king won’t go through with it. He made a deal for the heir. If his daughter marries me, she won’t rule. Neither will her children. They’ll call it off.”

“What about the alliance? Will they cancel that, too? I mean, if they’re going to be that offended—”

“Hawthorne clan will be okay. It’s never needed me before—my father’s always made that perfectly clear—and it doesn’t need me now.”

But he’s been used as a political pawn before, even if it was also kind of for his own good. Then again, the king thinks this would be for his own good, so maybe it’s not so different. "Maybe Cedric will change his mind and show up.” And then none of this will matter. Oh, except for the part where his father called me a whore and said I was just a phase he was waiting for his son to grow out of.

Amelrik scoffs in disbelief. “If he was going to, he’d be here by now.” He hesitates, then adds, “We could run.”

“What?” A shock runs through me. I stare at him. “You can’t.”

“Yes, I can.”

“But you couldn’t come back.” Neither of us could. “You already thought you were never going to get to go home. I’m not going to be the reason you never see your family again. Or why you spend the rest of your life on the run.” If not from his father, then from all the paladins who still want him for his crimes against them.

“I’d rather be on the run forever than not get to be with you. I already made my choice—I’m not marrying someone else. And if my father wants me to come home, I’ll just write him a letter saying I refuse like Cedric did!” He flops back onto the bed and sighs. “Cedric’s going to be in a lot of trouble when he gets home. Because one way or another, my father will find a way to drag him back.”

Just probably not before he’s supposed to marry Rosalind. I lie down next to Amelrik, resting my head on his shoulder. “You want to be here. You know you do.”

“Yeah, but I’d rather be with you.”

“This is your home. And even though I’ve only been here for half a year, it feels more like home to me than the barracks ever did. But your father made it pretty clear how he feels about us. Even if Cedric does come back—”

“When he comes back. It’ll buy us more time. We’re not making peace with Elder clan anytime soon. I can talk to my father.”

“I don’t think you can.”

“He was angry today, because of Cedric. If I catch him in a better mood—”

“You heard what he said about me.” Plus, the king’s never in a better mood, or maybe I just bring out the worst in him.

“He’s wrong. You’re not a…”

“A whore? Yeah, I know. But I’ll always be a St. George. And you’ll always be a prince of Hawthorne clan. So what are we supposed to do about that?”

3

WARM DESPITE THE COLD

 

Ten draclings sit in front of me in the library, all piled together on a rug. I mean, it’s a really big rug, though the draclings vary in size from, well, about as big as a large dog to more like a horse. All of them stare at me in fascination, hanging on my every word.

“And then my sister Celeste used her magic just in time to bind the dragon to human form—”

One of the draclings gasps and accidentally spews out a tiny flame. She clamps her hands over her mouth, her eyes wide with embarrassment.

Luckily, I’m sitting far enough back that the flames didn’t get me.

“And then what happened?” another one asks.

“Well…” I hesitate, thinking maybe this wasn’t that great of a story to tell, after all. At least, not to anyone so young. “She threw him in jail. The end.” Actually, her and her team of paladins tied him to a tree in the woods and interrogated him, then stuck a sword through his heart and left him there to rot. But I think these guys might be too young to hear that.

“Nuh-uh,” one of them says. He stretches his neck out authoritatively. “He escaped! Right, Miss Virginia?”

I still think it’s kind of the greatest thing ever that they call me that. “Yeah! Of course! He tricked the guards, got out of his cell, and then fought his way to freedom. And lived happily ever after.”

The one who accidentally spewed fire sighs dreamily.

“Now tell us the one about that time she brought home that head from Elder clan!” This from one of the more boisterous of the group, a boy who only likes hearing my most gruesome stories.

“Um…”

“That’s enough for today!” the librarian says, coming over to our story group. She’s in dragon form, since the library’s big enough to accommodate full-size dragons, and draclings seem easier to wrangle when you can loom over them.

“Awww,” the draclings all say at once.

The librarian waits to make sure they start shuffling off, then moves closer to me. “You have a visitor,” she whispers.

I look over and see Amelrik leaning against a shelf at the back of the room. I was so engrossed in my storytelling, I didn’t even see him come in.

He crosses over to me, grinning. “So, the dragon escaped from his cell and lived happily ever after, huh?”

“Well, it could have happened that way.”

“But I’m betting it didn’t.”

“Shouldn’t you be at the council meeting right now? I thought—”

“I left.” He shrugs, like it’s no big deal, but he doesn’t look at me.

“You what?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Did something happen? What about your father? Won’t he be mad?”

“I just couldn’t…” He clenches his fists in frustration. “I couldn’t stay there anymore. It’s fine. Nobody wanted me there anyway.”

“But—”

“I ran into Osric in the hall. Odilia and everybody are going ice gliding on the lake.”

I raise my eyebrows at him. “What’s ice gliding?”

“Exactly what it sounds like.” He says that like it’s super obvious, even though I’ve never heard of it.

“So, gliding on the ice? Isn’t that just ice skating?”

“You swoop down out of the sky and use the momentum to slide you across. It’s… Well, it looks fun. I said we’d go.”

“Neither of us can fly, though.” Which I know he already knows, but usually he doesn’t like to participate in that kind of stuff. Seeing the others having fun using their wings must be hard.

“We can play in the snow. I don’t know—it’s nice out. I’m tired of being cooped up in here, going to boring council meetings and trying to do what my father wants. I just want to spend time with you.”

“But you’ve never walked out of a council meeting before.” Even if they sound like the worst.

“Odilia was right. It doesn’t suit me. And it should be Cedric sitting through those meetings, not me. I’m done taking his place. And besides, if my father’s going to treat me like a dracling, I might as well act like one.”

“By shirking your duties and playing in the snow?”

“Yep.”

“Sounds good to me.” After all, his father’s already pissed, right? How much madder can he get?
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Even with all my winter gear on—a pair of mittens, two coats and a hat, plus the warmest pair of boots I’ve ever owned—it’s still freezing outside.

The frozen lake sparkles in the sunlight. Odilia, Osric, Godwin, and a few of their friends all take turns flying up into the air, then swooping down and landing on the ice. They pull their wings in at the last second to gain more speed and then go sliding across the lake.

Godwin and Osric have both crashed into big piles of snow on the banks more than once, but I’m pretty sure they’re doing it on purpose. Odilia goes for speed and precision, practicing until she can make it all the way from one end of the lake to the other.

I think I can live without propelling myself as hard as I can into snowbanks, but it does still look like fun. It makes me kind of wish I could fly, too, and I can’t imagine how Amelrik must feel, having had to watch this kind of thing all his life and not be able to be a part of it.

But if it’s bothering him, he doesn’t let it show. He grabs a forked twig and shoves it into the snow dragon we’re making, right where the mouth is. It sticks out like a tongue. The snow dragon’s shaped a lot like a snowman, except we added a long snout and some ridges going down its back.

“Perfect,” Amelrik says, standing back to admire our work. The stick tongue’s apparently too much for the snow dragon, though, because it falls off, taking half the snout with it. 

“And the judges decide… three point five.”

“Out of what?”

“Ten.”

“Ten? Come on—it was better than that. And you helped make it. Aren’t you kind of biased to be a judge?”

“Yeah, just think what a non-biased judge would have scored it. Probably a two, at best.”

He laughs and tosses a handful of snow at me.

I shriek as the cold hits my face. But, like, in a totally dignified way that definitely does not echo across the lake and make all the dragons stop what they’re doing to turn and look at me. I can’t let him get away with that, so I duck down and grab my own handful of snow, ready to throw it at him, but he catches me off guard, slipping his arms around me and kissing me.

He’s warm, and the kiss is soft and slow. The kind that makes you forget you were about to pummel someone with a snowball because you’re too busy turning to mush.

“Not fair,” I murmur.

“Neither was your rating. I guess we’re even.”

But when he moves to step back, I grab onto his shirt, not letting him get away. I kiss him again, our bodies pressed together, warm despite the cold. Well, somewhat warm. My back’s still kind of freezing. “There,” I tell him. “Now we’re even.”

A chill wind blows past as Odilia lands not far from us. She changes into human form and marches over, her bare feet buried in the snow. “I didn’t need to see that.” She makes a disgusted face.

“Then don’t watch,” Amelrik says.

She ignores him and tuts at our botched snow dragon. “Not your best work.”

Amelrik grins. “I’m out of practice, that’s all.” He turns to me. “We used to do this all the time when we were younger. Well, in the winter. And it was mostly me and Cedric.”

“Only until our parents finally let us go gliding. Except then my mother tried to tell me it was too dangerous, but she let Cedric do it, and I’m a way better glider than he ever was. But the two of you used to make much better snow dragons than this.” She smiles at the memory. “And you used to have the most epic snowball fights.”

But I bet they didn’t end like this one did. Not that it was really much of a fight. After all, he only got one attack in before I let him win.

Amelrik sighs. “He told my father he’s not coming home.”

“My brother’s an idiot.”

“Your brother doesn’t want to marry some girl he barely knows from Oak clan.”

“He’s still an idiot. And he knows Rosalind. We stayed with them a few summers ago, and we had the best time together. Well, me and Rosalind did.”

“What did Cedric think?”

“I don’t know. We all got along okay. At least, I thought so.”

“But,” I add, “that doesn’t mean he wants to marry her.” If I was him, I wouldn’t want to come home, either. I mean, I really need him to, so the king doesn’t try to make Amelrik marry this girl instead and ruin all our plans of being together forever and everything. But I can’t exactly blame him for not wanting to.

Odilia bites her lip. “He really said he’s not coming? Everyone’s been planning this wedding for months. It’s a huge deal. And speaking of weddings.” She gets this really smug, know-it-all look on her face and raises an eyebrow at us. “Are congratulations in order, or did you chicken out? That seems more likely, since if you’d actually asked Uncle Ulrich for permission for the two of you to get married, he would have torn you limb from limb.”

Amelrik scowls. “I was going to.”

“Ha! I knew it!”

“You don’t have to gloat. And I didn’t chicken out—it just wasn’t the right time. He was mad that Cedric’s not coming home.”

“And he called me a whore,” I add. “More than once.”

Odilia has the decency to stop grinning. “That’s unfortunate. But not exactly a surprise. I mean, did you really think he’d approve?”

“I—” Amelrik hesitates. “I don’t know what I thought.”

“It’s worse than that,” I tell Odilia. Maybe if the king had just said we could never get married, I could have lived with that. I mean, it would have sucked, and he’d still be telling us what to do, which I’m not crazy about, but things are good right now. Well, except for the fact that everyone thinks I’m Amelrik’s human concubine and not the girl he’s in love with. But we could have worked around that. Somehow.

“At least he didn’t murder either of you,” Odilia says. “I call that a win.”

Amelrik gestures to himself. “He said if Cedric’s not back before the wedding, I’ll have to marry her.”

Odilia’s face falls. “What? You?”

“You don’t have to say it like that.”

“But you’re…”

“In love with Virginia?” he suggests, even though I’m pretty sure that’s not what she was going to say. “I know. And so does my father. He wasn’t exactly supportive.”

“But you’re not…”

“What, Odilia?” Amelrik glares at her. “I’m not what?”

She stands up straighter and makes a point of looking him in the eyes. “You’re not a full dragon.”

He flinches. “But I am. By blood, I am. That might be enough for the Oak king, even if I’m not the heir.”

Odilia wrinkles her nose. “Does Rosalind know?”

“That’s what you care about?”

“Marrying you isn’t the same as marrying my brother. She has a right to know what she’s getting into.”

“First you say I shouldn’t marry Virginia—”

“I never said that! I said your father would skewer you for it.”

“—and now you’re horrified at the idea of me marrying another dragon!”

“I’m not… I’m not horrified.”

“My father only treats me like his son when it’s convenient. Everyone acts like there’s something wrong with me, even you. And if I’m so messed up that you don’t even see me as a…” There’s a hitch in his voice. He swallows. “As a full dragon. If everyone feels that way, then they shouldn’t care if I want to be with a human.”

“With a St. George,” Odilia corrects him. Her eyes dart over to mine, like she’s checking to see if I was offended by that.

“So?” Amelrik narrows his eyes at her and takes a step closer to me.

“The St. Georges tortured you. They tortured Aunt Ingrid! They forced her into human form—”

“Virginia’s not like that! You know she’s not!”

“They forced her into human form when you were still inside her, and they made her lose her mind! They’re the reason you’re like this, cousin.” She points a finger at him. “Why you were born instead of hatched. Why you came out looking so human. They ruined both your lives.”

Amelrik shivers. “My life isn’t ruined.”

“St. Georges only exist to hurt dragons.”

“What?” I say, the word coming out kind of a squeak. “I’ve never—”

“Virginia wouldn’t do that,” Amelrik says, beating me to it.

“I know,” Odilia says. “But you have to know how this looks. To everybody else.”

“Everybody else made their minds up about me a long time ago. I don’t care what they think.”

She tilts her head slightly, like she doesn’t believe him. “You have to admit how weird it is, though. You ending up with a St. George. Even if she’s not like the ones who hurt you. It still seems… I get why Uncle Ulrich would be worried about you.”

“About me embarrassing him, you mean.”

“It’s more than that. It just doesn’t seem right.”

His eyes widen. “That’s what you think? That me and Virginia being together isn’t right?”

“No.” She holds up her hands. “That’s not what I meant. Just that from the outside, I can see why it would look that way to everyone else. Especially Uncle Ulrich. Maybe the St. Georges didn’t ruin your life, but they took his wife from him. Your mother’s never been the same.”

“That’s what everyone says,” Amelrik mutters.

“And because of what they did to her, you ended up how you did. Uncle Ulrich still lost something. With you.”

“It’s my life, not his,” Amelrik says, but some of the fight’s gone out of him, and now he just sounds tired.

“And maybe you’ve found the one St. George in the whole world who isn’t out to get us—no offense, Virginia.”

“Um, none taken?” Wasn’t that a compliment?

“But you still can’t blame Uncle Ulrich if he doesn’t want you ending up with her.”

4

WEDDINGS ARE PROBABLY OVERRATED

 

Two days later, I get recruited to make decorations for the wedding. The same wedding where my boyfriend might be marrying someone else.

Just the thought makes my hands tighten around the little images of maple seeds I’m cutting out of dried leaves. Because having to work on this at all isn’t bad enough—it has to be a reminder of Amelrik proposing to me, just to rub it in.

At least I’m not alone, though, even if I’m the only one who’s pissed about this. Godwin and Hild—one of Odilia’s friends—are sitting across the table from me in human form. Godwin whistles and hums to himself as he focuses on cutting shapes out of the leaves. He’s making stars, not maple seeds, and despite his focus, none of his cutouts actually come out the same size. Hild keeps glaring at him and muttering about how all of his work will have to be redone.

“There.” Godwin slaps down another finished cutout on the table. “Only, like, five hundred more to go.”

Hild sighs. “Your corners need to be more crisp. Less… blobby.”

“I don’t know. It looks fine to me.”

“This is the wedding of the century. Fine isn’t going to cut it. Everything has to be beautiful.” She waves a hand in the air, like she’s imagining a gorgeous wedding taking place right in front of us. “Right, Virginia?”

“Uh-huh.” This wedding can be the ugliest, most disappointing event ever for all I care. Actually, that would be great. Maybe if the decorations all come out super ugly, they’ll have to call the whole thing off after all.

Hild frowns at my work. “Virginia. Is something wrong?”

“Nope. Everything’s great.”

“Because your corners are crisp and everything, but you’re kind of mangling the leaves. We want a gentle touch. Gentle. I don’t want everyone looking at our decorations on the big day and thinking, ‘Ew, who made this garbage?’”

“No one’s going to think that,” Godwin says. “Besides, they’ll be too busy watching the ceremony. And eating the feast.”

“It’s going to be a gorgeous wedding.” Hild groans. “I wish I was getting married.”

You and me both. “Weddings are probably overrated.”

“Not this one. It’s a royal wedding. Everybody’s going to be talking about it for years. Maybe decades. Which is why your corners need to be crisp!” she snaps, suddenly glaring at Godwin.

He drops the leaf he was working on like it’s about to explode. “I’m doing my best!”

“Anyway,” Hild goes on, “I hear Rosalind’s really pretty. Dark green scales. And she’s super nice, too.”

Great.

“Virginia, are you sure you’re okay? Maybe you should take a break.” She reaches over and pulls the leaf from my hand like she’s rescuing it from an attacker.

“Can I take a break?” Godwin asks.

Hild holds her breath in her cheeks for a second while she considers that. Then she lets it all out and says, “Fine. But just for a minute.”

“I don’t need a break,” I say, grabbing my leaf back. More because I feel like I need to be doing something with my hands than because I actually want to be making these. But I feel like if I’m just sitting here, with nothing to do, I’ll go crazy. “And what if… what if the wedding got canceled?”

Hild gasps. “Don’t even joke about that.”

“Then we wouldn’t have to do this,” Godwin says, sounding like that wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. “We could go outside and get in more gliding time.”

“Getting everything ready for this wedding has been my entire life for the past two months! It better actually happen. Why?” She suddenly looks worried. “Did you hear something?”

“Not exactly.”

“Not only that, but my friends all have this huge after-party planned. Er, you can come if you want. I would have invited you sooner, but it might get a little wild, and I don’t want you to get stepped on.”

“Thanks, but I think I have plans.” Like crying my eyes out. Or running away with Amelrik. One of those. Though of course we’d have to run before the wedding, not after, but the idea’s still the same. I mean, I’ve already run away from one arranged marriage—what’s one more, even if it’s not actually mine? “But, like, if Cedric didn’t come home—”

She lets out an enraged squeak. “He wouldn’t dare!”

“If he didn’t, though, and they had to cancel it, that, like, wouldn’t be a big deal or anything, would it?”

Hild laughs. “Good one, Virginia.”

“No, I mean, for reals, what would happen?”

“The Oak king would be pissed,” Godwin says. He picks up an unused leaf and twirls it between his fingers.

Hild sets down her scissors. “Things are bad enough already without adding a slap in the face to it.”

“I thought things were good with Oak clan?”

She and Godwin share a look, and then she says, “Sure, for now. But nobody in this valley gets along. At least, not all the time. Elder clan’s the real problem, of course, but once this alliance with Oak clan goes through, it’ll make peace seem a lot more likely.”

“So, if it didn’t go through—”

“It will. It has to.” She gives me a stern look. “We need Oak clan on our side if we’re going to stand against Elder clan. What if they try and attack us again?”

Godwin grins at me. “Virginia can take ‘em.”

“Ha.” I don’t tell them I can barely take down one dragon, let alone a whole army of them.

Hild rubs her arms like she feels a sudden chill. “And if this wedding didn’t happen, things could get bad. We’d go to war.”

The grin wilts from Godwin’s face. “Cedric’s going to be here. He wouldn’t let that happen.” But he doesn’t sound a hundred percent sure about that, and I wonder if he’s heard anything through Odilia and Osric.

“There’s been a tense kind of truce for the last few years,” Hild continues. “Canceling the wedding and throwing this in their face would not be good. And if Oak and Elder clan both ganged up on us…” She sticks out her tongue and makes a face. “No. I’m not even going to think about it.”

“What if it wasn’t Cedric?” I can’t believe I’m asking this, but I have to know. “If it was… someone else. That married Rosalind. What then?”

“There is no one else.”

Godwin gives her a look. He jerks his head toward me.

Hild swallows. “You mean Amelrik?”

I nod, because I can’t bear to say it out loud.

She considers it, chewing the inside of her mouth. “It’s hard to say.” She’s tentative, a hesitation in her voice, and I wonder if it’s for my benefit or if she really is unsure. “But if I was in the Oak king’s place, well, it’s better than going to war. He’s still a prince. In a way, it’d be better than Rosalind marrying Cedric. Cedric’s only the appointed heir. He’s not the king’s son, and if the king ever changed his mind—”

“I don’t think that’s going to happen.” I kind of hope he doesn’t, which probably makes me a horrible person, but if he decided Amelrik should rule, then there’s no way in hell he’d ever let him near me again. Not that he wants me anywhere near his son now, but still.

“Nothing’s final until one of them takes the throne,” Hild says. “And Amelrik’s here and Cedric’s not. And he’s still the king’s actual son. If it was me, I’d bet on the sure thing, and that wouldn’t be an appointed heir who couldn’t even be bothered to show up.”

“And if neither of them marries Rosalind?”

Hild’s face goes pale. She picks up her scissors again and grabs another leaf. “Let’s hope we never have to find out.”

5

AFTERWARD VIOLENCED UPON

 

Me and Amelrik are sitting in the dining hall with Osric the next day, eating lunch at one of the human-sized tables set against the walls. Well, I’m eating lunch—the boys are mostly too busy planning our next snowball-fight strategy. They’ve been drawing on the stone table with a piece of chalk, mapping out where to build snow fortifications and how many snowballs they’ll need stationed at each one.

The snowball fights were my idea, since you can really only make so many snow dragons before it gets old. That and I “accidentally” threw a snowball at this bitchy dragon named Bryn who’s rivals with Odilia. Bryn asked me if Amelrik was still “stringing me along,” and as soon as she turned around, I hurled a snowball right at the back of her head. Though, to be honest, I didn’t think my aim was actually good enough to hit her. It was worth it for the shocked look on her face when she turned around, but then I panicked and said we were doing snowball fights now.

I also said we were playing in teams, because the thought of doing a one-on-one snowball fight with a dragon—especially one who looked as murderous as Bryn did in that moment—sounded kind of intimidating. Because it turns out I can’t throw nearly as hard as, say, a dragon can. I also can’t take hits as easily, so I spend most of my time crouching behind snow barriers, trying not to waste snowballs and hoping no one notices how useless I am.

Amelrik, Odilia, Osric, and Godwin are all on my team. I don’t know who’s all on Bryn’s team, only that we’re going to kick their asses.

Osric nods and points to the edge of the giant oval that represents the lake. “We’ll be exposed on this side. But if we put in another wall, we can force them to go around here.”

“Where we’ll be waiting for them,” Amelrik says. “We’ll need extra snowballs piled up near the opening. Both sides.” He turns to me, looking really serious. “What do you think, Virginia?”

I’m in the middle of chewing a particularly doughy roll, so it takes a second before I can swallow down my food and answer. “I think my hands are going to get really cold making all those snowballs. What are we up to now?”

Amelrik glances at the tallies they’ve made to keep track and quickly counts them up. “Two hundred and twenty, but that’s just to start with. We need to add in a buffer.”

“Another fifty, you think?” Osric says.

“Let’s make it an even three hundred, just to be safe.”

“Wow.” I know this was my idea and all, but they’re taking this way too seriously, if you ask me. Not that I’m going to tell them that, because they’re obviously enjoying it, plus it is fun, and I don’t want to ruin my team’s morale with my naysaying.

 A dragon comes over to us, and I’m pretty sure it’s Odilia. I can tell by the way the others look at her—Osric like she’s the best thing in the world, and Amelrik like he’s still stinging from what she said the other day. I mean, I think he’s mostly forgiven her, since it’s hard to stay mad at someone when you’re busy throwing snowballs as hard as you can at your enemies together, but I get why he’d still be upset.

There’s that horrible, wet crunching sound as Odilia changes into human form, and if I wasn’t done eating already, I am now. She holds up a piece of parchment paper. “I’m going to kill my stupid brother!”

“You and my father both,” Amelrik says. “And me, if I ever see him again.”

He says that jokingly, but Odilia’s face suddenly falls, her anger turning to worry.

Osric bites his lip and motions for her to sit next to him on the stone bench. She does, clutching the piece of paper—which I assume is a letter from Cedric—in her hands.

“What happened?” Osric asks.

“What happened is he’s so infuriating! Why can’t he just come home?! Why does he have to be so… so Cedric?”

Her eyes start to water. I make grabby hands at the letter, and she shoves it in my direction.

And… the letter’s in Vairlin. Of course it is. Cedric’s handwriting is pretty messy, too, though that’s less of a hindrance than not actually being able to read the language. I mean, I can pick out a few words. Words like “dragon,” “paladins,” and… something about excitement? Maybe I’d be able to pick out a few more, except Amelrik snatches it out of my hands.

“Hey! I was reading that.”

“Right,” he says, totally not believing me.

I mean, I was at least trying to.

He quickly scans it, then sucks in a breath. “Your brother’s an idiot,” he tells Odilia, any trace of joking gone.

“I know,” she says. A tear threatens to fall, and I see her visibly trying to hold it in, as if she can will herself not to be upset over this, whatever it is.

Osric tries to put an arm around her, but she shrugs him off. He holds his hand out for the letter instead, and Amelrik passes it across the table to him.

“What happened?” I ask Amelrik. “What does it say?”

“Cedric’s—”

“Your highness,” someone says, interrupting him from telling me all the juicy details of the letter. I look over and recognize Gilbert, one of the king’s servants. He’s an elderly dragon, in human form right now—they almost always are when they approach Amelrik, like it’s some kind of unwritten rule or something. Except, for all I know, it could be an actual written one. He bows, keeping his hands folded behind his back. “The king requires your presence to discuss preparations. For the wedding.”

Amelrik gets a sour look on his face. “There is no wedding. Tell him I’m busy.” He turns to Odilia. “Listen—”

Gilbert clears his throat, interrupting again. “His majesty said you might say that.”

“Good. Then it won’t be a surprise.”

“And that if you did, I was to tell you that if you don’t comply, I will be beaten in this weak body and not allowed to transform and heal myself for twenty-four hours.” The old man lets out a shaky breath, though he’s obviously trying to hold it together.

Amelrik’s face goes pale. He looks like he’s going to be sick.

Gilbert hesitates, then says, “If I may say so, your highness… I feel you shouldn’t go.” His voice is tight when he says it, probably imagining the pain he’ll be in if Amelrik follows that advice. “It’s not my place to say, but as someone who’s watched you grow up—”

“No. Of course I’ll go.”

“—I feel the king doesn’t always have your best interest—”

“Stop.” The word is forceful and authoritative—the word of the king’s son. “Don’t say anything you’ll regret.” Amelrik gets up from the table, glancing around, like he’s worried someone could have overheard.

“I never regret speaking the truth,” Gilbert says, but he keeps the rest of his thoughts about the king to himself.

“I have to go,” Amelrik tells me. He makes quick eye contact with Odilia. “It’ll be okay. He hasn’t done anything yet. Well… nothing too terrible. Just hold on until I get back.”

He leaves with Gilbert, who looks visibly relieved.

Odilia sniffs really hard, still trying not to let her tears fall. Osric looks more and more stricken as he reads over the letter. Nobody offers me any information.

“So,” I say, trying not to feel like a huge third wheel, “who wants to get started on those snowballs?”
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I get all cozy in the bed later, with a mug of hot chocolate and Cedric’s letter, which I borrowed from Odilia, and a pile of books on learning Vairlin. I have them sort of spread out around me—two volumes on grammar and one dictionary—along with the letter and a wax tablet for trying to figure out the translation.

Amelrik’s lounging next to me, supposedly reading a book, except he keeps peering over at my notes. “That says ‘I’ve been observing their ways,’ not ‘I’m going to…’” He squints at my writing. “Wait, what does that say?”

I jerk the tablet out of his view. “It says mind your own business. I’m never going to learn if you keep giving me the answers.”

“You already know what’s in the letter.”

“Only the gist of it.” Which I picked up when he and Odilia were discussing it earlier, after he got back from talking to his father. Except once they got going, they switched to Vairlin without seeming to notice, even though some of us still wanted to know what was going on.  But it’s something about dragon attacks happening in the town where Cedric lives—in East Westford, which, as Odilia pointed out, is a really stupid name—and now a troop of paladins have arrived to investigate. And instead of getting the hell out of there like any sane dragon would do, Cedric’s decided this is the perfect opportunity to study them.

Amelrik reaches across me for the wax tablet. I hold it out of his grasp, but he tickles my side—which is really low, if you ask me—and I burst out laughing. He takes the tablet, grinning as he reads it. “‘I’m going to discover their mating habits’?” He wrinkles his nose. “That is not what he wrote.”

“Yes, it is! Right there.” I point to the line in the letter. “I mean, maybe he doesn’t say that exactly, but he does say something about mating habits. Doesn’t he?”

“Cedric might be fascinated by paladins, but not like that. It says… Well, first of all, your tense is wrong. And second of all, mating is a possible meaning here, I guess, but that’s kind of archaic, and it should have been clear from context that it’s social habits. Like, their personal relationships. How they interact with each other.”

“This is your dictionary. If it’s archaic, that’s your fault, not mine.”

“Which I suppose could include mating,” he says, conveniently not taking responsibility for his faulty dictionary, “but… it doesn’t.”

“How can you tell?”

He shrugs. “It just doesn’t.”

Well, that’s no help. I skim over my translation. It’s taken me, like, over an hour just to get the first paragraph done, and apparently I’ve botched the whole thing.

“Hey, you got this part right,” Amelrik says cheerfully, pointing at my first sentence.

“You mean, ‘Hey, Odilia, greetings from East Westford!’? Because that’s not the confidence booster you think it is.”

He smirks as he reads the next part, trying and failing not to laugh.

I snatch my wax tablet back from him. “Just read me the letter.”

“No, you’re right, Virginia, you should learn.”

“Are you serious?”

“Well—”

I grab the book he was reading before, which he seemed pretty into, at least  when he was actually reading it instead of being distracted by my bad translation. I hold my mug of hot chocolate over it.

Amelrik gasps. “You wouldn’t!”

“I might.” He’s right, though—I totally wouldn’t. “If you don’t want this book to have a terrible accident, you’d better start reading me that letter. And I want a real translation. No paraphrasing.”

He rolls his eyes at that, but he also moves the letter closer, so it’s sitting between us, I guess so I can follow along.

Which is kind of a stretch, but it’s still a nice gesture. I stuff his book under my pillows for safe keeping and lean back against them as I sip my hot chocolate, which is just cool enough to drink now.

“‘Hey, Odilia, greetings from East Westford!’”

“I know that part already.”

He speaks slowly as he goes, giving himself time to read ahead. “‘Exciting stuff going on here. You wouldn’t believe it. There was another dragon attack last week. No idea who’s been doing it, but another one of the townspeople was killed after they got…’” He hesitates, pausing in his translation.

“See?” I tell him. “It’s not so easy.”

“‘…clawed from behind.’” He snickers. “Well, there’s your mating habits.”

“Shut up. That’s not even the same sentence.” And what does clawing have to do with mating? Or do I not want to know? “Besides, someone is dead. It’s not funny.”

“No, but your translation is. What did you have it down as?”

“Um.” I pretend to check my notes, even though I already know the answer. “Afterward violenced upon.”

He cracks up at that.

I make a mental note to sip my hot chocolate more slowly, in case I need it for ammunition. “Keep reading.”

“Right. Okay. Then it says… ‘Half a dozen more paladins arrived just last week. I’ve been observing their ways.’” He gives me a pointed look when he reads that sentence, the one I’d gotten so wrong. “‘They’re extremely fascinating. I’ve managed to start a conversation with a few of them—’”

“He’s been talking to them?” That’s bold. Or completely stupid. Maybe both.

“That’s Cedric for you.” His tone is a mixture of exasperated and wistful.

“You miss him.” It’s not a question.

“We were really close, growing up. I didn’t really have a lot of friends, just my cousins. I was the king’s son, and, well… It’s not like everyone didn’t know what I am.”

“Amazing and wonderful?”

He half snorts, half scoffs at that. “Odilia hung out with us a lot, but she had a lot of other friends, too. And she was a few years older. But me and Cedric, we mostly did everything together.”

I nod, remembering how me and Celeste used to spend hours acting out crazy scenarios with our dolls or racing through the Hall of Heroes, the one with all the mangled old suits of armor on display. Which is actually kind of a creepy place to play, now that I think about it, but it didn’t mean anything to us back then. But Celeste was older than me, and as time passed, that difference felt wider and wider. And then there was the fact that I didn’t have St. George  magic and sort of witnessed our mother get torn apart by a dragon in the marketplace and everyone thought I was pretty much useless. My social status plummeted—if I’d ever even had a status, which I’m not so sure of—while meanwhile Celeste only got more and more popular.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve seen him,” Amelrik says. “Not since my father sent me to live with Elder clan. But judging from this letter, he hasn’t changed a bit.”

“Keep reading. He started talking to some of them?”

“Right. He says… ‘I’ve managed to start a conversation with a few of them, but no worthwhile information yet. One of them tells me he prefers spears over swords when it comes to gutting dragons. He was quite proud of that, for some reason. But the most interesting information I’ve gotten…’” Amelrik squints at it.

“What?”

“‘…was made through an observation. Some of the paladins have given each other nicknames. Midnight, Slipstream, Lodestone—”

A cold wave of panic loosens my grip on my mug. It only slips for a second, but it’s enough to slosh some over the edge.

“Virginia!” Amelrik yanks the letter away, but it’s too late, and he just flings drops of hot chocolate all over.

My hands are shaking. Carefully, I set the mug back on the nightstand. “The next word. What is it?”

“Are you okay? Do you know these people?”

“They’re not people. I mean, they’re not names. Just tell me.”

He looks at the page, but the ink’s smeared where I spilled on it. “I can’t read it. The words are gone. Virginia…” He sounds freaked out now, too.

My stomach twists. “Was the next word vermilion or scarlet? You read it earlier. Maybe you remember.”

“I don’t know. We don’t… They’re both red. I don’t know which one he meant.” He swallows. “If they’re not names—”

“Code words. Paladin code words. It means…” I press my palms against my knees to steady myself. “If they were saying them around Cedric, they know he’s suspicious. And… it means they think they’ve pinpointed who the dragon is. They’re using stealth, for now, no open attacks, but if he gives them any more reason to suspect something…”

Amelrik’s face is pale and his knuckles are white where he’s clutching the letter. “What’s vermilion?”

“Capture for questioning.”

“And scarlet?”

I swallow, not even wanting to say it. “Orders to kill on sight.”

6

JUST BECAUSE I’M A ST. GEORGE DOESN’T MEAN I’M A MURDERER

 

Odilia wrings her hands together as we make our way down to the lake. Our breath fogs in the air, and our feet make crunching noises in the snow. The very cold snow that I can’t help noticing is not our nice warm bed or my pajamas or a mug of hot chocolate. I mean, it’s only late afternoon, and I wasn’t actually wearing my pajamas yet, but still. An outdoor trek to the lake in the freezing cold wasn’t on my list for the day, let alone what we’re about to do, but that’s the least of my worries.

Well, actually, what we’re about to do might be worth worrying about. But still. I’m not the one about to be gutted by paladins.

“You’re sure?” Odilia says, her voice tight.

I think she’s asking me, even though she looks at Amelrik when she says it. “Yes,” I tell her. Sure enough that something terrible’s going to happen. Whether they mean to kill him or capture him, the results are bad either way. I hope it’s capture, and I hope it hasn’t happened yet. But then again, if it has… They’d put a dragon ring on him, which would be torture enough. I remember the painful red marks on Amelrik’s neck when he was in our dungeon, my sister’s prisoner. But it was different for him, because he doesn’t have to transform regularly like the others. It would be worse for Cedric. I think of Amelrik’s mother—his terrifying, insane mother who tried to kill us and who I never want to run into again—and what they did to her. But she wore the ring for months, not days.

If they do have Cedric, their torture won’t stop at the dragon ring. That’ll only be the beginning. And East Westford doesn’t have its own barracks. They might have taken him somewhere else for questioning, somewhere more fortified. My stomach clenches at the thought. I try to remind myself that either way, they’re not expecting a St. George to show up and free him. Which is maybe kind of becoming my specialty, now that I think about it.

“It’s going to be okay, Odilia,” Amelrik tells her, his voice soft. I don’t know if he really believes that, or if he’s just saying it to comfort her.

She nods, though her lower lip trembles a little, and she doesn’t look reassured. “It’s like that time he got lost in the woods and you had to go get him. He cried the whole way home.” She grins a little at that.

“We were only five. And your mother told him dragons from Elder clan roamed the woods after dark, looking for draclings to eat.”

“Seriously?” I guess things with Elder clan really weren’t good if they were their version of the bogeyman.

Odilia snorts. “He was such a baby.”

“You remember when he almost ate those berries?” Amelrik makes a face that’s half worried, half amused. “The really suspicious-looking ones he found in the woods?”

“Yes. ‘To see what they were like.’ It’s like he wants me to have a heart attack. I smacked them out of his claws and stomped on them.”

I glance around at the surrounding trees. “Are there really berries in these woods that can kill dragons?”

Odilia gives me an accusing look, like she thinks I’m making a mental list of their weaknesses. “Best not to find out.”

I suppose that’s true, but she doesn’t have to use that tone. Just because I’m a St. George doesn’t mean I’m a murderer.

“You remember when he broke that music box?” she says, forgetting about me and turning to Amelrik. “The one Aunt Ingrid used to listen to over and over for hours? She was livid. Practically foaming at the mouth. He wasn’t allowed to leave his room for a month. He cried then, too.” She smiles gleefully at that, as if remembering all the times her little brother ended up in tears makes her really happy.

Amelrik shifts uncomfortably. “Actually… That was me.”

“What? No, it was Cedric. My stupid, clumsy brother—”

“Took the fall for me. I broke the music box. Cedric was there—we were standing over it when my mother came in. She took one look at me…” He winces at the memory. “She was so angry. And she knew I’d done it. She just knew—she didn’t even wait for an explanation. She started yelling, and then she lunged at me. Cedric got in the way. He said he was the one that broke the music box, that he’d wanted to see how it worked and accidentally dropped it.”

See? His mother—totally crazy. But I keep that thought to myself, not that he doesn’t already know and not that it isn’t obvious. “That’s awful.”

He tries to shrug it off, but he doesn’t say anything.

Odilia stares at him. “He never told me. You never told me.”

“Neither of us ever mentioned it again. My mother didn’t really believe him—I know she didn’t—and it was like… like if we ever talked about it, we wouldn’t be able to keep up the lie.”

Odilia scowls at that. “You still could have told me. Now I feel like an idiot. I teased him about that for years.”

Which sounds kind of mean either way, really.

We arrive at the edge of the lake—the perfect takeoff spot, according to Odilia.

Amelrik wraps his arms around himself and takes a deep breath. “I swore I’d never do this again.”

The sound of flesh ripping and tearing echoes out across the lake as Odilia transforms. It makes me cringe, but the dragons busy doing ice gliding don’t even turn to look.

Odilia lashes her tail, her dark scales gleaming in the afternoon sunlight. “You cried last time we did this. That was definitely you.”

“Odilia!” He glares at her. “I did not cry.”

“Your eyes were wet.”

“From the wind!” He kicks at the snow, sending a tuft of flakes flying through the air. “Let’s just get this over with.”

Odilia’s expression’s hard for me to read, now that she’s in dragon form, but something in her face changes, and when she speaks, her tone is serious instead of mocking. “You’ll find him. You’ll bring him back.”

“We both will,” Amelrik says, meaning the two of us, since Odilia will be flying back home after she drops us off.

She scrapes a claw against the ice. It makes a horrible scritching sound. “Are you sure… are you sure you’ll be okay? Maybe I should—”

“It’s too dangerous,” Amelrik says. “It’ll be easier for just me and Virginia.”

She exhales, wisps of smoke from her nostrils mingling with her breath in the air in front of her. When we first started telling her our plan, she insisted on going, too. Until she actually started thinking about having to be in the same place as thousands of humans, some of them paladins, and then she looked sick and started fidgeting and acting really uncomfortable. I could tell she didn’t want to back out of going to save her brother, especially after she’d just made a big deal about it, but it was also obvious that going into that city was the last thing she wanted to do.

I was also thinking she’d make the least believable human ever and would probably give us away the second we walked through the gates, especially if there were paladins around. I was still trying to think of a polite way to say that that wouldn’t end in her either hating me forever or actually murdering me when Amelrik told her it would be easier for just the two of us, since neither of us have to transform. I mean, in my case, I can’t, since I’m not a dragon. But I get his point.

Odilia had seemed relieved, but still worried about Cedric, and she made him promise we’d find him.

Amelrik said we’d do our best, which didn’t go over well, and then they argued for a while in Vairlin. But when all was said and done, Odilia had agreed to fly us there and then come back home.

Which means we’d better actually find him, or else we’re going to have an awfully long walk back to Hawthorne clan in the snow. I mean, obviously that wouldn’t be the worst part about not finding him, and we did bring some supplies, just in case, but it’s still not something I’m looking forward to.

“You ready?” Odilia asks. She spreads her giant talons palm up on the ice.

Amelrik’s shoulders lift as he sucks in a breath. He mutters something to himself in Vairlin and doesn’t move.

Which is really selling this whole dragon-flight thing.

I stick out my hand to shake with him. “Well, it was a pleasure knowing you.”

He rolls his eyes at me. “Virginia, we’re not going to die.”

If I really thought we were, I wouldn’t be going through with this. Not that we have much choice, though. It would take way too long to get there on foot, and who knows what could happen to Cedric by then? “I know,” I tell Amelrik. “But just in case…” I take a step forward, closing the gap between us, and kiss him. Not like it will for sure be our last kiss ever because we’re going to fall from Odilia’s claws down to our deaths… but also not not like that. It could really go either way.

Picturing that makes my legs feel all wobbly and makes me think maybe this is a bad idea. So I push all those thoughts away, hug Amelrik extra hard just in case, and then march over to climb into Odilia’s outstretched hand before I can lose my nerve.

Amelrik does the same. “Don’t drop us,” he tells her.

She sounds offended. “I would never.”

“Or crush us.”

“I squeezed a little too hard one time!”

Wait, what?

“And we’ve only done this one time!”

Odilia huffs at that, the smell of dragon smoke suddenly heavy in the air, but then she gets a hold of herself. “You guys better keep still. No tickling.”

“You know what?” I say. “On second thought, maybe the scenic route is the way to go on this. Cedric will be fine for a few days.” In a St. George’s dungeon somewhere. If he’s not already dead.

“This is the scenic route,” Odilia says. And then, without warning, she closes her fingers around us loosely and takes off.

I scream as air whooshes around me and my stomach plummets like I’ve left it on the ground. I’m sitting down, and there’s not a lot of space here, but the momentum of the takeoff still throws me against the side of her hand, slamming my shoulder into her hard scales.

Then I make the mistake of opening my eyes—I hadn’t even realized I’d closed them—and peering through the scarily wide gaps between her fingers. The wind really does make my eyes water, and it’s so cold up here. I blink through the tears, look down, and immediately feel like I’m going to throw up. So, I guess my stomach did come with me, after all. But the ground is impossibly far below us. The lake’s gone, replaced with endless trees that look really pokey from up here. And the only thing separating me from falling and impaling myself on them, or splatting against the ground, is Odilia’s claws. If she forgets and decides to open them any wider…

I don’t even want to think about it. I scramble for something to hold onto, but there’s only her scales, which are too smooth to grip.

There’s a rumbling sound, which I think might be her saying something, and her fingers twitch a little, closing in on me. I stop moving, frozen with fear, and she relaxes. But, like, not enough to drop me or anything.

She speaks again, and this time I actually hear her. “I told you,” she says, “no tickling.”

7

SUSPICIOUS QUESTIONS THAT MIGHT GET US KILLED

 

It’s dark out by the time we land what feels like hours later, which on the one hand is a good thing, because it means Odilia can drop us off closer to town without being seen, but on the other hand is kind of a bad thing, since it means it’s even colder. I’m already numb from how cold I got during the flight, and from having to be in an uncomfortable, cramped position the whole way. And the walk into town after we say good-bye to Odilia—who both seemed reluctant to leave and like she couldn’t get away fast enough—doesn’t do much to warm me up.

“If I freeze to death, promise you’ll build a statue of me and put up a big plaque about how amazing I was and how you don’t know how you’ll ever be able to go on without me.”

“All of that on one plaque?” Amelrik has his arm hooked through mine as we make our way down the cobblestone streets of East Westford. The sky is clear right now, but the wind blows bits of snow off the rooftops, visible in the warm glow of the street lamps, which are all decorated for the holidays with red bows and green pine wreaths. The houses and shops along the street are white with dark brown trim and have kind of a fairytale look to them.

The town seems charming—I can see why Cedric likes it here—and our walk might actually be kind of nice, if my teeth weren’t chattering and if Amelrik didn’t keep glancing over his shoulder, like he’s worried about being seen.

“I did specify that it would be a big plaque,” I tell him. 

He puts his arm around my shoulders, pulling me closer to him, trying to share his warmth. “Do you want my cloak?”

I shake my head. He’s barely wearing enough winter gear to blend in as it is. Any less and it might look suspicious. Plus, at this point, I don’t feel like another cloak’s going to cut it. We just need to hurry up and get to Cedric’s house so I can warm up. And then get ready for another freezing flight home.

“And where am I supposed to put this statue?” Amelrik pauses at the corner, double checking the map, which we ripped out of a book back home. Then he motions for us to turn right.

“Uh, in the middle of the court, of course. So your father has to look at it every day.”

He laughs. “I don’t think so.”

“I’d say you could put it in your room, to have a constant reminder of me, but then no one else would get to see it. Maybe build it at the barracks.”

“Right. The same barracks where everyone still wants to kill me.” He looks over his shoulder at a random person walking on the opposite side of the street, studies them for a second, then faces forward again.

“Are we almost there?” Because if we have to go much farther, I think he’s going to have to carry me. Or leave me for dead, but hopefully that first one.

“It’s right… there.” He points to a house at the end of the block.

We make our way over to it, my footsteps quickening at the thought of actually being able to get warm again. But as we approach, my heart sinks. There’s no smoke coming out of the chimney. No light coming from the shuttered windows, either.

But he’s a dragon, so he wouldn’t need to have the fire going. And he might be in bed already. I mean, it’s still a bit early for that, but not, like, insanely so or anything. He could reasonably already be asleep. I mean, maybe he has to get up at the crack of dawn to study paladins or something.

Amelrik’s footsteps slow. “He’s not here.”

“We don’t know that.”

I push open the little iron gate that separates the yard from the street, intending to march over to the door and pound on it until Cedric answers—or I annoy everyone on the block, whichever comes first—but Amelrik holds an arm out to stop me. “Wait a second.” He studies the pathway from the gate to the door. “There are a lot of footprints here.”

“He might have had company. It might not mean anything.” It doesn’t look like there was a struggle. At least, not to me.

“Some of these are awfully deep. Like whoever made them was heavy, maybe wearing armor.”

“Would he be stupid enough to invite paladins over to his house?” I ask, keeping my voice down, though it still carries farther than I’d like.

Amelrik doesn’t answer that. He glances at the mess of footprints one more time, then hurries across the yard and pounds on the door. “Cedric!”

I follow him, really hoping Cedric’s secretly home. And not out of firewood. Er, and that he’s safe, of course.

“Cedric!” Amelrik pounds on the door again, louder this time.

I try the doorknob. Locked. “If he’d been captured, would they really have let him lock up first before dragging him off somewhere? Maybe he’s just not home.” Or maybe he came to his senses and realized how dangerous it would be to stay here and left.

Amelrik moves to the window. The shutters are closed, but he tries to peer inside anyway.

“Can you see anything?” I rub my hands together, trying to keep my fingers from freezing off.

“No.”

“Maybe we should break in. Then we can see if there are any signs of a struggle.” And also go through his stuff. Just, you know, to look for clues and not out of curiosity or anything. And of course if he had any delicious snacks lying around, I don’t see why we couldn’t help ourselves. He is Amelrik’s cousin, after all—I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.

“What?” He turns to look at me. “We’re not breaking in.”

“But we could.”

“I think the neighbors would notice.” He sees me rubbing my hands together and comes over, pulling off one of my mittens. When his fingers touch mine, they feel like they’re on fire.

“Ow.”

He rubs at my hands, trying to work the cold out of them. “We need to get somewhere warm.”

I gesture to the empty house. “Shelter, found. Ta-da.”

“We passed an inn not far from here. They’ll have a fire already going. And hot food.”

My stomach rumbles at the thought. That hot chocolate I drank seems like a lifetime ago. “What about Cedric?”

He glances at the house and sighs. “There’s nothing else we can do right now. We don’t know where he is, and you’re going to start losing fingers if we stay out here any longer. And I don’t know about you, but I happen to like you with all your fingers intact. Toes, too.”

“I have to admit, I am partial to them.”

“We’ll come back tomorrow.”

“And if he’s still not here?”

“Then we’ll break in and look for clues.”

“Really?”

“No, of course not.” He hesitates. “Well, maybe. But let’s wait and cross that bridge when we come to it.”
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“You know,” I tell Amelrik, “I read in a book once that the best way to warm someone up is through skin-to-skin contact.” We’re sitting in front of the giant hearth at the inn down the street. The fire’s pretty warm, and I no longer feel like I’m going to freeze to death—the hot bowl of stew I’m eating doesn’t hurt, either—but there’s still a chill lingering in my bones. “So we should probably go up to our room and take off all our clothes.” And then he should press his naked body against mine. Just, you know, to be safe.

“Uh-huh.” He sounds far away when he says it. And completely unenthusiastic.

That was a perfunctory “uh-huh” if I’ve ever heard one. He’s not listening. At least, I hope not, since the alternative is that my own boyfriend—I mean, betrothed—finds the idea of getting naked with me that unappealing. “Ahem.” I clear my throat. When he doesn’t respond to that, I poke him in the shoulder. “Amelrik.”

“What?” He finally notices I’m trying to get his attention. He blinks and sets his empty stew bowl on the low table in front of us.

“I was saying we should— Er, never mind.”

“You see that guy behind the counter?” He leans in and whispers that, like it’s a secret.

“The innkeeper’s son?” The guy he’s talking about is tall with short, light brown hair that hangs just a little too far over his eyes, so that he keeps having to brush it out of his face with his hand. He’s been talking and laughing with the other customers the whole time we’ve been here.

“He’s not their son.” There’s an edge to his voice.

I guess I just assumed. “How do you know? Did you talk to him?” The innkeeper himself checked us in, then we went up to our room to take off our coats and drop off our bags before coming back down to get our food, and Amelrik’s been by my side that whole time, so I don’t know when he would have had a chance find out anything. But I was also pretty focused on eating my stew when I first sat down, so maybe I just didn’t notice.

“He’s a dragon.”

I pause, my spoon hovering just outside my mouth. “A dragon?” Thoughts of Cedric’s letter flood my mind. He said people had been attacked, and obviously he wasn’t the dragon that did it. And now here’s another one. “Do you think—”

“I don’t know.” But it’s clear he doesn’t trust this guy, whoever he is.

“Maybe he knows where Cedric is.” The inn’s not far from Cedric’s house. If Amelrik could tell this guy was a dragon without even getting near him, then surely Cedric must have known there was one so close to him?

The guy at the counter glances over at us, but when he sees Amelrik watching him, he quickly looks away.

I scarf down one last bite of stew, then set the bowl down and get to my feet.

“Virginia.”

“I’m going to go talk to him. He might know something.”  And if we’re going to ask someone suspicious questions that might get us killed—like if anyone’s seen our dragon friend—we might as well ask someone who isn’t going to turn us in. Or at least who would have a lot to lose if he did. Not that I’m going to actually ask him if he’s seen our dragon friend, though you wouldn’t know that from the shocked look on Amelrik’s face or the way he’s waving his hands, trying to get me to sit back down.

I go over to the bar. There are a few open seats at the far end, but still too many people here to speak openly. 

The guy behind the counter looks over at me, his expression hard and unreadable. But definitely not friendly, not like he’s been to everyone else here.

Someone holds up an empty glass. “Leif—get us one more, will you?”

He nods, but calls out to one of the waitresses and passes the order off to her. Then he—Leif, I guess—comes over to me.

Well, to us, because now Amelrik’s standing beside me, his whole body giving off a wary vibe. He really doesn’t trust this guy.

Leif looks from him to me. “You don’t belong here.” He has the same clipped accent as Amelrik and everyone else in Hawthorne Valley, but I’m guessing he’s not from Hawthorne clan, or else Amelrik wouldn’t be so on edge.

“We’re looking for someone,” I say. “Maybe you know him?”

“We’re a popular inn—lots of people coming through. You’re going to have to be more specific.”

“He’s, um…” I realize I don’t actually know what Cedric looks like. “His name’s Cedric.”

Leif shakes his head, a little too quickly. “Never heard of him.”

Amelrik scowls. “If you’ve seen him—”

“I haven’t. There’s no one by that name here.” He brushes his hair out of his face, his eyes a hard, icy blue. “If that’s all, I have customers to see to.”

“Wait,” I tell him. “We just want to know if he’s okay.”

Leif hesitates, his gaze falling down to the counter, so that his hair falls in his eyes again. “I told you already, I don’t know him. I can’t keep track of everyone who comes in here.”

Right as he says that, the door flies open and a group of paladins comes clamoring in. They’re not in their armor, though they are all still wearing their swords, and their cloaks all have their family insignias on them.

Amelrik takes a step back, even though they’re nowhere near us. Well, relatively speaking. They’re actually pretty close, all things considered, even if they’re still on the other side of the room.

Leif sucks in a breath. “I can’t be seen with you,” he mutters, and then heads off to attend another customer at the other end of the bar.

The half a dozen paladins are all in a really good mood. The one at the head of their group—a Blackarrow, judging by his family crest—marches straight up to the counter and shouts, “Drinks are on us tonight!”

“No!” The woman next to him—an Elmhurst—elbows him in the ribs. “I said one round!”

“The boss is paying for it. Besides, tonight’s a night to celebrate—we captured ourselves a dragon!”

She glares at him, like she wishes he hadn’t just announced that. A cheer erupts throughout the inn.

Amelrik grabs my hand, but other than that, he doesn’t move. He doesn’t take his eyes off of the group of paladins.

Neither does Leif. He gapes at them, a look of absolute horror washing over his face. The glass he’s holding slips from his grasp, crashing into pieces on the floor.

“Leif!” the innkeeper scolds. “They’re only paying for the drinks, not the cups!”

“Sorry,” he mutters, then grabs a broom to clean it up, his hands shaking. As he starts to sweep, his eyes dart over to us, then away again.

Me and Amelrik share a look, then push our way through the suddenly boisterous crowd and over to the stairs to get to our room. We can’t talk out here—not that we could really hear each other anyway, since the paladins have started up a loud drinking song—but I’m pretty sure we don’t need to. I just need to grab a coat or two before we head out to rescue Cedric.

8

HERE’S YOUR PROOF

 

The first thing I notice when we sneak into the servants’ entrance in the kitchen at Rosewood Manor—the nobleman’s house where all the paladins are staying—is that it’s really warm. Too warm, especially with all my coats on. They must really keep the fires stoked in this place. Though, when I look around, I see that the heat’s coming from several large ovens. A couple members of the kitchen staff are running around, frantically trying to keep up with the food they’re cooking, even though dinner should have been hours ago.

“You!” A plump woman wearing an apron dusts flour off her hands and points to me. “It’s about time someone showed up. What are you just standing around for?”

“Um—”

“Put your coat in the closet with the others and get one of those aprons on!” Her face is red, maybe from the heat, or maybe from shouting at me. Then she bows her head in Amelrik’s direction. “I’m so sorry, my lord. I hope she wasn’t bothering you. And pardon me for saying so, but guests ought to use the front entrance.”

My lord? And we came in together—why is she assuming I’m part of the staff and he’s not?

“It’s fine,” he says, as if this is a totally normal conversation. “I’ve seen a kitchen before, believe it or not.”

She laughs. “Well, next time, be sure to go in the front. Lord Rosewood would have my hide if he knew I’d let you come through the side entrance.”

“Let’s just agree not to tell him then.”

She smiles gratefully at that. “May I take your cloak, my lord?”

He hesitates, his eyes darting over to me, where I’m stuffing my coats into the closet near the door. It’s probably a bad idea, in case we need to make a quick getaway, but I’ll be way too hot with them on, and it’ll be easier to move around if I don’t have to carry them. Plus, this woman sounded pretty serious about me taking them off.

“Maybe I should hold onto it,” Amelrik says. “I might not be staying long.”

“Suit yourself. And you!” She whirls on me. “Put that apron on, girl! You’d think this was your first day!”

I consider whether or not I should tell her that it is in fact my first day, or maybe even that I don’t actually work here, but then I think better of it. “Sorry, um, ma’am?” I grab a food-stained apron off one of the hooks on the back wall.

“Sorry is right!” She rolls her eyes, giving Amelrik a knowing, conspiratorial look. “Lord Rosewood just has to throw a late-night dinner party after most of the staff have already gone home. In celebration.”

My ears perk up at that. “Because of the prisoner?”

Her eyes narrow. “Heard about that already? Word spreads fast. But it’s none of your concern. Get over there and start rolling out dough for those pastries.”

I ignore her. “Is he really a dragon? Maybe I could go see—”

“No! Lord Rosewood wouldn’t appreciate stupid girls wandering around his house, looking for trouble, and neither would the paladins he’s putting up. It’s their prisoner, after all. And even if he did, it wouldn’t matter, because you have work to do!”

I shrink back at her words and hurry over to the rolling pin and balls of dough, wondering how long I’ll have to actually do this before I can sneak out of here.

Amelrik flashes her a charming smile. I mean, I can really only see him out of the corner of my eye, since I’m too afraid to look up from rolling the dough, but I’m pretty sure it’s a charming smile. Especially judging from the way her face lights up in return. “I’d like to see the prisoner,” he says.

“Oh. Well, that’s… that’s different.” She glances around, then lowers her voice. “The paladins have got him in the cellar, but I wouldn’t go poking around there if I were you. You’ll have to speak to Lord Rosewood.”

“Of course. Actually, this is my first time at the manor. If you could loan me that kitchen girl for a moment, just to show me to the dining room… I’m sure she won’t be missed. Look at the mess she’s making of that dough.”

The woman suddenly glares at me, because he’s right, I am making a mess. The dough keeps sticking to the rolling pin, and instead of flattening out, it’s all just globbing up everywhere. “What are you doing?!” She puts a hand to her temple. “I ask Sally to round up a few of the daytime staff, and this is what she sends me. Must have been pulling from the bottom of the barrel when she dredged you up. Just go!” She waves me off, suddenly flailing her hand at me. “Show this gentleman to the dining room and come straight back. And don’t you dare speak a word to Lord Rosewood or his guests!”

“Y-yes, ma’am!” I take off my apron, wiping my hands on it as I toss it down on the counter. Which is probably not where I’m supposed to put it—the murderous look in her eyes confirms that—but I don’t care because, for one, I don’t actually work here. And second, I don’t plan on actually coming back. Well, except to get my coats, of course, but hopefully she’ll have forgotten about me by then. I look at Amelrik. “Um, right this way.”

He clears his throat and tilts his head, like I’m missing something.

“Um… right this way, my lord?” I say, glancing between them to see if I got it right.

Amelrik nods, trying not to laugh.

The woman lets out an exasperated sigh and mutters to herself about me being a good-for-nothing.

As soon as me and Amelrik are safely out of the room, I jab him in the back. “Come on, my lord. Right this way, my lord.” I scowl at him.

“It should actually be ‘your highness,’ but I wasn’t about to correct her. You, on the other hand…” He grins, looking way too pleased with himself.

“I am not going to call you that. And why did she immediately assume I was staff and you were one of the guests?” We’re dressed pretty similar, plus we hadn’t even taken our coats off when she made that assumption.

“Uh, I think that’s pretty obvious. It’s the way you slouch all the time.”

“I do not slouch.” I just don’t always stand up straight. And I really doubt that fixing my posture would make people start assuming I’m some upper-class lady who just wandered into the staff entrance by mistake. “And anyway, so do you.”

“But not in front of the kitchen staff.” He sniffs the air, pausing before turning down a long hallway. “This way. She said he was in the cellar.”

“Do you… do you smell Cedric?” I ask, half expecting this to be one of those times where I put my foot in my mouth about dragons and how they work, even though it seems like an innocent question.

But he just shakes his head. “No, just the dirt. And the damp.” He makes a face, probably picturing Cedric trapped in a dank hole, the paladins’ prisoner. His footsteps speed up.

I hurry to match him, which leaves me a little out of breath. “I still think I should have done this alone. It’s dangerous for you here.”

He slows a little, maybe because it’s obvious I’m having trouble keeping up. “I’ve done this before, you know.”

“That doesn’t count. That was all before I knew you.” Before I cared what happened to him.

“And if it wasn’t for me, you’d be stuck in the kitchen, rolling out pastry dough the rest of the night. Very badly, I might add.”

“And you know so much about it, do you? Your highness?”

 “It’s easier if you cover everything in flour before you start rolling. What?” he says, when I give him an incredulous look. “I said I’d seen a kitchen before.”

“Did you work in one?”

“No,” he admits. “I just watched. But I’ve seen the cooks back home do it a million times.”

“While you were standing up straight in front of them.”

“Of course,” he says, but in a teasing way, so that I’m not sure if he means it.

We turn down another hallway. Amelrik frowns at the door at the end of it, so that at first I think we’ve gone the wrong way. “Are we lost?”

“No, it’s just…” He sniffs the air again. “There’s someone in there, but it’s not Cedric.”

A loud cry emanates from the room, followed by sobbing. It’s muffled, but it makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

“It’s not a dragon, either. Whoever they’ve got in there… they’re human.”

I open my mouth, ready to ask him about that, but not even sure where to start. But then we hear someone approaching. A man’s voice carries over from another hallway, coming closer.

“I want the prisoner’s head on the wall by morning! Whatever it takes—get the information from him. I’ve received word that Joanna’s just arrived in town and will be here soon, and then we’ll know for sure. I’ll be at Lord Rosewood’s dinner party until then. Either way, the scaly bastard’s not going anywhere. Get to it and then give me your full report. And tell Blackarrow to stop throwing my money away at the bar!”

There are some muttered agreements as his footsteps head off in the opposite direction from us, though it still sounds like there are at least several paladins nearby.

But that’s the least of my worries, because when I look over at Amelrik to see if he heard—well, I know he must have heard—there’s a look of pure terror on his face. He’s shaking all over. He’s actually shaking.

“What? What happened?” I ask.

His mouth drops open, but he doesn’t speak. His breathing is shallow and quick, like he can’t get enough air.

Panic spikes in my chest. My blood runs cold. I have no idea what’s happening. “Amelrik?”

“That man… His voice…” He cringes, practically gasping for air. Then there’s the sound of flesh tearing and rearranging itself as he suddenly transforms. 

I gasp as Amelrik’s eyes turn yellow, his pupils turning to slits. Little black scales spread down the sides of his face and his neck. Leathery black wings with flashes of red underneath jut out from his back, tearing through his shirt and ripping his cloak, and his hands end in hooked claws.

There’s a hitch in my breathing. I haven’t seen him like this since… since six months ago, when he fought Lothar.

His transformation isn’t as loud or as dramatic as when one of the other dragons shifts, but I still hear one of the paladins down the hall say, “What was that?”

Amelrik stares in horror at his clawed hands. Then he looks at me, his eyes wild and his voice deadly serious. “He’s going to kill us.”

“Not if you change back!” Besides, he already left. It’s the other paladins who will kill us.

Amelrik’s still struggling to breathe normally, completely freaking out. I reach out to put a hand on his arm, but he jerks away from me. He stretches out his wings in a strange, desperate motion, then quickly pulls them in, like he can’t decide what to do with himself.

He’s panicking.

And the paladins are headed this way.

“Change back,” I whisper, pleading with him. “Right now.”

His eyes meet mine—his yellow dragon eyes that are both so familiar and so strange at the same time—and all I see is desperation and fear. I don’t know what’s going on, but I know he’s not going to change. He’s not going to be able to in time.

Maybe I should cast the binding spell, but there’s no time for that, either. There’s a door not far from us. I turn the knob, praying that it’s unlocked. Thankfully, it clicks open. I give the room a quick scan to make sure it’s empty, and then I shove Amelrik inside.

I get the door closed again right before the paladins turn the corner.

There’s two of them, two men, though neither one is old enough to have been the one that has Amelrik so freaked out. They’re not in full armor, but their insignias mark them as members of the Cartwright and Hathaway families. They glare at me.

“You!” The Cartwright puts a hand on his sword hilt. “What are you doing here?”

“And who were you talking to?” the Hathaway demands.

I consider pretending to be a kitchen maid who got lost trying to get a glimpse of the prisoner. That might be the easiest way out of this, but then they might search the hall and find Amelrik. “I was talking to myself about how angry I am at being kept waiting.” I stand up straight, keeping my shoulders back and my chin up. I feel ridiculous, but maybe Amelrik’s right about my posture making me look more like a servant than a… Well, a not servant. And right now, I need them to take me seriously.

“Kept waiting?”

“I’m here to see the prisoner.”

The Cartwright frowns, his hand still on his sword hilt, though he looks less ready to draw. “Are you one of the staff? You’re not supposed to be in this part of the manor.”

“No, I’m not part of the staff.” I scoff at that. “I’m a St. George.”

They blink in surprise, then look me over.

“She the boss’s daughter or something?” the Hathaway whispers.

“She is standing right here. And no, I’m not. I’m”—I hesitate, knowing better than to give them my real name—“Valencia St. George, and I was passing through East Westford when I heard you’d caught a dragon. I want to see him. It, I mean.”

They just stand there, stunned. Then the Cartwright, who’s completely forgotten all about drawing his sword—I guess he decided I’m not a threat—laughs and says, “You’re not a St. George.”

I clench my fists, anger burning inside me, but I force myself to stay calm. Valencia St. George is the kind of girl who stays calm when idiots are being insubordinate. I think. “Open that door and I’ll prove it.” I say that in my most commanding voice, trying to channel Celeste when she’s barking out orders to the other paladins.

They look at each other, still obviously not believing me. Then the Hathaway shrugs. “What harm could it do?”

“Unless the boss catches us.”

He waves that thought away. “He’s at the dinner party. He’ll never know, and I want to see this.”

They unlock the door. It swings open with a creak. The room is dark, and the air is cooler as I descend the stone stairs into the cellar. The walls are made of dirt, and it smells damp in here, just like Amelrik said.

The prisoner’s chained to the wall, an iron dragon ring around his neck. I have no idea who he is, but he’s older than us, at least thirty, so he couldn’t be Cedric. Besides, Amelrik already said it wasn’t him. He said he was human.

I let my anger show on my face and whirl around to face the paladins. “You idiots!”

“What?”

I point to the prisoner. “That man is human. You haven’t caught a dragon, and now you’re wasting my time!” People in charge are always complaining about other people wasting their time.

“That’s what I’ve been telling you,” the prisoner says, his voice a sob.

“Uh…” The Cartwright shares a look with the Hathaway. “You can’t tell that just by looking. I’m afraid you’re—”

“What kind of training have you had?! Do they not teach paladins anything up north?” I shake my head at them. “Of course you can tell.” I have no idea how to tell. I’m pretty sure it’s something only other dragons can figure out, actually.

“Really? How?”

I scowl at them, like I’m too busy and important to possibly bother explaining such a simple fact to them and hold up my hands. “You want proof I’m a St. George? Here’s your proof.” I’ve only done this once, and not since I first met Amelrik, but I focus on the dragon ring around the man’s neck. I picture it breaking apart, releasing him. My heart’s pounding in my chest, because if this doesn’t work, they’re not just going to let me run back to the kitchen. And they’re going to kill the prisoner. I don’t know him, but I can’t let that happen to an innocent person if I can help it. And it could have just as easily been Cedric in here. Or Amelrik.

It still could be, if anyone finds him before he can change back.

There’s a flash of red light and the smell of sulfur as I cast the spell, and then a cracking sound as the metal collar splits apart and falls away from the man’s neck, landing on the dirt floor with a thunk.

He gasps with relief and starts crying, though he’s still chained to the wall and far from free.

Both paladins draw their swords with a shink.

“What were you thinking?!” the Hathaway shouts. “Joanna Carver’s going to be here any minute!”

Carver. The name fills me with dread. Their power is the opposite of ours—forcing dragons into dragon form.

The Cartwright clenches his jaw. “You shouldn’t have done that!”

I don’t know if they’re pointing their swords at me or at the prisoner, who they’re expecting to turn into a full-size dragon any second now, but I don’t move either way.

“I’m not a dragon,” the man says, fear and relief mixing in his voice. “I don’t know anything about them!”

The air in the room stays tense as the paladins keep their swords up, not believing him. Like the second they let their guard down, he’ll transform and murder us all.

I try really hard to keep my voice steady when I say, “If he was going to change, he would have done it by now.”

“He’s biding his time,” the Cartwright says, but he doesn’t sound super sure about it.

“I just want to go home.” The prisoner’s voice is small and very, very human.

Eventually, they lower their swords, though they make a point not to sheathe them. Both of them stare at me. Neither looks friendly.

“Well.” I swallow. “Since there’s clearly no dragon here, I’d better be on my way. But if you need another paladin—”

“We don’t,” the Hathaway says. “We’ve got all the paladins we need.”

“Oh. Well, great, then. Great.”

“You’d better leave town,” the Cartwright says. At first I think it’s a threat, despite his casual tone, but then he adds, “Because if this isn’t the dragon, then we’ve run out of time. Now that the Carver’s here, the whole town’s going on lockdown.”

Lockdown. A chill runs down my spine. I’ve never witnessed it before, but I’ve heard Celeste and the others talk about it. I lick my lips, my mouth suddenly dry. “A lockdown?”

“A magical barrier’s going up around the whole city. No one’s getting in or out, dragon or human. If you don’t want to get stuck here, I’d get out tonight if I were you.” He hesitates, then says, “Quicker than that, actually. I’d get out as soon as possible.”
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We race back to the inn to get our supplies—which we’ll need for our journey back home—after we escape the manor house. I say escape, but it’s not like anyone was chasing us or anything. The paladins never found out Amelrik was even there, let alone what he was. After I left the paladins in the cellar and ducked back into the room where I’d left Amelrik, he’d calmed down enough to return to human form. I had about a million questions to ask him, but we didn’t speak, for fear of the paladins hearing us. Instead, he jerked his head toward the kitchen, and I nodded. We retrieved my coats from the kitchen closet—to the dismay of the overworked cook, who was not happy that I was leaving so soon—and then ran out into the night.

What she thought a lord like him was doing running off with a kitchen girl like me, we’ll never know. I mean, she did look pretty shocked, but that might have been because his cloak was mysteriously torn and he looked like he’d seen a ghost.

We’re almost to the inn when I have to stop and catch my breath. It’s not easy trying to run in the snow. Well, if you can call it running, because that might be giving me too much credit. But either way, moving faster than normal in the snow is hard, and I’m out of breath and sweating underneath my winter coats.

Amelrik stops, too, and I lean against him. He makes a face. “You stink like magic.”

“Thanks. The paladins… They’re putting the town on lockdown.”

His eyes widen. “Are you sure?”

I nod, still trying to catch my breath.

He looks back the way we came, then in the direction of the inn. “I’ve heard of it, but I’ve never seen it before.”

“Same here.”

“They think it’s that bad?”

He means because a lockdown is a pretty drastic step for them to take. It’s rare—most cities don’t exactly approve of being under self-inflicted magical siege that traps them inside with a desperate dragon, even if it’s probably only for a day or two—just until the dragon can’t stand it anymore and has to transform. But even so, it’s a hard spell to pull off. It takes four experienced Strongshields working in unison at separate locations around the edge of the barrier. “There’ve been multiple deaths and no sign of the dragon who did it.”

“Still…” His face is ashen, and I can’t tell if it’s because he’s worried about the lockdown or because of what happened earlier.

“Who was that back there? That man you thought was going to kill us?”

His chest heaves, his breath fogging the air. “He was.”

“Who is he?”

“I don’t… I don’t know.”

He doesn’t know who he is, but the sound of his voice was enough to make him transform for the first time in six months? In the middle of paladin central, where we were definitely not supposed to be? “Amelrik—”

“I know it sounds crazy!” He presses his palms to his forehead. “But hearing his voice, it made me feel like I was in a nightmare. And I don’t know why, but I knew he wanted to hurt us. I could feel it.”

He’s right, that does sound crazy. “It wasn’t Cedric in the dungeon.”

“I know.”

“So, where is he?”

“If they’d found him, if they’d hurt him, they wouldn’t be putting the town on lockdown. Not with a dragon’s head to parade around.”

I wince at the thought of something so gruesome. “We could check his house again.”

“There’s no time.” He swallows, obviously worried. “And for all we know, maybe he already left town. We just have to hope he’s okay.”

And hope Odilia doesn’t kill us when we show up empty-handed.

He motions for us to keep moving, now that I’ve caught my breath. As we turn the last corner before the inn, a couple paladins go running past us, toward the western gate. They’re moving too fast for me to catch a glimpse of all their insignias, but I’m betting at least one of them’s a Strongshield.

“We have to get out of here,” Amelrik says.

I nod. Today has been pretty much the longest day ever, between flying here with Odilia, then trekking to Cedric’s house and practically freezing to death, and then staging an impromptu rescue mission at paladin headquarters that didn’t exactly go as planned. Now it’s late, we’re both exhausted, and instead of collapsing in our cozy room at the inn together, we have to hurry back out into the wilderness so we can walk back to Hawthorne clan. For days. In the snow.

Ugh.

But none of that is a good enough reason to stay here. Not when there are paladins dead set on rooting out any and all dragons hiding in this town.

My heart sinks at the thought of Cedric being stuck here. Alone and stupidly curious about the paladins who are no doubt going to murder him when they figure out what he is. Which they will, because sooner or later he’ll have to transform—probably more like sooner—and that won’t exactly go unnoticed in a town full of people. There’ll be nowhere for him to hide, no way to sneak off to transform in the woods.

I’m thinking about all that as we step inside the inn. I don’t know if it’s normal for this place or if everyone’s just that excited about the supposed dragon capture, but there are still a fair amount of people here, even though it’s late.

Amelrik freezes, his hand gripping mine.

I follow his gaze to one of the tables. I immediately recognize Leif from earlier. It looks like he’s off duty now, because I doubt the innkeeper would allow him to sit around drinking and playing cards with his friends if he was supposed to be working. And next to him…

Next to him is a guy I’ve never seen before, but he’s instantly familiar. He has dark hair, like Amelrik and Odilia, though his is more dark brown than black, and his features aren’t quite as sharp as Amelrik’s. But there’s something about the cocky grin that slides across his face, tugging on one side of his mouth, and the playful way he raises an eyebrow at Leif that makes my heart beat faster. It’s like I’m seeing the right expressions on the wrong person, and if I didn’t already know better, I’d assume they were brothers, not cousins.

“Cedric.” Amelrik practically breathes the word, as if he can’t believe he’s really here. Or maybe that he can’t believe Cedric’s sitting safely at the inn with his friends while we’ve been running around town all night trying to rescue him.

The whole table turns to look. Leif’s smile changes to a glare when he sees us.

Even though he’s the one who obviously lied to us about knowing Cedric. I mean, we pretty much knew he was lying, but still. If anyone should be glaring like that, it should be us at him, not the other way around.

Cedric’s eyes widen. He studies Amelrik’s face in shock for a second, like he can’t believe it, either. Then his expression darkens. “What are you doing here, cousin?” There’s a sneer in his voice. He does not sound glad to see him.

I wasn’t expecting that.

Neither, apparently, was Amelrik. His shoulders stiffen beside me. “Cedric,” he says. “We need to talk.”
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“You’re here because you want something.” Cedric stands by the door of our room with his arms folded, like he’s this close to storming out and leaving.

Amelrik scowls at him. “That’s not what I said.”

Our bags are sitting where we left them in the middle of the bed, still packed. All we have to do is grab them and go.

“We haven’t spoken in six and half years, and you—” Cedric pauses and sniffs the air. “What is that smell?”

Amelrik jerks his thumb toward me. “Virginia. She’s a St. George.”

“Hey!” I do not smell. I mean, there might be a tiny hint of sulfur still lingering on me, but it’s super faint. At least, I think it is.

Cedric’s eyes widen. His are a warm brown, like Odilia’s. “You brought a paladin?! Does she know—”

“She knows everything.” Amelrik waves that away. “She’s my betrothed.”

I can’t help smiling when he says that.

Cedric scoffs. “I bet Uncle Ulrich loves that. Seriously, though, you and a St. George?” He unfolds his arms and takes a step toward me, letting his guard down a little as his whole face lights up with fascination. Then he shakes his head. “You could have told me you weren’t dead.”

“I didn’t…” Amelrik swallows and shoves his hands in his pockets. “Odilia must have told you.”

“‘Must have.’ You don’t even know for sure! And I don’t care what she told me—I wanted to hear it from you!”

“Cedric—”

“I thought you were my best friend! And then you left for Elder clan, and I never heard a word from you again.”

“That’s not fair. You know what happened, you know why I was sent there!”

He means after his mother broke his wings and tried to kill him, though I’m not sure Cedric knows about the broken wings part. I wince just remembering when Amelrik told me about it. After that, his father sent him away to live with Elder clan as part of a political hostage exchange to try and keep the peace. He figured it was safer for him there. Amelrik told me he hated it, at least at first, but that overall it was probably for the best.

“Of course I do!” Cedric shouts. “I waited for months to hear that you were okay! I wrote to you almost every day at first. I was so sure you’d be lonely, all by yourself in that horrible place. And who else was I supposed to talk to? Tell me you never got my letters.”

“I…” Amelrik clears his throat. He doesn’t look at Cedric.

“So you did get them. You just didn’t care.”

“What was I supposed to say? I wasn’t okay, and you knew that, and in your letters, you just acted like… like nothing had happened!”

“What about now, huh? You’re okay now. You’ve been back from the dead for six months, but not one word to me!”

“Not to interrupt your family reunion or anything,” I tell them, “but we need to get going. Like, now.”

Amelrik glances over at me, then at his cousin. “Cedric—”

“I’m not going anywhere with you. I already told your father I’m not coming home. And you can’t just waltz in here after all this time and expect me to just do what you want. I don’t want to be king, and I don’t want to marry Rosalind.” He makes a face.

“Well, neither do I.”

“What?” Cedric cocks his head, like maybe he heard that wrong.

Amelrik takes a deep breath. “Someone has to marry her, to unite us with Oak clan. There’s a rumor that the Elder king is ill and stepping down soon. And if he does, Lothar takes the throne.”

“What?!” I gape at him. This is news to me.

“My father only told me earlier today.” He rubs his face with one hand, muttering, “Was that really only today?”

“So what?” Cedric says, but there’s an edge of fear in his voice.

“If Lothar takes the throne, there’s no telling what he might do. That’s why the Oak king agreed that… that I should marry Rosalind.”

“That desperate, is he?” Cedric practically spits the words. Then Amelrik winces, and Cedric suddenly looks like he wishes he could take them back, though he doesn’t apologize.

“Yes,” Amelrik says. “He’s that desperate. And if neither of us are there to marry her in ten days, not only will we not have Oak clan’s support if Elder clan decides to attack, but we might go to war with them as well.”

I want to punch something. Or maybe kick something. I settle for smacking one of our gear bags really hard, which kind of hurts, actually. “You didn’t tell me!”

He holds up his hands. “I just found out today!”

“Hours and hours ago!”

“Virginia.” He sighs. “It was nothing new. Not really. And I knew you’d be upset.”

“Great,” Cedric says. “Just avoid everyone you don’t want to talk to, even your own betrothed.”

Amelrik glares at him. “I wasn’t…” But he can’t say he wasn’t avoiding him. Or me, I guess.

“You’re only here because you don’t want to marry Rosalind.” He huffs at that. “But it doesn’t matter, because Uncle Ulrich will never let you marry a human, let alone a St. George!”

“I know!” He throws his hands up. “I know that, but it doesn’t matter, because you’re the heir, not me! We’re going to go to war, and you don’t care! Some heir you are!”

Cedric squirms a little and takes a step back. “I told you, I don’t want to be king. I never asked for that.”

“You think I asked for this?!” Amelrik gestures to himself, and even though he’s still in human form, it’s clear what he means. “For any of it?!”

Cedric’s face turns red. He shouts something at him in Vairlin. Then they’re both doing it, talking over each other really fast in a language I don’t understand.

“Hey!” I stomp my foot to get their attention, because I am not missing out on another conversation. Er, I mean, because we need to get out of here.

They ignore me, too caught up in their argument. And then Cedric says something bitter sounding that makes Amelrik gasp, and suddenly they’re in each other’s faces, looking ready to murder each other.

I step in before it can escalate any further, putting a hand on each of their chests and shoving them apart until I can stand between them. “Will you both just stop?! You’re acting like children!”

“He started it,” Cedric mutters.

“You started it,” Amelrik says, but under his breath, like that makes it any better.

And obviously they both heard each other, because they keep glaring.

I turn to Amelrik and flick him on the forehead.

“Ow!”

“Stop it. And you…” I turn to flick Cedric, but he moves out of reach. “You guys can fight later. After we get out of here.”

Cedric scoffs. “I told you, I’m not—”

“We didn’t come here to get you because of Rosalind!” I tell him. “Well, I mean, not just because of that. We came here because you’re in danger. From the paladins.”

He bristles at that. “I can take care of myself.”

Amelrik scowls. “Obviously you can’t.”

I shoot him a warning look, then turn back to Cedric. “They’re putting the town on lockdown.”

He perks up. “Who is? What does that mean?”

“The paladins,” Amelrik says. “It’s a magical barrier—”

“I wasn’t talking to you.”

Amelrik gapes at him. Then his expression darkens. “You—”

“It’s a magical barrier,” I say, before they can start arguing again. “It keeps everyone in—dragon or human. If we don’t leave now, we’re going to be trapped here.”

The anger starts to leave Cedric’s face, replaced with fear. “For how long?”

“It depends.”

“As long as it takes for you to have to transform and get yourself killed,” Amelrik says.

“It gets worse than that. They brought in a Carver.”

Amelrik’s face pales. I hadn’t told him that part yet, but he must know what it means.

Cedric obviously doesn’t. “A butcher?”

I shake my head. “A paladin. One who can force a dragon into their true form. If there are any dragons still in this city after that barrier goes up, they’re going to find them. One way or another.” It’ll only be a matter of time.

Cedric looks stricken. He glances over his shoulder, toward all his friends waiting for him downstairs. I wonder how many of them are dragons, too, or if it’s just Leif.

“So,” Amelrik says, “are you coming with us or what?”
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We grab our bags from our room. Cedric collects Leif on the way out. He doesn’t have time to explain to him what’s happening—not that he could in front of everyone else—just that it’s an emergency. Neither of them has time to get their things. We just run.

The others are much faster than me, even though I’m trying really hard to keep up. I don’t pause to catch my breath, even when I can hardly breathe. My foot slips on a patch of ice, and I fall hard on my knees. It’s jarring, and wet snow soaks into my pants.

Amelrik comes back for me, letting the others get ahead. He reaches down and helps me up, and then we’re running again, even though my knees hurt and my lungs ache and I just want this night to be over.

“Open the gate!” Cedric shouts, cupping his hands to his mouth to call up to the guards stationed there.

One of them peers down from their place along the wall. “Who’s that down there?”

“You know us, Harold!” Leif calls up. “It’s Leif, from the Ram’s Head! We need to get through the gate.”

“Leif?” He squints. “And is that Cedric?”

Me and Amelrik catch up to them. There’s a stitch in my side, adding to my discomfort, and I practically double over, trying to catch my breath.

“It’s us!” Cedric says. “And my… my cousin and his betrothed.”

“We can’t open the gate,” Harold says. “Right, Tom?”

The other guard nods, the movement just visible in the torchlight. “After all those dragon attacks, the paladins are putting the whole town on lockdown. We’re not supposed to let anyone out.”

“We know,” Cedric tells them, “but it’s an emergency! I mean, um… My cousin’s getting married! They’re going to miss their own wedding if we get stuck here.”

“Well.” Harold clucks his tongue. “That is a problem.” He sounds genuinely concerned, but also like he has all the time in the world to mull this over. “How do you like that, Tom?”

Tom nods again. “That is a problem, yeah. Wouldn’t want that to be me, no, sir.”

Leif scowls at them. “Then let us through! You know us!”

“That we do,” Tom says. “But we don’t know them.”

“They just got here today,” Cedric says. “They didn’t know any of this was going on. It’s their wedding.”

“Well…” Harold looks at Tom.

Tom shakes his head. “We’d better not.”

“Excuse me?!” I shout, doing my best to sound pissed, which I kind of am. I’m still slightly winded, which adds to how frustrated I sound. “Do you have any idea how much time and preparation goes into planning a wedding? Do you?!”

“I, um…”

“There’s a cake and a dress,” Harold says.

Thankfully, I’ve heard plenty of Hild’s rants while prepping for the royal wedding. “Oh, no,” I tell them, “there is not a cake and a dress. There is the cake and the dress! The perfect dress that had to be altered over and over until it fit me perfectly! The thousands of beads that had to be sewn onto it by hand! The cake that’s going to take several bakers days to make! My relatives are all coming from out of town. Some of them are having to travel really far to get there, and we just barely were able to book enough rooms at nearby inns to accommodate them all, and who do you think they expect to pay for it? Us. And don’t get me started on the decorations!”

The guards shrink back a little, muttering to themselves.

I elbow Amelrik in the ribs and whisper, “Say something.” He’s supposed to be the groom, after all.

He looks taken aback, like he wasn’t expecting that. Then he blurts out, “She’s going to start showing if we have to put it off any longer!”

“Not that.” I smack his arm.

But it seems to have worked, because Harold says, “Oh, why didn’t you say so? Come on, Tom, let’s let them through.”

Amelrik smirks at me, way too full of himself.

I ignore him, pretending I don’t care that he might have just saved us.

The guards get in position to open the gate. My heart pounds, so ready to get out of here.

Cedric and Leif exchange a look. Then Cedric’s eyes dart over to Amelrik, who glances away.

The gate slowly creaks open. I will it to move faster. And then…

Three paladins come marching through it. One of them—the one who looks really tired and drained—is a Strongshield. One of the other two waves at Tom and Harold as they come through. “Great timing. We just finished.”

“Er… Right,” Tom says. “We heard you coming.”

The Strongshield dusts his hands off, making a big show of it. “That’s that. The barrier’s up, and now we’ve got a dragon to find.”

The three of them seem to notice us for the first time. They don’t look too happy about it, probably since we were clearly trying to leave.

“These folks were hoping to make a wedding,” Harold says.

“Well, you’ll just have to wait,” one of the paladins tells us. “But don’t worry. It should only be a couple of days.” He shares a knowing smile with the others.

“A couple of days,” I mutter, a sick feeling spreading through my stomach. “But by then it’ll be too late.”
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I’m still tired in the morning when I get up, but the sun’s shining too brightly through the window of our room at the inn, and I can’t sleep anymore. Amelrik’s already downstairs when I get there, sitting at a table eating breakfast and watching Leif with suspicion.

“Here,” Amelrik says when I sit down with him. He pushes his plate of sausage and eggs at me.

“You’re not hungry?”

“I already ate. This one’s yours. Er, it might be a little cold. I thought you’d be up earlier.”

But I’m so hungry, I don’t care. I start scarfing it down, and he couldn’t have been waiting that long for me, because it’s still kind of warm at least. Definitely not cold. I point my fork at Leif, who’s working behind the counter again. “What’s with the suspicious looks?”

Leif notices me pointing at him and glares at us.

My eyes dart down to the table, pretending I wasn’t doing anything, but Amelrik glares right back at him. “Nothing,” he says. “I just don’t trust him. He’s been acting weird since I got here.”

“Because we’re all trapped here.” And who knows how long it’s been since Leif transformed? He was working last night, and he wasn’t expecting the lockdown.

Amelrik shakes his head. “It’s not that. He doesn’t look twitchy. He looks… secretive. Like he’s hiding something.”

Yeah, like maybe that he’s a dragon? “You already know what he’s hiding.”

He sighs. “Maybe. Or maybe there’s more to it than that.”

I study Leif and the easy way he interacts with the other customers. It’s not nearly as busy in here as it was last night, but he smiles and makes jokes with the regulars, flirting a little with a group of three women sitting at the bar, who obviously love the attention. But when he thinks no one’s looking… He seems nervous, almost jumpy, and he keeps looking out the window, like he’s expecting someone or waiting for something to happen.

But I’m not sure it means anything. 

“It could be him,” Amelrik whispers.

It takes me a second to get what he means, and then my eyes widen. “Him? You really think he’s—”

“Don’t say it.” Amelrik glances around, making sure no one’s listening. “It’s too dangerous.”

But I don’t have to say it, because we both know what he means. He thinks Leif might be the one behind the attacks. I wondered the same thing last night, but that was before. “He’s Cedric’s friend. Would your cousin be friends with someone who would do that?”

He shrugs, a sour look on his face. “Before we came here, I would have said no. Now I don’t know what to think. Cedric’s not… he’s not who I remember.”

I tilt my head at him, because I find that hard to believe. You don’t squabble like little kids with someone because you don’t know them. “He said he didn’t know who was behind it.”

“That doesn’t change the fact that Leif’s acting weird and I don’t trust him.”

Leif suddenly throws down the towel he’s holding and takes his apron off. I think for a second that he heard us and is coming over here to tell us what for, but then he shouts at the innkeeper that he’ll be back for his afternoon shift. He darts out from behind the bar, grabs his coat—which I know he doesn’t need—and heads outside like he has somewhere to be. Like he can’t get out of here fast enough.

“Come on,” Amelrik says, getting up from our table. “Let’s follow him.”

The words “let’s follow him” send a tingle running down my spine. I feel just like Princess Genevieve in the Princess Mysteries books we both read. Except I’m not a princess and we’re chasing a probably innocent dragon who just doesn’t want to be at work anymore, not a murderer. And Amelrik’s not Prince Liam or Orlando the outlaw, though he is both of those things. A prince and an outlaw, I mean.

I stuff one last giant bite of eggs into my mouth and hurry after Amelrik, who’s already almost out the door.

It’s way too cold for me to go outside without my winter gear, but I obviously don’t have time to run back upstairs, either, or else we’ll lose our target. And I am not missing out on this. So, with a guilty glance at the women sitting obliviously at the bar, I grab one of their coats off the rack by the door as we slip outside.

I tell myself it doesn’t count as stealing because I’m going to bring it back. Even though it’s pink and fuzzy and lined with rabbit fur inside and I never want to take it off. And I’m especially glad to have it when the cold air hits us. Even Amelrik looks surprised by the temperature drop, though it doesn’t faze him.

“This way,” he says, pointing us in the direction Leif just went.

We follow him for a few blocks, keeping enough distance to not be too noticeable, but trying to still stay close enough not to lose him. I’m starting to think Amelrik’s suspicions were unfounded when Leif gets a really shifty look, glances over his shoulder to make sure no one’s watching him—ha! He doesn’t see us—and then ducks down a side street.

Which, when we get there, turns out to be more of an alley. A kind of dark alley, despite all the sunshine.

But it might just be a shortcut. I mean, I’d need a better reason than that to risk going down it, but I’m also not a dragon, who, in a city of humans, can probably take care of himself.

We’re watching Leif creep down the alley, waiting to get more distance between us before following him, because it’s not like there’s anywhere to hide in there, and I’m pretty sure he’d notice us if we went after him right now.

But then a familiar voice shouts, “Vee?!”

I look over and gape in surprise at my sister. “Celeste?”

She hugs me, the sunlight streaming through her golden hair. She’s wearing the same perfume our mother used to—rose and lavender. I wonder when she started doing that.

Leif glances over his shoulder at the commotion, and now he notices us. And he definitely doesn’t want us to know where he’s going, because he takes off running.

“Damn it,” Amelrik mutters.

Celeste looks up, like she hadn’t realized he was there. She steps back from me, a scowl on her face.

Amelrik glares at her. He looks torn between wanting to chase after Leif and wanting to protect me from my sister. Or maybe he’s just afraid to turn his back on her.

“Go,” I tell him. “I’ll be fine.”

He hesitates, looking like he wants to say something to that, but then changes his mind and takes off after Leif.

Celeste’s scowling at me now, like she doesn’t like what she sees.

I motion for her to step into the alley with me, away from the passersby on the street. “What are you doing here?” I can’t help how that sounds—like I’m not glad to see her, even though I am. Well, sort of.

“I could ask you the same thing.” She puts a hand to her sword hilt, gazing off in the direction Amelrik and Leif went, though she only knows one of them’s a dragon.

“We were passing through,” I tell her, because it seems like the safest answer. After all, I can’t exactly tell her we’re here visiting Amelrik’s cousin. Not without giving Cedric away, and the less dragons my sister knows about, the better.

“Same here,” she says, relaxing a little and letting go of her sword. “I was in the area when I got an invitation from Warwick St. George to join the paladins on their hunt. Warwick St. George.” Her eyes light up.

I shake my head, indicating I have no idea who that is.

She frowns at me. “The man’s a legend. It’s a huge honor to be working with him. And Joanna Carver. We’re going to catch the dragon that did this. We’re—” She suddenly stops, realization washing over her. She glances down the alley, after Amelrik.

I can’t believe her. “Celeste! It’s not him!”

She crosses her arms and looks down at me. “How sure are you of that, Vee?”

“One hundred percent.” I clench my teeth. “He saved your life.”

She makes a psh sound, dismissing that, as if it was nothing. “He’s still a wanted criminal.”

True, I guess, but not relevant. “Not for attacking anyone. He wouldn’t—he didn’t—and you can’t tell anyone about him.”

She hesitates.

“He’d be killed! Those other paladins would murder him. And I’d be arrested.” I think of that dank cellar the prisoner was chained up in last night and really hope she wouldn’t do that to me. Not that it would even compare to what would happen to Amelrik.

“You’d be tortured,” Celeste adds, her eyes darting up to mine. Whatever thoughts she had of turning him in seem to fade, but there’s still a troubled look on her face. “My fellow paladins are trusting me. I can’t keep secrets from them.”

“I’m your sister. And we weren’t even here when the attacks happened! And… and you’ve seen him transform. You know he couldn’t have done this.”

Her face twists up with disgust and revulsion. “How could I forget?”

All my muscles are clenched. I try to relax them. “Please, Celeste.”

She hesitates, then exhales. “Fine, I won’t say anything. Yet. But I hate thinking of you with that creature.” Her mouth curls into a sneer when she says it. She shudders.

Hurt spikes in my chest, and I’m glad Amelrik wasn’t around to hear that. “Don’t call him that.”

“But that’s what he is, Vee! He has wings, and claws, and scales. And you share your bed with him. You told me that much before, so don’t try to deny it now.” The thought obviously sickens her, because she looks like she’s going to throw up. “I don’t know how you can stand it, and I hate to imagine where else he’s got scales.”

I gasp. I could slap her. I really could. “We’re getting married.” I say that just to see the look on her face.

It doesn’t disappoint. Whatever stupid thing she was going to say next dies on her lips. Her mouth turns down, her whole face a mask of shock. Then her eyes dart to my hand. “Where’s the ring?” She says it like she doesn’t believe me.

“That’s not how they do it there.” I’d show her my maple seed, but I left it back home for safekeeping, plus it wouldn’t actually mean anything to her. She’d probably just make fun of it.

“Right.” Total disbelief.

“What?” I snap.

She puts a hand on her hip and tilts her head. “He’s a dragon prince. And you don’t seem to have noticed this, but you’re not a dragon princess.”

“So?” I try to sound like she’s way off base, but I can hear the hurt in my voice. “You don’t know anything about it.”

She scoffs. “I know dragons don’t marry humans. Or paladins. And princes don’t marry commoners. And I know that he didn’t even give you a ring. Do you have a date set? Tell me what day I should clear on my calendar.”

I want to punch the smugness right out of her. “You’re not invited.”

“You don’t have one, do you? Because”—she takes a deep breath—“you’re not really anything to him.”

I know it’s not true, but hearing her say it still stings. My eyes start to water despite myself. I just really, really hate her right now, and I especially hate that she can still get to me. “Why would you say that?”

“Because, Vee, it’s about time you stopped playing this silly little game of running off with dragons and came home. You can’t seriously live your life like this. Maybe you can get away with it for a while, but not forever. You’re a paladin. You proved that. Now it’s time you started acting like one.”

I stand there in disbelief, still stinging from her words. I wish I really had slapped her now, but all the fight’s gone out of me.

Amelrik comes back—from the main road, not the alley—a little out of breath. “I lost track of—” He stops when he sees me, worry creasing his forehead. His eyes dart from me to Celeste and back again. “Virginia? Are you okay?”

“It’s nothing,” I tell him, taking his hand and turning away from Celeste. “Let’s just get out of here.”
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We take the long way back so we can check out some of the shops on our way to the inn. Cedric’s sitting at the bar when we get there, making notes in a blank book of parchment with a piece of charcoal. The inn’s mostly empty now—the lull between breakfast and lunch—and the women who were in here earlier are gone. I slip my stolen coat back on the hook where I found it anyway, just in case the owner comes back for it. Like, maybe she’ll think it was there the whole time and she just didn’t notice it.

Still, I glance around warily when I put it back, afraid someone will see and call me out on it. But there are really only a few customers in here, and none of them seem concerned with the ownership of my—I mean, her—coat.

But, like, if no one claims it by tomorrow, maybe it could find its way back into my clutches.

I also look around for Leif, a spike of guilt making my heart beat faster. I mean, there’s a chance he didn’t realize we were following him. He obviously didn’t know we were there until Celeste showed up, and then he’s the one who ran. He might not even know that Amelrik chased after him. And if he does… well, isn’t he the one acting suspicious? He probably won’t confront us about it.

But it doesn’t look like he’s back yet, anyway.

Amelrik sits down at the bar, right next to Cedric. I sit on Amelrik’s other side, trying to get a good view of whatever Cedric’s writing as I pass by, but, yet again, it’s all in Vairlin. Maybe I should have brought my pile of language books. If I’d known we were going to be stuck here, maybe I would have.

“I didn’t say you could sit here,” Cedric says, not looking up from his work.

I’m pretty sure he’s talking to Amelrik, not me, because it’s not like I did anything to him. We just met last night.

Amelrik purposely leans closer to him, invading his space. “You don’t own it.”

Cedric elbows him out of the way. “There’s a whole tavern full of empty chairs. Go sit somewhere else.”

A waitress makes eye contact with me, raising her eyebrows. I hold up two fingers. “Two hot chocolates, please. Actually, make that three.”

“I don’t want one,” Cedric says. “Not if Uncle Ulrich is paying for it.”

“He’s not,” Amelrik says. “He doesn’t even know we’re here.”

“And two of those are for me,” I tell them. “You guys will have to split the third one.”

Amelrik rolls his eyes and tells the waitress to make it four.

Cedric glances up from his writing, then back down. “I like mine with extra vanilla. And I still didn’t say you could sit here.”

Amelrik drums his fingers against the wooden counter. “How well do you know Leif?”

Cedric freezes, his piece of charcoal poised above his book. “Well enough. Why?”

“He was acting weird earlier, and… It could be him.”

“What?!” He says that loud enough that the other customers turn to look at him. He lowers his voice, leaning closer, and says, “It’s not. He wouldn’t do that.”

The waitress brings over our hot chocolates. She sets the one with extra vanilla in front of Cedric, then seems confused about how to divide up the other three and just sort of leaves them on the counter. I pull both of my mugs toward me, even though they’re still too hot to drink. But the warmth feels pretty good on my hands.

“Well,” Amelrik says, keeping his voice down, “I know it’s not you.”

Cedric shakes his head. “It’s not him, either.”

“But—”

“It’s not.”

Amelrik sighs, obviously not believing him. “The sooner we figure this out, the sooner we can all get out of here.”

“What,” I say, my voice teasing, “you don’t think the paladins have it covered?”

He half snorts, half laughs at that, then turns to Cedric. “If it’s not you and it’s not Leif, then who is it?”

“I don’t—”

The door flies open. A man rushes in, out of breath, his face red from running. “There’s been another dragon attack. Patricia Brown, from Denton Street. She was discovered about an hour ago, not far from her home. She’s…” His voice chokes up. “She’s dead. Same as the others.”

A hush falls over the room. Not that it was loud in here or anything before, since there aren’t that many customers in right now, but it’s still noticeable. A waitress thanks the man who delivered the news. He nods in acknowledgment, then hurries back outside to keep spreading the information.

My blood runs cold. Denton Street. I pull out the folded up map I have in my pocket, double checking, even though I already know what I’m going to find. “That’s where we were earlier.”

“An hour ago.” Amelrik’s face pales. “That’s around when we saw Leif.”

Cedric stares at him. At both of us. Then he says, “It wasn’t him.”

“Cedric—”

“I was with him. I can vouch for him.”

Amelrik cocks his head. “You weren’t.”

“Yes, I was.”

“Not when we were following him,” I add.

“You were following him?!”

“He was acting weird,” Amelrik says. “And maybe you trust him, but I don’t. And Virginia’s right—you weren’t there when we saw him.”

“That’s because…” His eyes dart back and forth, like he’s thinking really hard about something, or maybe trying to come up with an excuse. “I was meeting up with him.”

Amelrik raises his eyebrows. “Oh, yeah? Where?”

Cedric jiggles his leg restlessly against the barstool. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Because you weren’t really there.”

“I was.”

“But you conveniently can’t remember where you were or what you were doing, right? And now you’re back here, and he’s not.”

Cedric scowls and looks down at his hands. “Can’t you just trust me, Amelrik? If I say he didn’t do it, then he didn’t.”

“I wish I could,” Amelrik says, “but people are getting killed, and I know he was in the right place at the right time. And you’re not giving me anything to go on.”

“I’m giving you my word. That would have been enough once.”

“Yeah,” he says, “it would have. But that was a long time ago. A lifetime ago. And things have changed.”
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The first thing that hits me when we get to the scene of the crime is the smell. The body’s been taken away, but there’s still so much blood mixed with the snow. My stomach drops as we approach, and my hands start to shake.

We’re on a narrow side street off of Denton. The buildings are crowded together, making the space feel even smaller than it is. There are also laundry lines above us, running between the apartments on either side of the street. It’s a small space, and it’s deserted—the exact opposite of the busy, open marketplace where I watched a dragon rip apart my mother. But the memories come flooding back all the same.

Amelrik makes a face, covering his nose with his hand. I can’t even imagine what it must smell like to him. Then he looks over at me. He drops his hand and touches my arm. “Virginia.” His voice is soft. “You don’t have to do this.”

He said that already, before we left the inn. But there’s no way in hell I’m letting him solve a murder without me. Even if just seeing where the crime took place makes me feel like I’m going to throw up.

I remind myself that this woman wasn’t my mother. And what happened five years ago… that wasn’t my fault.

“I’m staying.” I try to say that as firmly as possible, even though my voice shakes a little.

I kind of expect him to argue, since if I look even half as bad as I feel right now, well… I can see why me being here might be a bad idea. But he just nods. Then he sniffs the air, disgust and curiosity mingling on his face.

“What?”

“The blood’s too strong, the dragon smell too faint.” He shakes his head. “A lot of people have been here recently. I can’t tell anything more than that.”

Like who the murderer might be.

It started snowing not long after we left the inn, and now it’s coming down faster, slowly burying the scene. Soon it’ll cover up all the blood, but it’ll cover all the footprints, too. As is, it’s already obscuring the ground, but it looks like there was a lot of commotion here. A struggle, maybe, with something large. But any dragon footprints have already been buried or stomped out of existence by all the onlookers who must have been here earlier.

Amelrik stretches his arms and rolls his shoulders, a pained expression on his face. His wings must be aching, because of the snow. He told me they never healed right, after his mother broke them, and that even in human form they bother him whenever it rains. Or whenever he thinks about what happened, but I’m guessing it’s that first one, especially since it’s snowing pretty hard right now.

He points to something on the ground. “Look at these claw marks.”

They’re huge. I imagine them ripping through flesh and what it must have felt like. How quickly someone could go from being perfectly fine to feeling only pain, their blood suddenly everywhere, their insides broken and exposed.

I push those thoughts away. “The dragon must be full grown.”

“Yeah, and”—he gestures to the street we’re on—“look at this place. It seems kind of cramped, and those clothes lines are pretty low.”

“You think a dragon wouldn’t fit here?”

“No, they would, but it doesn’t seem like an ideal place to transform.”

No, more like an ideal place for a murder. It’s secluded enough that maybe no one would see, but close enough to the main road that it would still get used sometimes. Was the killer just waiting here until someone wandered down this street alone?

“But that’s not what I was getting at,” he says, gesturing to the claw marks again. “There’s something off about them. They don’t look right.”

“They look like claw marks. Really big claw marks.”

“Don’t you think the angle is weird? Or… or maybe that’s not it.” He frowns. Then he bends down and digs something out of the snow.

It’s a single purple scale.

We share a look, and I know what he’s thinking, but I say it out loud anyway. “Elder clan.”

“And Leif’s from the Valley.”

“He could be from Oak.”

“Maybe,” Amelrik says, not sounding very convinced.

A window slides open above us. Then a woman with blond curls piled on top of her head leans out. “I saw the whole thing!” She says that like she’s actually happy about it. Like witnessing a brutal murder brightened her day.

“What happened?” I ask, shouting to cover the distance between us.

“Well”—she takes a deep breath before launching into her story—“I was just bringing the laundry out, and I told myself I’d better get the clothes on the line in case it started snowing, because you never know.” She holds her hand out, catching a few flakes, and laughs. “See? Anyway, I was just bringing the laundry out and I heard this horrible scream.” She tuts to herself and puts a hand to her chest. “Just awful. And I looked down, and can you believe it? There was a dragon in the street! And a woman dead on the ground. Of course, I didn’t know it was poor Patricia Brown from up the road at the time, but oh, it was just dreadful. And the dragon was the most terrifying thing I’d ever seen! Big, jagged horns coming out of its head, and it was breathing flames all over the place. It’s a miracle the buildings didn’t catch on fire!”

“Or the body,” Amelrik mutters, a note of disbelief in his voice.

“And then what?” I ask her. “Where did it go?”

“It flew off, of course.” She says that like it’s obvious. “I was so scared, I ducked down past my window, afraid that it would see me. But it just took off before anyone else could catch sight of it, because everyone heard the scream, you know, and it wasn’t long before the street was full of people.”

It flew off? I look up at the laundry lines, which do not look like a dragon tried to fly through them earlier. And dragons don’t have horns, or at least none of the ones I’ve ever seen have.

“What color was it?” Amelrik asks.

“Color?” She blinks. “Oh, it was green!”

“Green? You’re sure?”

“Oh, yes! Well, greenish, or maybe blue, and its eyes were blazing, like a demon!”

Someone shouts at her from inside the apartment. She ducks her head back in for a second, then says, “That’s the pie done! I’ve got to go!” Then she disappears back inside.

Amelrik waits until she’s gone, then scoffs. “She didn’t see any of it. She probably wasn’t even home.”

“She got the color wrong. And the thing about the horns.”

“And the flying. I mean, no dragon took off here. But even if it had, other people would have seen it. And the barrier would stop anyone from flying very high. And I highly doubt anyone was breathing fire. It doesn’t smell like it, at least. And either way? Her story doesn’t add up.”
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The East Westford Winter Festival is taking place not far from the murder scene—which sounds kind of gruesome when I say it like that, actually—and we wander over to it on our way back. Well, more like Amelrik spots something interesting in the crafts section as we’re passing by and takes off.

He’s faster than me, and I’m distracted by all the dessert carts. The smells of chocolate, warm, cinnamony apples, and sweet vanilla fill the air. And even though I’ve never been here before, it’s a familiar mixture, reminding me of the winter festivals we used to have back home. But I haven’t been to one in a long time, and the only holidays I’ve celebrated since leaving the barracks six months ago have been dragon holidays, and none of them were like this, not even Flame Night.

Though I have to admit the barbecue was pretty amazing. And it didn’t hurt that me and Amelrik spent the rest of the night kissing and grinning stupidly at each other and pretending it wasn’t all just going to come crashing down the next day, when his father inevitably said no. I mean, part of me really thought there was a chance he wouldn’t. Just a teeny, tiny, really dumb part of me that wanted to believe.

I catch up to Amelrik at one of the crafts booths. He’s staring in awe at a wooden castle, his whole face lit up. “This is just like the one me and Cedric used to play with when we were drac—” He catches himself. “When we were kids.”

“You had a toy castle?”

“Well, no. Odilia had it, technically.” He rolls his eyes. “She didn’t care about it, but she knew we did, so she lorded it over us. We’d have to go to the woods and pick blackberries for her or go to the kitchen and sneak her some extra dessert. We let her think it was really hard to get, but usually the cooks just gave it to us. Eventually she got tired of it and let Cedric keep it in his room, but she always made a big deal of how she was just loaning it to him and that really it was still hers. And it looked an awful lot like this one. It’s even the right color.”

“It’s gray. Most castles are.”

A wistful smile crosses his face. “It had a couple of wooden people in it, and a horse, and a catapult. But we needed more characters, so we tried to make our own. One of the wooden people was the king, and then there was a knight, and then…” He squints, trying to remember. “We made a princess out of a potato. And then forgot about her for too long. She smelled so bad. And then—” He suddenly winces and rolls his shoulders again for about the tenth time in the last few minutes, ever since it started snowing so hard.

I give him a look. “Maybe we should—”

“I’m fine.” But he says that too quickly, and he doesn’t look fine. His face is pinched, like he’s in pain, and he’s standing kind of awkwardly, with his shoulders hunched.

“We should still go back,” I tell him. “It’s getting pretty cold. And maybe you’re fine, but my hands are freezing.” The rest of me isn’t exactly warm, either, though I may have borrowed that lady’s really warm coat again, which certainly helps. But my mittens could use an upgrade.

He stares longingly at the wooden castle for a moment, like now that he’s remembered it, he doesn’t want to leave. But then his face twinges, and he stretches his arms out and rolls his shoulders again. “Okay. Let’s—” He starts to turn away from the booth, then stops. He sucks in a breath.

No, he sniffs the air.

His shoulders go stiff, and not from his wings this time. “Virginia.”

“What?” I move closer to him, as if I can smell what he’s smelling if I stand in the same spot. But all I can pick up are the food carts—more desserts, and the smell of woodsmoke and roasting meat that makes my stomach rumble a little.

He leans in and whispers in my ear. “There’s a dragon.”

“What? Where?”

“I don’t know. Nearby. It’s…” He sniffs the air again and heads off, not even finishing that sentence.

He makes his way through the crowd, following the scent like an invisible thread. I hurry to keep up with him, my heart pounding.

There’s a dragon here. A murderer. In this busy festival that might as well be a marketplace. And suddenly I’m not hungry anymore.

My thoughts race. The attack happened pretty close to here, not that long ago. And now the dragon who did it is at the festival, just like us, as if nothing happened. And we’re about to chase them down. What if they transform? Sweat prickles along my back. I tell myself I can cast the binding spell now. Even if I’ve only successfully done it once, and that was months ago. But I can, and I’m not going to let this dragon hurt anyone else. Not me, not Amelrik, and not any of the other people here.

My hands are shaking and my palms are damp. And I’m so distracted by my thoughts that I actually smash into Amelrik when he turns a corner and suddenly comes to a stop.

He’s gaping at something. Shocked.

It’s Cedric and Leif. Pressed against the back of one of the booths. Kissing.

Except “kissing” is putting it lightly. It’s more like making out. Cedric’s fingers are caught in Leif’s hair, and Leif has his hands under Cedric’s coat. And presumably his shirt.

A rush of shock hits me, because this is not what I expected to find. But what I did expect to find was a vicious murderer, so I also feel pretty relieved. Well, unless Leif still is the murderer, but even if he is, he’s obviously too distracted right now to kill anyone.

Amelrik grabs my hand, and we duck back around the corner before they can see us. He swallows. “I had no idea.”

“That your cousin liked boys or that he’s with Leif?”

“Either one. He never said, and I didn’t…”

“Come on.” The snow’s still coming down pretty hard, and I really am getting cold. I point us in the direction of the inn, because if I don’t want to freeze to death, I should probably keep walking. “Well, I guess now we know why he doesn’t want to marry Rosalind.”

Amelrik’s face looks pinched again, though I can’t tell if it’s from his wings or the situation or both. “I don’t know anything about him.”

“Is it a big deal? Him being with a boy?” I’ve heard it’s illegal in some places, but at least in the five kingdoms it’s only frowned upon, though more so by some than by others. And… I try to remember any dragon couples I’ve seen back at Hawthorne clan, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen two boys together. Or two girls. But then again, everyone’s usually in dragon form, so I’m just guessing anyway, since I can’t actually tell them apart.

“No. Maybe. It’s… complicated. My father won’t like it.”

I snort. “Your father doesn’t like anything.”

“He loves opera. And word searches. And my mother.” He scrubs his hands against his face. “Don’t tell him I told you that.”

“Yeah, I’ll keep it to myself in one of my many conversations with your father, the king, who hates my guts.” And I notice he didn’t include himself in that list, though I let it go.

“Cedric was my best friend, and I… I should have written to him. All this time, I was avoiding him, and now I don’t even know him.”

“Yes, you do. People don’t change that much.”

“I was an idiot, thinking it didn’t matter, that I’d see him again and it wouldn’t be like any time had passed. But it did. Of course it did. And now he’s mad at me, and keeping secrets, and…”

“And you’ll never make princesses out of rotten potatoes again?”

He nods, a grin tugging on one side of his mouth, though it doesn’t actually stick. “The potato wasn’t rotten when we started. But, yeah. All that is gone. We’re not kids anymore.”

“You already weren’t.” Even before we saw him with Leif.

“I know, it’s just… I guess I didn’t realize it before. Not really. And now… now what if it’s too late?”

12

THE PARTS YOU NORMALLY KEEP HIDDEN

 

We come downstairs after eating lunch and taking a nap. It’s still only early afternoon, but the inn’s started to fill up more, and all the seats at the bar are taken. I don’t see Leif, but Cedric’s sitting at a corner table, writing in his book again.

I head straight for him, because even though he looks up and glares at us, like us sitting with him is the last thing he wants, I figure we’re going to do it anyway.

Cedric presses down extra hard on his piece of charcoal. Bits of it break off and smear inside the book. “I don’t care if there aren’t any other tables, you’re not sitting with me.”

I think this time maybe he does mean both of us, though I’m not the one who accused Leif of murder. I just pointed out that Cedric really hadn’t been there, or at least not that we’d seen. But the bitter look on Cedric’s face makes me hesitate. That and the fact that not that long ago we saw him in the middle of something he probably didn’t want us to see, even if it was sort of in a public place.

Amelrik sits down anyway, ignoring Cedric’s protests, and I follow his lead. 

Cedric scoffs. “I mean it, Amelrik. I’ve said all I have to—”

“I’m sorry.” He exhales, like it’s a relief to finally say it.

Cedric blinks at him. “Sorry for what? For not trusting me, or…” He shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter. You had your chance. And as you can see, I’m busy. So go away.”

“I’m sorry for not writing to you. It was stupid. I… I realize that now.”

Cedric makes a hmph sound. “Great. You finally realized what an idiot you are. You still can’t sit here.”

Amelrik clenches his jaw. “Cedric, I’m trying to say that I—”

He drops his charcoal and slams his hand on the table. “I know what you’re trying to say! But you can’t just stop talking to me for so long and then say you’re sorry and expect that to mean anything. Especially after what you said earlier. And you were right, things have changed. I thought you were my best friend, but obviously you weren’t. You’ve made it clear you didn’t care about me then, so why should I think it’s any different now?”

“I did care about you. Of course I did. You were my best friend, too.”

“Then why didn’t you write me back? Did the king not let you, or…?”

“No. It… it wasn’t anything like that.”

That’s obviously not the answer Cedric was hoping for. His mouth pulls into a thin line. “Oh.”

“I should have, though. I missed you.”

“Then why didn’t you? What did I do to make you just stop talking to me?”

Amelrik’s eyes go wide. “Nothing. You didn’t do anything.”

“Then why?! Why did you—”

“Because I didn’t know how to be the same person I was before. The same person you knew.” His eyes flick over to Cedric’s, then down at the table.

“What? Why?”

Amelrik swallows, not saying anything.

The hope on Cedric’s face flickers out, replaced with a scowl. “If you can’t even tell me, then why should I believe you? Maybe my word’s not good enough anymore, but neither is yours.” He snaps his book shut, gathering his things like he’s going to leave. “You can have the table. You can have the whole inn, for all I care. I’ll find somewhere else to—”

“She broke my wings.” Amelrik’s voice is small, barely a whisper.

Cedric freezes, halfway out of his chair. He sinks back down. “What?”

“When my mother attacked me, when she almost killed me…” He squeezes his eyes shut for a second and sucks in a breath. “She broke them.” His hands are on his knees, but I see them shaking. “She tried to tear them off, and she—”

Cedric holds up a hand to stop him. His face goes pale, and he stares at him, horror stricken. “I didn’t know.”

“I didn’t tell you. I didn’t tell anyone. And I… I changed into human form,” he says, keeping his voice low, “and that healed most of my injuries, but not my wings. But I couldn’t bring myself to change back, not after what happened, and they stayed broken for so long.”

Cedric looks like he might throw up. And like he has about a million questions to ask. He opens his mouth to say something, then stops himself. He jerks his head toward our room. “Come on,” he says, getting up from his chair again. “We shouldn’t talk about this here.”
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I follow them upstairs, because there’s no way I’m just going to sit at the table alone. Even if this is maybe kind of a private conversation. But it’s a private conversation I’m a part of, right? I mean, sort of, but it’s not like Amelrik hasn’t already told me all of this before.

Amelrik leans against the door to our room to close it once we’re inside and then lets his head fall back. “I should have written to you. I should have told you. But I couldn’t talk about it. And I was just so—”

“I don’t care about that anymore,” Cedric snaps, his voice more serious than I’ve ever heard it. Er, not that I’ve heard him talk that much, since we’ve known each other less than a day, but still. He sounds like he means it. “Show me.”

Amelrik flinches. “It was a long time ago. It doesn’t matter now.”

“No, Amelrik, show me.”

I take it back. That’s the most serious I’ve ever heard him sound.

Amelrik scowls. He opens his mouth to tell him no, and I brace myself for another argument between them.

But he doesn’t say no. He sighs, pulls his shirt off, and sits down on the edge of the bed. Then there’s the sound of bones crunching and flesh tearing as he transforms.

His eyes turn yellow. Leathery wings stretch out from his back, and little black scales spread along the edges of his face and down his neck. They cover his forearms and run down his sides, too, stopping just above his hips. And it occurs to me that I have no idea if they continue again farther down, or if they actually stop there. I know his feet end in claws, just like his hands, because I’ve seen them poking through his socks before. Well, once. But I’ve never actually seen them. We’re getting married, and I haven’t even seen his feet, let alone what he looks like without pants on.

In dragon form, I mean. I’ve seen him naked plenty of times in human form, but maybe that doesn’t count the same way. Because being naked means letting someone see all the parts you normally keep hidden.

It doesn’t matter to me what he looks like, though I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious. But it matters that he doesn’t want me to see, that I’ve shared the most intimate parts of myself with him, and he’s still holding something back. Like I’m closer to him than he is to me.

Amelrik’s sitting on the corner of the bed, facing me, his back toward the wall. Cedric stands behind him, one knee pressed into the mattress for balance as he inspects Amelrik’s wings. He cringes at the sight and sucks air in through his teeth. 

Are they that bad? I’ve never seen them that close up. Or from behind. I take a step forward, wanting to see for myself, but the look of terror on Amelrik’s face when I do, and the way his whole body goes tense, stops me in my tracks.

He doesn’t want me to.

The realization stings. More than I want to admit. It makes my throat get kind of tight and my eyes prickle a little.

Because it turns out it’s not that he doesn’t want anyone to get that close. He just doesn’t want me to.

“This is bad, cousin,” Cedric says. “Do they still hurt?”

Amelrik shakes his head. “No, not—”

I fold my arms across my chest. “He says they ache whenever it rains.”

He gives me a look, like he’s surprised I just tattled on him. Or maybe it was the way I said it, sort of snappish and angry.

Cedric nods. “How bad?”

“It varies,” Amelrik admits. “But sometimes… sometimes it gets pretty bad.”

Like last fall when it was raining really hard for weeks on end. He kept saying he was fine, even though it was obvious how miserable he was.

“Do they hurt now?” Cedric asks.

“No. Not since it stopped snowing.”

Cedric leans closer, his forehead creased with worry. He brushes his fingertips against Amelrik’s wings. He actually touches them, and Amelrik lets him.

A hot wave of jealousy rises up in my chest. My heart pounds.

Cedric’s hands trace patterns across Amelrik’s wings, his expression getting more and more troubled as he goes along. “These weren’t just broken—they were mangled.” His voice is tight, as if they were his wings he was talking about, as if he’s picturing what Amelrik must have gone through. He swallows.

Amelrik’s yellow eyes fill with tears, though he’s blinking rapidly to try and keep them at bay, and I realize this is probably the first time anyone’s touched his wings since his mother broke them.

I tell myself it’s good for him to have shared this with Cedric. It probably wasn’t healthy to have only told me, even if that felt like something special we had between us. Like he trusted me more than anyone else.

But obviously he doesn’t. After all, it’s not me he’s letting get so close to him. And I hate myself for how bitter I feel, because I shouldn’t begrudge him this, but…

But I can’t stop picturing the terror in his eyes that made it clear he didn’t want me anywhere near him.

13

PLENTY OF PEOPLE SNOOP THROUGH OTHER PEOPLE’S STUFF AND GET AWAY WITH IT

 

We get back downstairs just in time to stop someone from stealing our table, even though Cedric’s things are still there. And I’m pretty sure there was another chair here before we left.

Leif’s back, working behind the counter. It’s too busy in here for him to get away, but he and Cedric make eye contact from across the room as we sit down.

“You could have told me, you know,” Amelrik says. “About you and Leif.”

Cedric startles, obviously not expecting that. He glances down at the table and doesn’t look at either of us when he says, “How did you know?”

“We, um…” Amelrik trails off, like he doesn’t want to say it.

I do it for him. “We saw you guys making out at the festival.”

Cedric’s face turns pink.

“It was an accident,” Amelrik says. “I mean, we weren’t spying or anything.”

“Yeah, we thought we were following a murderer.”

Cedric scowls. “It wasn’t Leif. I was with him this morning.”

“I figured,” Amelrik says.

“He lives near Denton.”

“But you weren’t meeting him there.”

“No,” Cedric admits. “I’d stayed over. I was just leaving to come here and work on my book when he got back from his morning shift. We ended up hanging out for a while before I left. I was definitely with him when the murder happened. Not that he would ever do anything like that.”

“You should have just told me.” Amelrik punches him in the arm.

Cedric barely reacts, even though it looked like he hit him kind of hard. But I guess it wasn’t that hard for a dragon. “I didn’t want you blabbing to your father.”

Amelrik scoffs. “It’s like you don’t know me at all.”

“Well… I thought I didn’t.”

“You’re going to have to tell him eventually, though.”

“I know.” Cedric sighs. “And it wasn’t just that. I thought maybe… I didn’t know what you’d think of me. You’d already stopped talking to me for seemingly no reason. I mean, I get it now. But we were so close growing up, and I couldn’t take it if you looked at me like…”

Amelrik raises an eyebrow. “Like how people look at me?”

Cedric winces, then nods.

“What clan is he from?” I ask, trying to sound casual about it. But I figure it’s less weird for me to ask than for Amelrik to.

“Oak.”

So the scale we found definitely wasn’t his, then.

“How’d he end up here?” Amelrik’s hand finds mine under the table, his thumb tracing circles in my palm.

Oh, so now he wants to be close to me? Part of me wants to pull away, the hurt and jealousy still fresh and prickling. And it kind of bothers me that he doesn’t seem to have any idea that anything even upset me, let alone something that has to do with him. But it also feels good, and so familiar and comforting, and I don’t actually want him to stop. And it’s not like I’m actually mad at him. It’s not like he did anything. At least, not on purpose. Even if it still hurts.

“He didn’t want to spend his whole life in a cave,” Cedric says. “He wanted to travel and see more of the world before settling down.”

“He didn’t get very far,” Amelrik says.

Cedric grins. “Well, he met me. He was only planning on staying here for a month or two. That was over a year ago.”

“Does Odilia know?”

He snorts. “Of course not. If she knew, everyone would. Well, my parents, at least. And your father.” He shudders a little. “He’s going to kill me.”

I lean toward him, across Amelrik. “Tell him you want to marry a St. George. Anything will sound better after that.” I pause, then add, “But if the king wants to align with Oak clan, can’t you just…” I trail off, because they’re already giving me weird looks. “What?”

“It wouldn’t work,” Cedric says.

“He’s not royalty,” Amelrik explains.

I pinch his arm. “How do you know? Because he’s not standing up straight enough?”

He pokes me in the side where he knows I’m ticklish. “No, because I grew up in a royal household and I know the names of the nearby royal families.”

“Leif’s nobility,” Cedric says. “His family’s pretty influential, but they don’t rank high enough for what you’re thinking. And there wouldn’t be children. For a political alliance, there needs to at least be the possibility.”

I wrinkle my nose. “Would there be the possibility if you married Rosalind?” And would there be if Amelrik married her? Not that I want to think about that.

“That’s not…” Cedric squirms a little and clears his throat. “What I want wouldn’t matter.”

That’s not exactly what I asked, but I let it go. “So, he’s nobility?”

“His family doesn’t approve. I don’t think mine will, either.”

“You don’t know that,” Amelrik says. “Odilia won’t care, at least.”

“Are you serious? Odilia’s been looking forward to my supposed wedding with Rosalind more than anyone. I guess they became friends when we stayed with them that summer, and now she can’t wait for her to move to Hawthorne clan so she can gossip with her about me.” He rolls his eyes. “She’ll be heartbroken.”

“Not if my father gets his way.” Amelrik’s mouth turns down. He scrapes the edge of the table with his fingernail.

“Maybe none of us should go back.” Cedric whispers that, as if he might get in trouble just for suggesting it. “Maybe—”

“We’d go to war.”

Cedric’s quiet for a second. Then he says, “I don’t want to live my life for somebody else. Neither should you. You’ve done it enough already.”

“It’s our home. The people we care about—”

“Are in this room. Mostly.”

Amelrik shakes his head. “I can’t just abandon everything. And you’ve spent your whole life knowing you’d be king someday. Don’t you feel any sense of responsibility?”

“The only thing I’m responsible for is my own happiness.” But he doesn’t look at Amelrik when he says that, and his shoulders hunch in kind of a guilty way. “I’ve found that here, in East Westford. This is my life now. Doing research, being with Leif. This is what I want.”

“And while you’re being responsible for your own happiness, what about everyone at Hawthorne clan who doesn’t have that choice? What about all the people who might die, through no fault of their own, because neither of their princes could be bothered to sign a stupid piece of paper?”

“A piece of paper tying one of us to a girl we don’t love for the rest of our lives! They can’t ask that!”

“And you can’t ask them to die for you because of it, either!”

An uneasy feeling runs down my spine, because I’d never thought of it that way. “Amelrik—”

“I’m not marrying her,” he says.

But neither is Cedric, and Amelrik’s the one who won’t let his clan go to war. Which I kind of really like about him—I just wish it was under other circumstances.
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Amelrik and Cedric eventually decide to go dragon hunting. Well, dragon sniffing, I guess. Cedric says dragons pass through East Westford fairly often, or at least they did before the barrier went up, but he doesn’t know of any living nearby besides him and Leif. But this area is hardly the entire city, which means there are an awful lot of people who could secretly be dragons.

But the idea of wandering around in the cold, feeling completely useless while the two of them follow scents I can’t possibly detect, does not sound like a great way to spend my afternoon. So when Amelrik says it’s time for us to get going, I suddenly blurt out that I’m not going with them. And instead of saying I’m just going to stay here at the warm, cozy inn like any sane person would do, I tell them I’m going to go see what information I can get from snooping on the paladins.

He gapes at me, just as surprised by that answer as I am.

And I have no idea why I said it other than the fact that I felt left out of their stupid dragon club and because I wanted to prove I could still contribute something to the investigation. So I point out that if Cedric could go around talking to paladins, surely it’s way safer for me to do it, what with actually being one.

And then Cedric’s eyes light up and he says he has a whole list of questions that maybe I could find a way to work into the conversation somehow, because maybe it wouldn’t be weird for me to ask them things like how intermarriage works between the families—which some people might describe as mating habits, just saying—and do they have any paladin-specific holidays he should know about, and would I ever consider bringing him as my plus one?

I tell him it would actually be super weird for me to ask any of those things, especially since I already know the answers. Then he gets this awed look on his face like he hadn’t even considered that and flips open his book to a blank page, his charcoal ready, like he’s going to start interviewing me.

Then Amelrik reminds him they’d better get going and that there’ll be plenty of time to ask me stupid questions after we catch the murderer and get out of here.

And that’s how I find myself heading back to Rosewood Manor not much later, kind of wishing I’d just stayed at the inn. Because not only is it really cold outside, but it turns out it’s even colder when you don’t have your dragon boyfriend right beside you to warm you up. And it also turns out that it’s one thing to say you’re going to go snooping and another to actually do it, since this is basically a giant maze and I have no idea where to even start.

But there’s no way I’m going back to the inn, because that would be like admitting I’m useless. Which I’m not. Just because I’m not a dragon and can’t sniff out other dragons or get wing-touching privileges doesn’t mean I can’t do anything.

I go through the kitchen entrance again, keeping my hood up and hoping that same cook isn’t here to recognize me. But unlike last time, there are no last-minute meals to prepare, and since dinner’s not for hours, the kitchen’s pretty much deserted. There are a couple of girls gossiping in the corner, working on a giant pot of soup that’s hanging over the fire. They glance over when I come in, then go back to their conversation, not saying anything to me.

Then I just sort of wander through the house until I get lost. Because this manor is huge, and I have no idea where I’m going. I mean, I don’t even have a destination other than trying to find some kind of information I can take back with me.

Then one of the maids spots me in the hallway. “You,” she says, and I can already tell from her tone that she thinks I work here. “I need someone to take these upstairs”—she shoves a load of folded up sheets into my arms—“and start working on all the beds.”

“Upstairs?”

“The paladins’ rooms all need to be turned down before they get back this evening. We were supposed to have it done this morning, but then breakfast ran late, and the washing wasn’t done, and after staying up so late last night, some of them weren’t even out of bed yet. I got an earful for walking into one of the Strongshields’ rooms this morning.” She rolls her eyes, as if the whole thing was ridiculous. “Like I was supposed to know he was still in there with Miss— Well, I shouldn’t gossip. Start with Warwick St. George’s room first, and then work your way down. I’ll try to round up someone else and send them up to help.”

She starts to rush off.

“Wait!” I reach out to stop her, almost dumping my pile of sheets. “Can you give me directions? I’m kind of lost.”

She rolls her eyes at that, too, but then tells me where to go. Right, then left, then up the stairs, and then it’s the first hallway on the right. And Warwick St. George’s room is all the way at the end, in one of the master suites.

I repeat her directions to myself as I make my way there. Excitement and dread war with each other as I get closer and closer. What if this Warwick guy is still in his room? Or returned to it, which I guess is more likely. But still, he’s the one Celeste said is in charge. What better place to snoop for paladin secrets than in their leader’s room?

Unless he comes back and catches me going through his stuff.

Okay, now the feeling of dread’s kind of winning over the excitement. I swallow back a bitter taste in my mouth and push those thoughts away. It’s going to be fine. Plenty of people snoop through other people’s stuff and get away with it all the time. Just because those people have never been me before doesn’t mean anything.

And Amelrik and Cedric are going to come back having found tons of dragons—well, maybe not tons, but probably at least one—and they’ll have spent hours reminiscing about their shared childhood together, and I’ll feel even more left out and useless than I already do. So I basically have to do this or else go home in defeat.

And also, I have no idea how to get out of here, so it’s either this or go back to being lost.

I knock on the door at the end of the hall. “Hello?” There’s no answer.

So when I open it, there’s definitely not going to be an angry guy on the other side, and he’s definitely not going to be naked or anything.

And… there’s not. The room’s completely empty. Though the taxidermied dragon’s head on the wall nearly gives me a heart attack. It’s black, though I don’t know if that means it’s from Hawthorne clan or not, since it doesn’t have its wings. It’s also small. I mean, big compared to me, of course, but small for a dragon. Nowhere near full grown.

I think about the draclings I tell stories to in the library and their eager faces as I describe vicious battles between dragons and paladins. Except in my stories, the dragons always win. And no draclings’ heads end up on someone’s wall.

I shudder as I close the door behind me, then dump the pile of sheets on the bed. Now, if I was a convenient list of people they suspect are dragons, where would I be? Because, now that I’m here, I’m not really sure what to look for. We already know that the paladins captured a human last night, so they were way off. Which probably means they don’t have any more information than we do.

Coming here might not have been such a great idea.

Still, I glance around the room. Dim sunlight shows through the gap in the curtains over the window. I peek outside and see the manor grounds, which are just as sprawling as the rest of the house. There are some snow-covered trees, a huge pond—frozen over, of course—and what looks like a small groundskeeper’s cottage, though judging from how pristine the snow around it is, it doesn’t look like anyone’s been out there recently. I guess the grounds don’t need a lot of keeping in the winter.

I pull myself away from the view and open up the drawers in the nightstand and in the dresser. I go through his clothes. I find money, which I don’t take, and a couple of  jeweled rings, which I also don’t take. There’s also a large wooden chest in the corner. Huge, actually, since it comes up to my waist. It’s big enough that I could fit inside it if I crouched down, and it must take at least two or three people to move it. There’s a smear of dried blood on the lid, near the lock, which I definitely don’t have the key for. It’s probably where he keeps his weapons, or maybe extra armor. I mean, he must have brought a lot of weapons with him, if that’s the case.

Or maybe there’s a body inside.

I don’t know where that thought comes from. Just because someone has a chest big enough to store a body, and even if that chest happens to have some blood on it, it doesn’t mean there’s actually someone in there. The blood probably came from one of his weapons before it was properly cleaned. And either way, it’s locked, so it’s not like I can check.

Except when I take a closer look, I see that the lock’s not actually latched. Okay. So I guess I’m opening this. Just to prove to myself that there’s nothing sinister inside. Though a bunch of weapons that someone wants to use to kill my friends is sinister enough, if you ask me.

I take a deep breath, steeling myself for whatever I might find. I’m just about to open the lid—avoiding the smear of dried blood—when I hear footsteps down the hall.

My heart leaps into my throat. I abandon the chest without actually opening it, wondering if I should hide or grab the sheets and pretend to be the maid after all or just stand here and hope whoever it is doesn’t come in. But even though I tell myself pretending to be the maid is probably the safest option, some part of me has other plans, because I find myself hurrying out the door, into the hallway. Whatever excitement I felt before is definitely drowned out by fear and dread, and all I know is that I cannot get caught in this room.

But as I’m stepping into the hall, I think maybe that was dumb. It’s probably just another one of the maids coming to—

“Vee?”

Ice water flows down my back. What the hell is she doing here? Besides living here, I mean. But it’s the middle of the day.

Slowly, I turn around. “Celeste?”

She frowns at me. “What are you doing? That’s a private room. You can’t go in there.”

I can, apparently. “Oh, um, I wasn’t.”

“Your hand’s on the knob. And why are you here in Rosewood Manor?” Her nostrils flare as she suddenly sucks in a breath, her eyes going wide. “Don’t tell me Amelrik’s with you. I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but—”

“He’s not!” I hold up my hands, trying to signal for her to shut up.

“Then what the hell is going on? I catch you breaking into Warwick St. George’s room—”

“I wasn’t breaking in!” Crap. This is bad. Why does she always have to jump to the worst conclusions? “I was just—”

“What, Vee?” She cocks her hip, putting a hand to it, her expression exasperated, just waiting to hear what crazy, stupid thing I’ve done now.

“I was looking for him.”

“For Warwick?”

“Yeah. He’s your leader, right? Well… I want to help.”

“Help.” She repeats the word like she’s never heard it before. “You want to help? With what?”

“With catching the dragon, obviously.”

She raises her eyebrows in confusion. “You want to help us catch a dragon? I thought you didn’t do that. Now that you think you’re in love with one.”

I grit my teeth, trying to ignore that last comment. “Just because I’m in love with a dragon doesn’t mean I don’t care about catching a murderer.”

“But all dragons are—”

“No, they’re not. And I don’t want… I don’t want what happened to our mother to happen to anybody else. You said yourself I have magic now. And if being a paladin means putting a stop to all this, then maybe I could try it. Just for a little while.”

“I meant more like you could start training. Being a paladin isn’t like a pair of shoes you try on just to see if they fit.”

“You and I both know there’s no time for that. It won’t hurt to have another St. George around. And maybe… maybe this could be more like a trial run.”
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DON’T ASK FOR SOMETHING YOU DON’T WANT

 

Amelrik looks at me like I just told him I flew to the moon. “You what?”

“I joined the paladins.” We’re sitting on our bed at the inn. He just got back from his search with Cedric. “I mean, not really, because it’s not like I’m actually going to do it. I just told Celeste that. She caught me snooping, and I had to say something, and I managed to convince her that I want to catch the murderer—which isn’t even a lie—and now she thinks I actually want to join them! And she was really suspicious of me, and she knows you’re here, and maybe I do have to do this, because if I don’t follow through, she’s going to know I was lying to her, and then who knows what she might do, and I never should have gone there!” I press my hands to my face, wishing I could disappear and have this not be happening. “Please tell me you guys found the murderer.” I mean, I’m pretty sure they didn’t, otherwise he probably would have said it first thing, but I can hope.

“Nope. Nothing.”

Nothing. They found nothing, and the only reason I even went to Rosewood Manor was because I was so sure they were going to find something and make me feel dumb. I flop down, so that I’m lying on my back, looking up at him. “Will you write a letter to Celeste and tell her I’ve come down with a horrible, incurable illness and won’t be able to follow through on my commitment?”

He snorts. “I’ll get right on it. Though maybe it shouldn’t be anything incurable. You don’t want her to think you’re too sick—otherwise, she might try to come see you.”

“Good point. Maybe I can just never show up, and instead of being suspicious, she’ll think I’m useless, like she always does.”

“You’re not useless.”

“I know, but so far I’m not feeling very useful, either. This isn’t how I pictured my first murder investigation.”

“You pictured being involved in a murder investigation?”

“After reading all those Princess Mysteries books? Of course I did.” I poke his knee. “And don’t even try to tell me you didn’t.”

“Well, I might have.” He grins at me, sending a spike of warmth through my chest. 

I smile up at him. And for a second, I think maybe it doesn’t matter if I never have all of him. I feel safe with him. I trust him. And I feel loved. Isn’t that enough?

But the fear in his eyes earlier… Maybe I feel safe with him, but he doesn’t feel that way with me. At least, not all the time. And I kind of hate myself for it, but the words are already on my lips, because I know if I don’t say them, they’ll just eat away at me. “Why didn’t you want me here?” I was trying to say it like it wasn’t a big deal—as if there was any chance of that—but instead I just sound hurt.

The grin disappears, the light in his face suddenly gone. He looks away. And there’s no question of whether or not he knows what I’m talking about. “Virginia, I…” He swallows. “You know why.” 

“No, I don’t.” I thought I did, but that was before. Back when I thought he’d never let anyone get that close to him. And I notice he didn’t deny it, either. I sit up. “You don’t trust me.”

“Of course I do,” he says, but his voice wavers.

“Not as much as you trust Cedric.”

“That’s not… It’s different.” He draws his knees up, wrapping his arms around them, closing himself off.

“Why? Because he’s a dragon?”

He shakes his head, not offering me any other explanation.

And now I wish I hadn’t started this, but it’s not like I can just leave it. Not now. Because it hurts that he didn’t want me there, but it hurts even more that he won’t tell me why. “I’ve never even seen you naked. Not… not as a dragon.”

He flinches. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It does if it’s because you don’t trust me.” How can he want to marry me if he doesn’t even want me to look at him?

“You’ve seen me in human form. You’ve seen the half you want—isn’t that enough?”

Half. The word hits me hard. I never thought of it like that—I never knew he thought of it like that. “How do you know what I want? You’ve never even given me the chance to—”

“Because I still remember that first time you saw me! When we were in the woods, with those hunters. I’ll never forget the look on your face when I transformed. Like I was a… a monster.” He presses his forehead into his knees.

My heart’s pounding so hard, I can feel my pulse in my teeth. Hot guilt stabs at me. My mind races, coming up with a dozen excuses, but I don’t have any. He’s right. I did look at him like that, even if I wish I could take it back. “It’s not like that now.”

“No, but you still always look so shocked.”

“Because you’re always in human form! Maybe if I got to see you like that—”

“It’s better this way.”

“It’s not.”

He lifts his head, his green eyes meeting mine. “The reason I trusted Cedric is because he doesn’t look at me like there’s something wrong with me. And even if he did, it wouldn’t hurt the same. Not like if you did it. And it’s bad enough you’ve seen as much of me as you have. But if I showed you everything, if I showed you all of me and you looked at me like that… It’s not something either of us could take back. So don’t ask for something you don’t want.”
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Going back to Rosewood Manor tonight is kind of the last thing I want to do. I’d much rather rewind time and never find out that the boy I love thinks I look at him like he’s a monster. But since that isn’t an option, and since this is the only one of my problems I feel like I can actually do something about, I head back out into the cold.

Amelrik offers to come with me, though he seems nervous about the idea of getting anywhere near the manor house again. And given the way he freaked out last time, and the fact that Celeste would have a fit if she spotted him, I decide I’d better go by myself.

After all, it’s just a walk in the cold and the dark. In an unfamiliar city. With a murderous dragon on the loose. What could go wrong?

I spend the whole way there convinced that every shadow and dark corner is hiding a vicious dragon who’s about to jump out and rip me to shreds. I keep to the main roads with the most people still on them and the most street lamps lit and kind of wish I’d let Amelrik come with me after all. At least part of the way. But I remind myself that I’m a St. George. If a dragon jumps out at me, I can cast the binding spell and lock it into human form.

Where it will still be way stronger than me and not actually, like, restrained or anything.

I pick up the pace.

When I arrive at the house, I go through the front entrance this time. I try to keep my back straight, so everyone knows I mean business and hopefully that I don’t work here. When one of the staff comes to greet me, I ask for Celeste St. George. They head off to find her, and I stand in the front hall, staring at all the paintings on the walls.

Most of them are really stuffy-looking portraits of the various Rosewood lords and ladies who have lived here over the years, and it takes me about five seconds to glance over them all, realize I don’t care, and feel bored again. And anxious. As soon as Celeste gets here, I’m going to tell her I made a mistake. I was just momentarily driven insane, on account of all the attacks and being trapped here, and of course I don’t actually want to join the paladins.

I’m just going to tell her that, then turn around and leave before she can get mad, or roll her eyes and sigh at me, like she just knew I was going to flake out on her. But it’s not like I’d actually be any help to them, despite what I said. Plus, I have my own investigation to think about.

There are voices down the hall, coming toward me. It’s two men, and as they get closer, I recognize one of them, or at least his voice. He’s the guy we heard last night, the one that had Amelrik so freaked out.

I glance over at him now, trying not to look like I’m staring, even though I totally am. He’s middle-aged with gray hair and a hard, unforgiving expression on his face. Something about him instantly rubs me the wrong way, like he’s the kind of person who never laughs at anyone’s jokes, no matter how funny they are.

Amelrik infiltrated a lot of paladin settlements, back when he was living with Elder clan as part of the hostage exchange. That’s probably where he’d heard his voice before, though I’m not sure why that would freak him out so much. But, then again, with the nasty vibe I’m getting from this guy… I wouldn’t want to run into him again, either.

But for Amelrik to be so afraid, they must have actually met, right? Would this man recognize Amelrik if he saw him? Would he know who he is and that he’s a dragon?

They get a little closer, and now I can hear their conversation.

“That young man,” he says. “The one we were looking into the other day.”

The other paladin, who’s a lot younger, closer to my age, says, “You mean Cedric?”

A shiver runs down my spine. My head whips toward them, though I try to pretend I’m just suddenly really interested in a painting on the wall of a large woman in a fancy dress feeding treats to her tiny dog.

The man makes a disgusted sound. “I don’t know his name.”

“Dark hair? Asks a lot of questions?”

“Too many questions.”

“He seemed harmless to me. Just a bit eccentric.”

He scowls and gives him a stern look, saying nothing, just staring him down, until the other paladin starts to backtrack.

“Uh, sorry, sir. I mean, of course, if you think we should look into him—”

“I think the cellar’s empty and people are expecting results. Bring him in. You there, girl.” He suddenly glares at me from down the hall.

I gasp and look away, trying to pretend I wasn’t watching them. Or listening in. And why does he have to say “girl” like that? Like it’s a bad word?

He’s marching toward me, his footsteps heavy and intimidating. His voice is low, but unmistakably menacing when he says, “Who are you and what do you think you’re doing here?”

My mouth hangs open. I can’t think with him glaring at me like that.

“Yes? Spit it out!”

“I was just—”

“She’s with me.” Celeste’s voice is firm, not inviting any challenge. “She’s my sister.”

He looks me over, obviously not liking what he sees, then says, “See that your guests mind their own business from now on,” before storming off, the other paladin hurrying to keep up with him.

“Who was that?” I whisper, once he’s gone.

“Warwick St. George.”

That’s the guy she was so excited to work with? Him?

“Vee, you’re shaking. Are you okay? What did he say to you?”

“Nothing.” Other than that they’re going after Cedric. “It’s not— I have to go.”

“What? But you just got here. I thought you wanted to—”

“I have to go!”

“Wait, Vee! What are you—”

But I don’t stay to hear the end of that sentence. I turn and make a run for the door.
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THAT OR HE HAS A HORSE HIDDEN SOMEWHERE

 

I forget about murderers hiding behind shadows as I hurry through the streets. When I get back to the inn, I look around frantically, hoping to see Cedric hunched over his book in the corner or sitting at the bar. But he wasn’t here when I left, and he’s not here now.

I look for Leif, but I don’t see him, either, even though I thought he’d still be working.

Snow scatters from my boots as I clomp up the stairs. I throw open the door to our room, then bend forward, too out of breath to speak.

Amelrik drops the book he was reading. “Virginia? Are you okay?”

“Cedric. He’s…” I gasp for air as I close the door.

Amelrik puts his hands on my shoulders, his eyes searching my face. “What happened?”

“Cedric’s in danger. I went to the manor, and I overheard someone talking. And we have to warn him, but I don’t know where he is, and Leif’s not here, so we can’t ask him. But we have to figure out where he went, because the paladins are going to come for him!”

“They said that?”

“They mentioned him by name. We have to do something!”

“Okay. Okay. Let me think.” He presses his palms to his forehead. He starts to say something, but then a loud knock on the door interrupts him and almost gives me a heart attack.

We exchange a look. Amelrik takes a cautious step toward the door.

There’s another knock, and then Cedric shouts, “Amelrik! It’s me!”

I exhale in relief as Amelrik lets him in.

Cedric’s face is red and he’s breathing hard, like he ran here. He looks me in the eyes and says, “You have to come quick. It’s Leif. He needs your help.”
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Cedric’s house is full of junk. I mean, so much junk that there’s hardly any room to move. There are stacks of boxes and random drawers piled high against the walls, and tons of books overflowing from the shelves and a leaning tower of them threatening to fall over on the coffee table. I also see heaps of loose papers, random coins, a broken cart wheel, a scale with all the weights on one side, various tools, a mismatched pair of knitting needles, some animal figurines, and a bowl of seashells, just to name a few.

“What… happened?” Amelrik asks, gaping as he takes it all in.

I’m guessing that means Cedric’s not normally like this. Or at least that he wasn’t when they were growing up.

“Research,” Cedric says, as if it was a dumb question, or like maybe he thinks we have more important things to do than criticize his living space.

Leif joins us from what looks like a bedroom. His face is pale, his jaw clenched, and he’s got his arms wrapped around himself, like he can physically hold the transformation in. He reaches up and sweeps his hair out of his eyes as he looks over at me, his expression grim. Then he turns to Cedric. “I told you. I don’t need this. I… I can handle it.”

“No, you can’t,” Cedric says. “And it’s only going to get worse.”

“It’s better than being bound.” But he doesn’t sound super sure about that.

“If you transform,” Amelrik says, “someone will see.”

“And you’ll destroy all of Cedric’s junk,” I add. “Plus break the house.”

Cedric’s mouth falls open. He gives me a look like I just insulted him. “It’s not junk. I told you, it’s research.”

“How is a broken cart wheel research?”

Amelrik ignores us, still addressing Leif. “And the paladins will do far worse to you than what Virginia’s going to. They’ll put a dragon ring around your neck, and then they’ll torture you. They’ll break every bone in your body if they feel like it, and you won’t be able to heal yourself. And when they’re finally done with you, they’ll string you up in front of everyone in town. If you’re lucky, they’ll chop off your head and be done with it. But it’s more likely you’ll be stoned to death first.”

Leif swallows.

Cedric’s eyes are wide.

“I’ve seen it happen,” Amelrik says, his voice quiet.

He’s also been captured before. And tortured. And he would have been executed if I hadn’t let him out of our dungeon.

“I’ll go crazy,” Leif says, but I can tell from his tone that he’s giving in.

Not that he has much of a choice.

I hold up my hands to cast the spell. All three of them are staring at me. Cedric’s eyes follow my every movement, Amelrik grits his teeth as if he’s the one about to be bound, and Leif just looks terrified.

“Could you guys maybe back up a little? And, like, stop looking at me like that?”

They edge away a little bit, but there’s not really anywhere to go in here, what with all the junk piled everywhere. None of them looks away, though.

Fine. I guess I’ll just have to do this with them staring at me. No pressure. It’s just making my pulse race and my palms start to sweat. But it’s not like I haven’t cast this in worse situations. Well, in one, I should say. And it was the only time I’ve successfully done it, so…

I shut my eyes and focus on the task at hand, trying to ignore the tension and fear in the room. I imagine Leif being bound to human form. Being stuck that way. And I’m so afraid it won’t work, or that being afraid that it won’t work will make it not work. And maybe that time I did it before was just a fluke. I’m not Celeste. I can’t just cast this stuff whenever I—

There’s a tingling feeling in my hands, and the smell of sulfur fills the air. I open my eyes.

The dragons all start coughing. And of course now they find the space to back away from me.

Leif lets go of himself, though his face still looks pained. Actually, if anything, it looks worse than before. His eyes dart between me and Amelrik, and there’s a note of accusation in his voice when he says, “You didn’t tell me it would feel like this.”

Amelrik looks away guiltily.

“What’s it like?” Cedric asks.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” Amelrik says.

Cedric takes in a slow breath, like he hadn’t thought about that.

“There’s something wrong.” Leif scratches at his arms and his neck. “It’s not… I still feel the transformation fighting me. It worked for a second, but now—” He grimaces and swears under his breath. He didn’t want me to cast the spell in the first place, but now the idea of it not working is making him panic. “I know what I said before, but I was wrong! I can’t… I can’t do this!” He rakes his fingers through his hair. “If your magic’s not going to work—”

“It does work,” I tell him. “Just… not for very long.” Crap. I really probably should have been practicing all these months, though it’s not exactly a convenient thing to do back at Hawthorne clan.

Leif swears again. He sits down on the couch, which is miraculously not covered in crap, and then stands back up a second later, unable to hold still. “They’re going to kill me.”

“We need a dragon ring.” Two, really, because it’s only a matter of time before Cedric will be in the same boat. I gesture to all of his junk sprawled everywhere. “I don’t suppose you were researching them, too?”

He shakes his head. “I wish. The paladins don’t leave them lying around, though. Most of this stuff I found on the street.”

I could have guessed that last part.

“They’ll have them at Rosewood,” Amelrik says.

They will, but I’m not sure how I’m supposed to get them. If I get caught, there’s not really a good reason to be stealing them except, you know, to bind a dragon that you don’t want anyone to find out about. Maybe I could just ask for them. I could tell Celeste that I wanted them to practice on. And that I need two for some reason, and that it couldn’t wait until morning.

“I’ll do it,” Amelrik says. “I can—”

“No.” A chill runs up my spine at just the thought, and I know I do not want him going back there. He might run into Celeste. Or worse, Warwick St. George, the man whose voice alone made him freak out and transform. If Amelrik got caught like that, I’d never see him again. And thinking about all the horrible things they might do to him makes my chest ache. “If anyone’s going to go, it should be me. But maybe I won’t need to.”

Leif wraps his arms around himself again and sinks down on the couch. His face is scrunched up in pain. “It’s worn off completely now. And I don’t… I can’t fight it much longer.”

I don’t think he has time for one of us to go to Rosewood Manor and back, even if I did think it was a good idea, which I don’t. “We don’t need dragon rings—we just need iron.”

“Iron.” Cedric repeats the word, sounding numb. He keeps glancing back over at Leif, distracted by his boyfriend freaking out and maybe being about to transform.

“It has to be a circle. But it doesn’t have to go around the neck. Just, like, a ring, or a… a bracelet or something.” I glance around, like maybe there’s a pile of manacles I missed earlier. It doesn’t look like it.

Amelrik grabs Cedric’s arm. “Think. There’s got to be something in here.”

“I don’t have any rings. Not made of iron. Wait, I have an iron! I have three, actually. Or maybe it’s four now. They’re just in a pile somewhere…”

“It won’t work. It needs to be—”

“I know! But I don’t know what to do. I—” Cedric suddenly stops. He blinks, then snaps his fingers. “I have something! I just don’t know where I put them.” He practically shoves Amelrik out of the way as he starts pulling down boxes and rummaging through them. “Someone check the back corner! And… I might have put them in one of the drawers.”

“It would help if we knew what we were looking for,” Amelrik says, though he hurries over to the corner to start searching anyway.

I grab one of the drawers stacked against the wall, accidentally knocking down a bunch of books. They make a really loud thud, and a cloud of dust flies up into the air.

Cedric gives up on rummaging and just dumps out the contents of his box on the floor. “We’re looking for horseshoes!”

“Horseshoes?” Amelrik says. “Why do you…? Never mind.”

“I’m guessing it’s for research,” I tell him. “That or he has a horse hidden somewhere in here.” I grab another drawer and quickly sift through it.

“They were just all over in the street,” Cedric says. “Horses lose them.”

“That doesn’t explain why you took them.”

“Because I thought if I started asking questions it would be obvious I didn’t grow up in a place that had horses or carts or any of that stuff. And I was going to study them in more detail, like I was going to study all of this stuff, but then I didn’t get around to it. And I got carried away with my collections, and then everything piled up so much that I started spending most of my time at Leif’s house to get away from it, and now I’m hardly ever here, and I’m never going to get through any of it, and I don’t know why I even bothered!”

I take a step back, forgetting that Cedric just dumped a bunch of stuff on the floor. I nearly slip on a wooden flute and end up stumbling sideways into my stack of drawers. Odds and ends go flying everywhere. There’s a loud crash, followed by a metallic one as I fall onto a pile of books. A pile of books that was also hiding a box full of horseshoes. “Found them!”

The horseshoes are surprisingly clean, like Cedric washed them first before putting them away. There are about a dozen or so of them, and I wonder how many used horseshoes a person really needs, even for research purposes.

Cedric grabs one of the smaller ones. “Give me your arm.”

Leif does what he’s told, even though he looks like it’s the last thing he wants to do. Well, besides transforming and getting himself killed.

Cedric hikes up Leif’s sleeve and bends the horseshoe around his wrist, turning it into a makeshift bracelet. He makes it look easy, and I think again about how strong dragons are, even when in human form.

“This will work?” Leif asks me.

“The iron absorbs the spell and holds a charge,” I tell him. “It’ll work.” At least, I hope it will.

He holds out his wrist with the bracelet and looks away. “Just get it over with.”

Right. Just cast the binding spell again.

I raise my hands and concentrate. This time I keep my eyes open. There’s a flash of red light as I cast the spell, and then the sulfur smell gets stronger. My hands tingle—worse than before. And I don’t know if it’s because I just cast the spell basically twice in a row, or if it’s because the iron can absorb so much, but I feel a sudden wave of exhaustion as the magic leaves my body.

The horseshoe around Leif’s wrist glows a faint red. He stares at it in horror, looking like he’d rather chew his own arm off than leave it there for one more second.

Amelrik nods at Cedric. “Your turn.”

Cedric glances at Leif, a worried look on his face. “Maybe I should wait. I transformed more recently than Leif did. I might not need it.” But he doesn’t sound for a second like he believes any of that.

Amelrik tilts his head at him.

Cedric sighs. He picks out another horseshoe, then rolls up his sleeve.

Leif bends the shoe around Cedric’s wrist, just like Cedric did to him.

I feel kind of wobbly, like I just want to sink down onto the couch and never get up again. And we haven’t had dinner yet, and lunch was several long walks in the cold ago. My eyes want to fall closed, but I know if I let them—well, if I lie down first, at least—I’ll fall asleep. And despite what Cedric said about waiting, I don’t want to take any chances. Besides, the longer he has to psyche himself out of this, and the longer he sees Leif suffering under the effects of the spell, the harder it will be to convince him to go through with it.

So I suck it up and cast the binding spell for a third time tonight. Or at least I try to. There’s a spark of red, but it’s not the bright flash it should be, and the bracelet on Cedric’s wrist doesn’t look enchanted.

“Virginia,” Amelrik says, sounding worried. “Maybe you should—”

“No, I can do this.” I try to sound like I mean that, even though I’m not sure it’s true.  I take a deep breath and attempt to channel all my energy, or at least what’s left of it. Even Celeste would have trouble casting this many times so close together, though her spells are a lot more powerful than mine and probably take more out of her.

And even though I feel so tired, and even though it would be so easy to give in and tell them I need to eat and sleep first and that I’ll do it in the morning, I can’t shake the feeling that I need to do this now. That doing it in the morning will be too late.

So I close my eyes and concentrate. I focus on drawing out more energy—as much as it takes—because if I screw this up, I don’t think I’ll have it in me to try again.

This time, there’s more than a spark. Much more. The flash of red is even brighter than it was earlier, and the room pretty much reeks of sulfur. And I suddenly feel hollow and empty, and I ache all over, like every part of my body just slammed into a brick wall.

My eyes really do want to fall closed now, and my legs don’t want to hold me up. I think Amelrik says something to me, but I’m not listening, too busy stumbling to the couch, where I sink down and fall into oblivion, more tired than I’ve ever been in my entire life.
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I wake up in the morning on the couch with Amelrik pressed against me. There’s not a lot of room, and I’d probably fall off the edge if it wasn’t for his arm around me. My neck is sore, and I realize I’m using his other arm as a pillow. I can feel his heart beating against my back and his chest moving in and out as he breathes, and even though I’m starving, I kind of just want to stay here like this. If I close my eyes, I might fall back asleep.

But then a loud, authoritative knock on the front door startles me. Amelrik jerks awake, and I get to my feet, my blood running cold.

Crap. I was supposed to warn Cedric. We were. I can’t remember much about last night after I basically passed out after casting the binding spell so many times, but I shouldn’t have let myself fall asleep. We should have gotten out of here first.

I hear footsteps, and then Cedric and Leif come in from the bedroom. Both of them look tired and sick. They’ve both got long sleeves on, hiding the makeshift dragon rings I made for them, but I imagine the skin around the horseshoes turning red and agitated, my magic slowly poisoning them.

There’s another knock, and then a stern voice shouts, “Open up! On the authority of Governor Claybourne, we have the right to search this house!”

Cedric’s face goes paler than it already was, making him look even more sick.

“Paladins,” Amelrik whispers, jumping up from the couch, wide awake now.

Leif glances around at all the junk, then gives Cedric a worried look.

I don’t know how Cedric’s going to explain all this stuff to them. And from the expressions on his and Leif’s faces, I’m guessing some of it’s incriminating. I mean, they’d have to actually find the incriminating stuff amongst all the junk first, but still. And if they figure out that Cedric’s a dragon… Maybe Leif would come out of it unscathed. Maybe they’d believe he had no idea. But there’s no mistaking the resemblance between Cedric and Amelrik, and it wouldn’t take a genius to piece together that they’re related. And maybe you can date a dragon without also being one—which I know firsthand—but you can’t really be related to one and have the same thing still be true.

“If you don’t open up this instant, we’ll have no choice but to break down the door!”

Cedric tries to smile as he opens it for them. “Can I help you?”

Three paladins stand outside the house. Two of them are the same ones we saw at the inn last night—Blackarrow and Elmhurst. The other one… I’ve never seen her before, but her insignia marks her as a Carver.

A shiver runs down my spine.

The Blackarrow pushes his way in. “We have orders to search the… house.” He falters as he actually looks around and sees all the junk everywhere.

“Holy…” The Elmhurst shakes her head. “What is this?”

“It’s nothing,” Cedric says, scowling at them. “How I keep my house is none of your business.”

All three of them are standing inside now. The Blackarrow looks to Joanna Carver in a silent plea.

She keeps her face stern and unwavering. “The order still stands. Search the house.”

Cedric takes a deep breath. He opens his mouth to protest.

“Wait,” I say, interrupting before he can get a word in. “I’m a paladin, and I can vouch for everyone here.”

The Elmhurst raises her eyebrows. “You’re a paladin?”

I grit my teeth. “Yes.” Why does everyone always have to sound so skeptical about that? “My sister is Celeste St. George, and I’m telling you, there are no dragons here.”

Dropping Celeste’s name gets their attention, even though she’s going to kill me for it if it ever gets back to her. The paladins converge together, whispering for a moment.

Then Joanna Carver shakes her head definitively at the other two. “He’s on our list. We can’t just leave.”

“But we don’t have to actually search this dump, do we?” Blackarrow says. “Let’s just bring him in like the boss wants. Send someone else to finish up here.”

She hesitates, making a disgusted face at the state of Cedric’s house, like she’s actually considering it.

My heart races. I can practically feel the fear radiating from the dragons in the room. “You can’t do that. I mean, this is ridiculous. I’m telling you he’s innocent.”

“And I’m telling you we have orders. Grab him.”

The other two paladins move forward, toward Cedric.

He backs away, looking terrified. “I-I haven’t done anything!”

Amelrik and Leif look this close to attacking them, though they hold themselves back. Because even if they won this fight, it would just make things worse. And with the town on lockdown, there’s nowhere to run to. But I can’t see either of them letting these paladins actually haul Cedric away, either.

“Stop!” I shout, putting myself in front of Cedric. “You don’t need to bring him in.”

Blackarrow rolls his eyes at me. “But we have—”

“Orders. I know. But do you really want to bring in another innocent man? How incompetent is that going to make you look?”

“Er.” He looks over his shoulder at the others, then back at me. “It’s not really up to us.”

“Use your magic.” I gesture at Joanna. “Prove right now that he’s not a dragon.”

I hear Amelrik suck in a breath. Leif fidgets, scratching at his arm through his sleeve where I know the dragon ring’s hiding. And Cedric holds perfectly still.

“Come on,” I tell Joanna. “You’re just going to have to do it anyway after you haul him to Rosewood. Save yourself the trouble and get it over with now.”

“Sounds good to me,” Blackarrow says.

Joanna chews her lip. “And if he transforms?”

“You’ve got a St. George right here to change him back,” I tell her.

“Well…”

“Let’s just do it,” Elmhurst says. “She has a point. The boss might want us to bring him in, but the people of East Westford are only going to stand for so many false arrests.”

Joanna nods. “Alright. Stand back.”

The other paladins move well away from Cedric, but the rest of us stay in place.

Cedric looks like he’s going to throw up. His eyes meet mine, and it’s all I can do not to look away. Because I’m not a hundred percent certain this is going to work. But I do know that if they haul him in for questioning, they’ll for sure find the bracelet. And then they’ll know the truth. And they’ll bring in Leif, and Amelrik, and even me, though at least I’ll probably survive. But the others?

I swallow down my fears, praying that my magic holds. That it’s strong enough to counteract a Carver’s magic—one way more experienced than me.

She raises one hand, all her focus on Cedric.

I feel Amelrik move closer, his hand finding mine, though I don’t dare look away from the scene in front of us.

Joanna casts the spell. There’s an orange flare and the smell of burnt hair. Then a quick bzzt sound as the magic fizzles out.

Cedric’s still human. My lungs burn, and I realize I’m holding my breath.

“That was odd,” Joanna says, staring at her hands in confusion. “Did you hear that?”

Blackarrow shrugs one shoulder. “I didn’t notice anything. Did you?”

“Probably just my stomach growling,” Elmhurst says. “I slept late and missed breakfast.”

“No.” Joanna raises her hand again. “I think something went wrong.”

My stomach clenches. I have absolutely no idea if the bracelet will hold out a second time. “What went wrong,” I tell her, trying really hard to keep my voice steady, “is that he’s not a dragon, just like I told you.”

“Come on.” Elmhurst nudges her with her elbow. “This whole lockdown’s got everybody paranoid. We checked him out. The boss can’t ask for more than that.” Her stomach suddenly growls super loud, and it does sound kind of like magic fizzling out.

Enough that Joanna lowers her hand. “Alright,” she says. “Let’s get out of here.” She glances over at us one more time before heading for the door.

Elmhurst leaves with her, but Blackarrow hangs back for a second. “Sorry,” he says to Cedric, keeping his voice down, like he’s ashamed to say it. “I never really thought it was you, yeah?”

Cedric just nods, not saying anything, his expression numb.

As soon as the paladins are gone and the door is closed, Leif puts his arms around Cedric. “I can’t believe that just happened.”

“I can’t believe that actually worked,” I tell them.

And then I think that was maybe the wrong thing to admit, because all three dragons are staring at me now.

Cedric’s eyes go wide. “You didn’t know?!”

“They would have killed you if they’d taken you in! It was the best option.”

“Yeah, but—”

A frantic knock on the door silences him. My heart speeds up. The paladins must have changed their minds. Did they hear what we just said? Even if they did, it doesn’t prove anything. Though it would be reason enough to bring us all in for questioning.

The knock comes again, this time followed by a voice. One that definitely doesn’t belong to any of the paladins who were just here. “Cedric! It’s Tom from down the road—I’ve got news!”

Cedric opens the door for him.

Tom looks about my age. His face is flushed, and it’s clear from his expression that whatever the news is, it isn’t good. “We just heard, and Mother sent me to tell all the neighbors. There’s been another attack. Only this one’s not like the others. This time, they survived.”
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The vibe around town is different today as me and Amelrik make our way to the victim’s house. People are out doing their shopping like usual, but there’s an edge of suspicion in everyone’s eyes. Especially when they look over at us, two people from out of town they don’t recognize.

Because the fact that Henrietta Thorpe survived isn’t the only thing that’s different about this attack. She’s apparently been saying that it wasn’t a dragon that did it, though she didn’t actually see her attacker, either. But it means the killer might somehow be human. And it’s one thing for everyone to blame the attacks on a dragon, believing that between the paladins and the lockdown, they’ll get results. But thinking they might have a human serial killer on the loose is a whole different story.

Henrietta’s house has flower boxes on all the windows, though they’re covered in snow now. There’s an elaborate wreath on her door, decorated with tiny pinecones covered in glitter and cinnamon, and little knit wool ornaments in vibrant colors. A couple of people are leaving when we get there, and it wouldn’t surprise me if she’s had a bunch of visitors already today. She’s probably had to tell her story a million times just this morning. Hopefully she won’t mind going over it again with two complete strangers.

Amelrik knocks on the door, and a few seconds later an annoyed-looking girl opens it. She looks maybe thirteen or fourteen, and I’m guessing she’s Henrietta’s daughter.

“Hi,” I tell her. “We were hoping—”

She doesn’t let me finish, rolling her eyes and shouting over her shoulder, “More vultures here to see you!”

A much more pleasant-sounding woman calls back, “Let them in, Jeanie!”

“You heard her,” Jeanie mutters, leaving the door open for us as she stomps back into the house.

I exchange a look with Amelrik, and then we step inside. The house is nice and warm, with a fire blazing in the hearth. There’s a Christmas tree in one corner, decorated much like the wreath on the door. A plump woman with round cheeks is propped up on the couch with a blanket, a steaming mug in her hands.

“Don’t mind Jeanie,” she says, waving us forward. “Come in, come in.”

“Do mind Jeanie!” Jeanie shouts from the kitchen. “The doctor said you should be resting, not having the entire town over for tea!”

Henrietta clucks her tongue in dismissal. “I’ll be the judge of who I have over for tea, young lady.” She smiles at us, then frowns a little. “We haven’t met before, have we?” She squints at Amelrik.

“You might know my cousin, Cedric,” he says. “He hangs out—”

“At the Ram’s Head. Yes, Leif’s lover.”

“Mother!” Jeanie shrieks, her face red as she brings over two little plates of pie and shoves them at us. “Could you not say it like that?”

“Why not?” Henrietta says. “It’s what they are.”

“He’s his boyfriend. Talk like a normal person.”

The pie is blackberry, still warm, and Jeanie’s poured a little bit of cream over it.

“Go ahead,” Henrietta says when she sees me staring at it. “The neighbors have been bringing food all morning. We’ll never be able to eat it all.”

I don’t need more encouragement than that. I stuff a forkful of it into my mouth. Maybe kind of a large forkful, which makes it hard to talk, and I might spray crumbs all over when I say, “Can we ask you what happened?”

“It was early this morning—the sun was barely up—and I was just on my way to pick up a few things before breakfast. It was cold, and I didn’t want to be out any longer than I had to, so I took a shortcut through one of the side streets—”

“The one you’re always telling me not to go down,” Jeanie mutters.

“You can make bad choices when you’re an adult. Anyway, I didn’t think anything of it. There wasn’t anyone there, and it didn’t look big enough for a dragon. And it really wasn’t that far from the market, you know? So I didn’t think… Well, I was hurrying through it, at any rate, and then I heard footsteps—”

“Footsteps?” Amelrik says, a tiny bite of pie just sitting on his fork, uneaten.

“Heavy, like a man’s. They were suddenly right behind me, and I was terrified. I thought it was the dragon come to kill me. I thought it—he—was going to transform right there. But then…” She pauses, her face strained.

Amelrik finally eats his tiny bite of pie. Then, seeming to realize how good it is, takes another, much larger bite.

“I don’t know how to explain this next part.”

“That’s funny,” Jeanie says, “because you’ve been doing it all morning.” She folds her arms across her chest. “There was a claw.”

“Just hold on. I’m getting to that.” Henrietta sighs. “I thought I saw a claw swiping at me, out of the corner of my eye.”

Amelrik hurries to swallow down his food. “A claw? How big?”

“I don’t…” She blinks. “You know, no one’s asked me that yet. I only saw part of it, and I’m not even sure what I was seeing, really.”

“If you had to guess, though?”

She holds her hands out shoulder-width apart, then widens the distance between them, then brings it in again. “I don’t know. It all happened so fast. There was this blur of purple scales, and then something sharp stuck me in the back.”

Me and Amelrik exchange another look. Purple scales, like the one we found at the other crime scene.

“If you saw a claw,” I ask her, “why do you think it wasn’t a dragon?”

“The footsteps sounded human. Though I suppose it could have transformed right then.”

She doesn’t know that she would have heard it if it did, but I don’t point that out to her.

“But…” She presses a hand to her forehead. “The claw was only about shoulder height. I would have thought a dragon would be bigger than that.”

“And then there’s your wound,” Jeanie says. “The one you’re supposed to be healing from.”

“I’m fine, really.” She huffs at her daughter’s concern. “But yes, there’s the wound on my back. There’s only one, not… Well, I don’t know how many claws dragons have, but I’m certain it’s more than one. And it’s more of a stab wound, like from a sword.”

“A sword,” Amelrik repeats.

“And then I screamed bloody murder, and Portia’s husband, Neal, was on his way to work at the forge and heard me. He shouted and came running, and my attacker fled.” She pauses, then adds, “And they were definitely human footsteps then.”

“Did Neal see anything?” I ask.

“No. He came from the opposite direction, and the attacker had already disappeared when he arrived. Luckily, the wound wasn’t too deep. The doctor says I should be fine.”

“If you rest,” Jeanie says. “He was very clear on that point.”

There’s a knock on the door.

Jeanie sighs as she goes to answer it, muttering, “More vultures.”

“We should probably get going.” I set my empty pie plate on the coffee table, but only after I lick all the cream off of it. Discreetly, of course.

Amelrik isn’t quite finished with his. He takes another bite of it, then sets his plate down.

And then I look over as Jeanie opens the door and my stomach clenches. There’s a man at the door, a paladin. But not just any paladin—it’s Warwick St. George.

I don’t know why he’d come here himself instead of sending his underlings, but I do know he’s going to see Amelrik. And he must know who and what he is. Panic claws at my chest as I consider how feasible it would be to make a run out the back door, if they even have one. And what if Amelrik sees him and transforms?

But then it’s too late, because Warwick enters the house.

“Come in!” Henrietta says, just as welcoming to him as she was to us, even though he has a sour look on his face.

I can hardly breathe, dreading what’s about to go down. My mind races as I try to come up with ways we might still make it out of this.

But nothing happens.

Warwick gives us a disdainful look—no, wait, he gives me a disdainful look. His eyes flick over Amelrik, but that’s all. There’s no recognition in them. He doesn’t say anything.

Amelrik maybe eyes him a little suspiciously, but nothing out of the ordinary, considering he’s a paladin. Still, I practically push Amelrik toward the door, just to be safe. “We’d better be going! It was lovely meeting you! And thanks for the pie!”

Once we’re outside, I breathe a little easier. Well, except for the way the cold burns my lungs, but that’s beside the point.

Amelrik raises his eyebrows at me. “Do you know that guy?”

“Do I know that guy? You’re the one who… Well, at least you didn’t freak out this time.” I rub my hands together for warmth as we make our way down the street, in the direction of Cedric’s house.

“Why would I freak out?”

“Because. Last time, when you heard his voice, you—”

“That was him?” Amelrik stops, turning to look over his shoulder.

He stops so suddenly that a woman walking by almost runs into him.

“Yeah,” I say. “I thought you knew him or something.”

“No, I’ve never—”

“He’s their leader, Warwick St. George.”

His eyes go wide, and his nostrils flare as he takes quick, shallow breaths.

“So you do know him.” I try to ignore the way my heart’s pounding.

“He’s the one who tortured my mother! He’s the one who made me like this!” He stares at his hands, curling his fingers, and I wonder if he’s wishing they were claws right now or if he’s trying not to transform. He takes a step toward the house, then another back toward me again.

“Amelrik—”

“He put her in a dragon ring for months!”

“I know, but… we need to get out of here.” And he needs to not shout stuff like that where anyone could hear him.

He wraps his arms around himself, his jaw clenched, and now I’m certain he’s trying not to transform.

“Don’t,” I tell him.

“I could kill him.”

“Don’t do that, either.”

“He deserves it.”

“Yeah, but that’s not you. And even if you did…” I swallow. “You know what would happen.”

“He’s a monster.” He hugs himself more tightly, taking a few deep breaths.

“Come on.” I put a hand on his arm and motion for us to get going, absolutely terrified that Warwick will step out of the house any second, his interview with Henrietta already over with. And if he does…

I swallow and tighten my grip on Amelrik, my eyes pleading with him. The muscles in his arm are tense—his whole body is—and there’s a moment where I really think he’s going to transform right here on the street.

His eyes meet mine. Then he winces. “Don’t look at me like that.”

“Then don’t do anything to get yourself killed.”

The door to the house opening startles us both. My back prickles with dread as we turn to look.

But it’s just Jeanie, bundled up in a winter coat, a shopping basket under one arm as she heads off in the direction of the marketplace.

Amelrik exhales, some of the tension leaving him, and I think he’s just as relieved as I am that it wasn’t Warwick. “Come on,” he says, turning away from the house. “Let’s just get out of here.”
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“You know,” I tell Cedric, “you don’t have to do this.” The two of us are walking from his house to the inn, which isn’t really very far, and I’m sure I could have carried our food back by myself. Or Amelrik could have come with me instead. Not that I mind Cedric’s company, but he looks like he’s having a hard time. He keeps scratching at his arm where the makeshift dragon ring is, and the color in his face looks off, and his eyes don’t look as bright as usual.

We decided to get lunch from the inn, because there’s nothing to eat at Cedric’s place. Leif’s out sick, and it would have been weird for him to go—though they definitely would have bought that he wasn’t feeling well—and Amelrik was going to come with me, but then Cedric volunteered instead, even though he looks like he should have stayed home. 

“I wanted to get out for a while,” Cedric says. “I don’t want…” He twitches suddenly, looking like he’s in pain. Then he relaxes. “I don’t want this to change anything.”

He doesn’t have to say he means the dragon ring.

“Right,” I tell him, because it’s obvious that it already has changed things. “But you know it’s only temporary.”

“If they catch the murderer and if we get out of here in time.”

“There’s talk that it’s someone human.” Just your average, run-of-the-mill, everyday serial killer. No big deal. “If it’s true, they’ll take the barrier down. They’ll stop looking for dragons.”

He shakes his head, a bitter expression twisting his mouth. “They won’t. And just because someone stabbed her with a sword doesn’t mean it wasn’t a dragon.”

Amelrik said pretty much the same thing when we discussed it on the way home. Well, on the way back to Cedric’s house. I tell Cedric what I told him. “True, but that doesn’t account for the claw she saw.”

“She imagined it. She saw what she wanted to see.”

Maybe. That occurred to me, too. But if she did imagine it, it’s an awfully strange coincidence that she got the color right.

“Anyway,” he says, “I didn’t come with you to talk about the murders. I wanted to ask you about paladins.”

“Now?” I raise my eyebrows at him. “I think it can wait. No offense, but you look like crap.”

His jaw clenches a little at the reminder. “None taken, and I feel like crap. But I might not have another chance.”

I want to argue with him that he could have asked me back at the house, or later, after we eat lunch, but I know that’s not what he’s getting at. “Cedric… You guys aren’t going to die.”

He ignores that, his forehead wrinkling in the same way that Amelrik’s does when he disagrees but doesn’t want to say anything. “I don’t know how much longer I’ll be myself, so…”

I study his face, wishing I could reassure him that he won’t go crazy. But I have no idea how long that takes. Obviously Amelrik’s mother was an extreme case, but I’m sure she was crazy well before she got free. But was it a few days, or weeks, or what? “Okay,” I tell Cedric. “Ask away.”

He opens his mouth to speak, and I’m sure he’s got several questions already lined up, but then he hesitates. He looks me over and says, “Why are you with my cousin?”

“Wow. That’s not a question about paladins.” It’s a lot more personal than I was expecting, and it also makes me think that maybe he disapproves of us or thinks I’m not good enough.

“I just meant… what made you choose his—our—world over your own? He told me how you met, but I still have questions.”

“My world was small and empty. I didn’t belong there. It’s not what I would have pictured myself doing, but it wasn’t a hard choice to make.” I decide if he’s going to ask personal questions, that means I can, too. “Why don’t you want to be king?”

He grimaces and hunches his shoulders, like he wishes he could disappear. “I like my life here.”

“So, before that you were okay with it?”

“No.  It’s what everyone assumed for me, but it always felt like a weight around my neck. How do you see things ending? Between you and Amelrik?”

That one makes my stomach twist up. That and the way he asks it so bluntly, as if it’s a fact. “I don’t. And I could ask you the same thing about you and Leif.”

“And I’d give the same answer. But there’s a reason we live here and not at Hawthorne clan. The king’s never going to let him marry you,” he adds, his voice soft.

I kick at the snow on the ground and almost lose my balance. “So now you care what the king wants?”

“No. I just…” He takes a deep breath, then lets it out slowly. “I don’t know what I’m getting at. I just know that Amelrik’s going to be heartbroken, and I don’t want that for him.”

Tears sting my eyes, though I tell myself it’s just because the wind is particularly cold and blowing right in my face. Hopefully that’s what Cedric will think, too, if he looks over and sees that they’re wet. “He’s the most important person to me in the world, and if you’re trying to say we shouldn’t be together—”

“I’m not!” He holds up his hands. “I mean, I have to admit I was shocked when he said you were a St. George, but that’s it. And I kind of admire him for having the nerve to actually bring you to Hawthorne clan and declare you in front of the king. But he’s as crazy as his mother if he thinks Uncle Ulrich’s ever going to approve. Sorry,” he says, when I don’t say anything to that. “It’s a tough situation, that’s all.”

Yeah, tell me about it. 

We arrive at the inn, and I’m glad for a change of scenery, and hopefully a change of conversation. But as soon as we step inside, I can tell something’s wrong. The inn’s busy, full of the lunchtime crowd, but there’s a subdued feeling throughout the room. Customers stare into their drinks, their voices hushed.

A waitress forces a smile when we come in, but when she sees that it’s just Cedric, she lets her mouth turn down again.

Cedric stops her. “Maria, what happened? Is… is everyone okay?”

She sighs, and her eyes start to fill with tears. “She used to come in all the time when I first started working here. I was so nervous back then, I remember I spilled a whole pitcher of iced tea on her. I was mortified, but she just laughed it off. She insisted that they didn’t fire me, and now…”

“Who?” Cedric asks. “What are you talking about?”

Maria sniffs and dabs at her eyes with a rag. “Henrietta Thorpe.”

“You mean, the woman who got attacked?” I look from her to Cedric, as if he’ll somehow have the answers, even though I know he doesn’t.

“Uh-huh. We just got the news that she… she didn’t make it.” Her lower lip starts to tremble as her eyes well up with tears she can’t hold back.

Cedric puts an arm around her—the one without the dragon ring—and lets her cry into his shoulder.

“Henrietta Thorpe can’t be dead,” I tell them. “I just saw her, like, an hour and a half ago. She was fine.”

Maria steps back from Cedric, trying to get a hold of herself. “That’s what everyone’s been saying, that she seemed fine. But her wound must have been worse than she let on, because her daughter stepped out to do some shopping, and when she came back a little while later, Henrietta was just lying there on the couch and wouldn’t wake up. She was just… gone.”
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“It was him,” Amelrik says after I tell him the news. “It was Warwick St. George.” He makes a face, like the words taste bad, like he wishes he hadn’t spoken his name out loud.

We’re in Cedric’s bedroom. Cedric and Leif are in the kitchen, eating lunch. Leif seemed to take the news kind of hard, though not nearly as bad as Maria.

“We don’t know that,” I tell Amelrik. “Not for sure. Maybe her wound really was worse than everyone thought.”

“No.” He shakes his head, then paces back and forth in front of the bed. He presses his palms to his forehead and rakes his hands through his hair. “We should have gone back! If I’d just—”

“What?” I snap. “Killed him?”

“Yes.” His voice is quiet. He stares at the floor. “Then he couldn’t have hurt her, and Henrietta would still be alive.”

“But you’d be dead.” Or captured at least, which amounts to the same thing. “I need to go back to Rosewood Manor.”

He looks up at me. “Both of us need to stay as far away from him as possible.”

“There was something in his room, last time I was there that I—”

“You were in his room?!” Amelrik’s eyes go wide as he studies my face.

“I didn’t know who he was then.”

“But you do now. Virginia, you can’t go back there.”

The terror in his voice makes my stomach clench, and I really, really want to abandon the whole idea in favor of just staying home and hoping I’m wrong. “There was a chest in his room. A really big one. Like, big enough to store a body.”

“A body?” He considers that. “None of the bodies were missing, though.”

“I know. I just have a bad feeling about it.” A really bad one.

Amelrik stares at me for a second. “It might not be him,” he says, changing tactics. “There’s no reason for a paladin to be killing humans.” But even as he says it, I can tell he doesn’t believe it.

“So when I look inside that chest, there won’t be anything incriminating, and we can move on to figuring out who the real murderer is.” Because it could be anyone. Maybe Henrietta really did die of complications from her wound. Or maybe someone else killed her, someone who came in after Warwick.

Except, deep down, I know I don’t believe that, either. He’s given me a really bad feeling every time I’ve seen him, not to mention the effect he had on Amelrik. And the things he did to Amelrik’s mother… I don’t know why he would have killed Henrietta—or anyone else, if he really is the murderer—but the amount of cruelty a person would have to have in them to put a dragon ring on someone and watch her slowly go crazy for months while also torturing her, and knowing she was pregnant, that they weren’t just hurting her, but her unborn child… A child that should have been hatched instead of born.

I shudder at the thought, because who knows what someone capable of causing that much pain might do? My sister and the other paladins I know might hurt and kill dragons, which is bad enough, but I can’t see any of them having the stomach for that level of cruelty.

And now I want to break into that man’s room again and go through his stuff?

“It’s too dangerous,” Amelrik says.

“I did it once before. And I’m a paladin. If somebody catches me, I’ll just say I was looking for Celeste’s room and got lost.”

He puts his hands on my wrists and looks me in the eyes. “But if he catches you—”

“He won’t.”

“—he’ll kill you. And then he’ll have taken everything from me.”

I swallow, because while part of me thinks I’d still be able to talk my way out of it, another part of me worries that he’s right. “Something weird is going on here. It’s been long enough that any dragons should have transformed by now.”

“Which they did yesterday, when they killed Patricia Brown. We found that scale.”

“And no one saw them somehow?”

“I… I don’t know.”

“Something about this doesn’t add up. And until I go check Warwick’s room, I’m never going to be able to let go of it.”

He hesitates, looking like he’s going to argue some more, then says, “I’m going with you.”

“No. There’s no way you’re going anywhere near that house.”

“He doesn’t know me. He has no idea who I am.”

“But Celeste does, and if she sees you there, she’ll throw a fit.” She might even have him arrested. And either way, I’d have a hell of a hard time explaining to her what we were doing or that we think her boss, who she looks up to for some reason, is the murderer.

Amelrik slides his arms around me, pulling me close to him. “I can’t just stay here while you go risk your life to search his room. Maybe you don’t know what he’s capable of, but I—”

“Okay,” I tell him, hugging him tightly, as if we might never see each other again. Because the truth is, I don’t really want to go alone. “You can come with me, but on one condition.”

I expect him to argue, but he stays silent, so that the only sound in the room is our breathing.

“You stay outside, out of view. After all, it won’t do any good if we both get caught.”

“Alright,” he says, though he sounds reluctant about it. “But if you don’t come back right away, I’m coming in after you.”
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I get lost trying to find my way to the paladins’ rooms again, and each second that goes by makes me more and more anxious. Amelrik might have stayed outside like he promised, but not without another reminder that if I’m not back out soon, he’s coming in to make sure I’m okay. Which scares the hell out of me, the idea of him putting himself in that kind of danger, but it’s not like I wouldn’t feel the same way if our roles were reversed. And truth be told, the idea of coming in here without any kind of backup kind of terrifies me, too.

Because the more I find out about Warwick St. George, the more I’m not so sure that my paladin status—which is shaky at best—will save me from him. Especially if he really is the one killing people.

Not that that makes any sense, but collaring a dragon and watching her go insane doesn’t sound like my idea of a good time, either, so I’m not going to pretend to understand him.

Finally, I get to a staircase I recognize. I have no idea how much time has passed, only that it felt like an eternity, which I’m pretty sure it wasn’t. My heart’s already pounding as I head upstairs. My throat feels dry as I imagine knocking on Warwick’s door again, just to double check that he’s not in there, and what I might say to him if he is. I can’t pretend to be a maid because Celeste already told him I was her sister, and he definitely recognized me when we were at Henrietta’s.

Thinking of Henrietta makes me feel a sudden pang of grief. I didn’t even know her, but I know she didn’t deserve what happened to her. And she’d seemed so alive earlier, despite her injury. And poor Jeanie. I wonder if she blames herself for leaving her mother unattended or if, like us, she suspects some kind of foul play.

I see the door to his room at the end of the hall. It seems impossibly far away, and I feel like each footstep I take is awkward and unnatural, like I can’t remember how to be a normal person. 

Then a door to my left opens and Celeste and another paladin step out. The other paladin’s insignia marks him as one of the Strongshields. The two of them are laughing about something, and there’s a strange vibe between them, like maybe…

Ugh, did they just sleep together?

The laughter dies as soon as they spot me, and then Celeste’s face turns kind of pink, so that I think maybe they did. Or at least that there’s something going on between them.

“Celeste?”

“Vee!” My name comes out a squeak. She glances nervously between me and her companion. “Char, this is my, um, my sister, Vee.”

“Char?” What kind of a name is that?

“Richard,” he says, holding out his hand to me. “It’s a family nickname that kind of stuck.” He sounds kind of embarrassed about it, and like he’s had to explain it to basically everyone he’s ever met.

I shake hands with him, then glance over at Warwick’s room, aware of every second that’s ticking by.

“Why don’t you go on ahead?” Celeste tells him. “I’ll just… I’ve just got to talk to my sister for a minute.”

“Yeah, sure. It was a pleasure meeting you.” He tips an imaginary hat to me, then heads downstairs.

Celeste looks like she’s going to die. “It’s not what you think.”

Well, if I wasn’t sure before, I am now. “You like him.”

She smooths her hair behind her ear. “We’re just… Tensions are high for everyone with the lockdown.”

“So that’s what you were doing? Relieving tension?” I really didn’t need to hear that.

Her face turns red. “No. I mean…” She clears her throat. “Some paladin you are, saying you wanted to help and then not showing up until mid-afternoon.”

I raise my eyebrows at her. “Don’t try and change the subject. Is it serious? How long have you even known him?”

“A few weeks. We’ve met a few times before, though. We’ve always been flirty, but I think he had a girlfriend then. He never said, but I got the impression that—” She stops herself. “We’re just fooling around.”

“Uh-huh.” I don’t believe that even for a second.

She glares at me. “And what are you doing here? I was sure you flaked.”

I scowl at that, even though it’s kind of true. “Now that there’s no dragon, I figured you didn’t need me.”

She scoffs. “No dragon? Don’t tell me you believe that garbage. Of course there’s still a dragon.”

“Who told you that? Warwick?”

“No one needs to tell us anything. A human didn’t commit those murders. If you’d seen the state the victims were in…” She squeezes her eyes shut and shudders a little. “I think I know a dragon attack when I see one.”

I glance down the hall again, thinking about the time.

Celeste suddenly frowns. “Wait. If you thought there wasn’t a dragon, why did you show up?”

Oops. Crap, I didn’t think of that part. “I, um, I was looking for you. I thought maybe, if you weren’t busy, we could hang out. Maybe catch up a little?” I hope she can’t tell that I’m lying or how much I don’t want that right now. “But, I mean, obviously you and Char have plans, so—”

“No, we weren’t… You should meet him! Properly, I mean. The three of us could go have a late lunch.”

“Oh, um, I’ve eaten, so—”

“Since when do you turn down food? If you’re not hungry, you don’t have to have anything. We can just run down to the kitchens and grab something real quick.”

It must be serious, because she seems way too excited about me meeting this guy.

“No dragon talk, though,” she says, her nose wrinkling. “Don’t even think about mentioning Amelrik.”

I will myself not to grit my teeth. “I wasn’t going to. You know what, Celeste? Actually, I’m not feeling that well.”

She rolls her eyes at me. “Don’t be like that, Vee.”

“Why do you even want me to meet him? You obviously don’t care what I think.”

She looks annoyed. “I just thought—”

“What are we even supposed to talk about? I mean, where do you want me to say I’ve supposedly been living the past six months?”

“I doubt that will come up.”

“I think you’d better go without me.”

“You’re being childish. But if that’s how you want it… Come on, I’ll show you out.”

What? “I can find my own way. I don’t need your help.”

She doesn’t listen to me, taking my arm to steer me toward the stairs.

I’m panicking, wondering if enough time has passed for Amelrik to come in after me, and what will happen if Celeste sees him. And how can I let her escort me out of here without doing what I came to do?

“Celeste, I said I don’t need your help!” I jerk my arm away from her both out of desperation and out of anger.

Maybe she really does care what I think, because she looks sort of hurt by it.

I want to apologize and take it back, but I also don’t, because she can’t just act like a bitch to me whenever Amelrik comes up and then think we can be friends the rest of the time. She wants me to meet her new boyfriend, but we can’t even mention mine? Not that I was going to be stupid enough to tell some random paladin that my betrothed is a dragon and that he’s here, in town. I mean, how dumb does she think I am?

There are footsteps on the stairs, and then one of the maids appears. “Miss St. George?”

We both look at her, though clearly she’s speaking to Celeste.

“Yes?” Celeste says, sounding authoritative, all trace of hurt gone.

“Miss Elmhurst says you’re needed in the parlor for a meeting. I’ve, um, already informed Mr. Strongshield. He’s waiting for you there.”

I raise my eyebrows at Celeste, because obviously even the maids know about them.

“Thanks, Emily,” Celeste says.

The maid nods, then hurries off.

Celeste turns to me, a sneer in her voice. “Looks like I don’t have time to help you anyway, so I guess you get what you want. I trust that you can find your own way out.”
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 As soon as Celeste’s gone, I sneak into Warwick’s room. I don’t even knock first, because I decide it will be easier to say I have the wrong room if I just bust in. Plus, with some paladin meeting going on downstairs, it’s unlikely that he’s just hanging out here.

Still, it’s a huge relief when he’s not there and the room is empty.

It looks exactly the same as it did last time, except that the curtains are open, letting in more light from outside. So that when I open up this creepy trunk and find a dead body, I’ll be able to see every gruesome detail.

Thinking that makes me glance up at the dragon head on the wall. Its expression is frozen in place, its mouth hanging open just enough to show off its teeth.

And I know dragons kill humans, just like how paladins kill dragons, but at least I’ve never seen a human child’s head on their walls.

I look away, not wanting to think about it. Especially now that I know who Warwick is and what he’s done. Did he bring this head with him? Is it one of his kills? Or did the Rosewoods put it here?

The giant chest is still in the corner, still unlocked, still with a smear of dried blood on it. Except… I move closer, squinting at the stain, because I could have sworn it was smaller last time, maybe a slightly different shape. As if he’s gotten more blood on it since then. But it might just be my imagination, and I can’t remember for sure what it looked like.

Plus, like Amelrik said, the bodies of the victims are all accounted for, so who would even be in the trunk?

No one, obviously, but a shiver still runs down my spine when I think about looking inside it. I tell myself it’s just nerves, that I’ve built this up too much in my head. I need to hurry up and get this over with, both before I freak myself out any more than I already have and before someone comes in and catches me.

Right. Deep breath. Just going to open this giant chest and then not scream bloody murder when it turns out there’s a corpse inside.

I slide my fingers in place on the lid and then fling it open, my heart pounding.

I don’t scream—not because I’m keeping it together like I told myself, but because there’s nothing there.

Nothing. And I was so sure it was going to be something awful!

Except… I lean forward, inspecting the inside of the chest. There are more smears of dried blood and some strange scratches in the wood. They look like claw marks.

Was he keeping an animal in here?

The thought leaves a sick feeling in my stomach, even though I’m not sure it makes any sense. Blood and claws suggest something alive, but at the same time, the scratches look sort of… uniform. More like a tool scraping against the walls than a desperate creature trying to dig its way out.

So, probably just a weapons trunk after all. The smear of blood on the outside is probably a permanent stain, and it’s probably exactly the same size and shape as it was before and I just remembered it wrong. The box is empty because the weapons are all in use, doled out among the group of paladins serving under him.

Which means it’s not Warwick. He’s not the one we’ve been chasing.

I sigh, taking one last look at the inside of the trunk before I close the lid, putting it back exactly how I found it.

Something outside the window grabs my attention. A dog barks and takes off across the grounds while a young boy chases after it. Not playfully, like it’s a game—though the dog certainly seems to think it is—but like he’s going to be in trouble if he doesn’t catch it. He makes a dive for the dog, which easily darts out of the way, and then he lands face first in the snow.

And I know I shouldn’t laugh about that, but I can’t help it. Hopefully he doesn’t look up here and see me. Not just because I’m laughing at him, but because he might recognize that this is Warwick’s room and that I shouldn’t be in here.

The dog comes bounding back to the boy, now that he’s on the ground, and licks his face. The boy manages to get a hold of the dog and drags it back toward the house.

I should get out of here. The boy didn’t see me, but somebody else could, plus I need to get back outside to meet up with Amelrik before he gets too worried and comes to check on me. And I need to tell him that while Warwick St. George is definitely a monster, he’s not the one we’re looking for.

I move to leave when something else outside catches my eye. The sun reflects off the frozen pond, except for one spot where there’s a hole in the ice. Kind of a really large hole that definitely wasn’t there last time. I might not remember for sure what size and shape that bloodstain was, but I know the pond was completely frozen over.

Someone was probably ice fishing. Except the hole seems kind of big for that. Plus, who would be fishing in the manor pond? Even if there are fish in there, they’re probably small and decorative, and either way they belong to the Rosewoods. It seems like it would be easier to steal food from the kitchen than to risk getting caught poaching fish.

I pull myself away from the window, but I can’t let go of the thought that something’s off. So even as I slip back into the hallway and creep down the stairs, hoping Celeste is still in her meeting and won’t suddenly show up again to lecture me about why I’m still here or why we’re allowed to talk about her boyfriend but not mine, I’m mentally plotting a route from the side door to the back of the house. Because it’ll only take a minute to go check it out. Not that I have any idea what I might gain from seeing it close up instead of from the window.

And I should probably go find Amelrik first and then come around back, but…

But then I might lose my nerve, and it’ll only take a minute.

I grab my coat where I left it in the front hall, and I should definitely just head out the door, find Amelrik, and figure out our next move from there. But I don’t. I put my coat on and march quickly to the kitchen. It’s bustling and busy right now, and everyone turns to glance at me as I pass through. But nobody stops me, and then I’m outside, the cold hitting me in a bitter, stinging wave.

I hurry over to the back of the house, which takes me longer than I thought it would, and now I’m thinking maybe I really should have found Amelrik first. But I’m already halfway there, so there’s no point in turning back.

Like everything else about the estate, the pond is huge—more like a mini-lake. But I still press my boot against it, testing to make sure it’ll hold my weight before stepping onto it. I mean, we’re father north than Hawthorne clan, and if the lake there could hold dragons, I’m sure this giant pond can hold one measly human. And the hole looked like someone cut it, not like someone fell in. But still, I’m not taking any chances.

The ice holds, and I move cautiously onto it, making my way slowly across the ice over to the edge of the hole. The wind whips around me, loud in my ears, so that I can hardly even hear myself think.

I have no idea what I’m even looking for, but now that I’m here, I see that it’s just a large hole that someone cut here. There’s nothing to indicate what it’s for or why someone made it. Seeing it in person hasn’t told me anything more than looking through the window did, and looking through the window was a hell of a lot warmer.

But still, I peer down into the water. It’s dark, and I don’t see any fish. Just as I’m about to walk away, though, I catch a glimpse of scales.

Purple scales.

My pulse speeds up as I stare into the water. I don’t see anything now, but I know there was something there a second ago.

Then I catch sight of it again. The sunlight streams down in just the right way that I can actually see inside the pond.

It’s a claw.

A full-sized dragon’s claw.

But that’s all it is—there’s no dragon attached to it. Like the head mounted on the wall, it’s frozen in place, the fingers stuck in position like it’s about to attack someone.

I put a hand to my mouth, my mind racing, putting the pieces together.

And then someone shoves me from behind, and I scream as I start to fall.
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The scream dies on my lips as I plunge into the freezing cold water. I try to fight my way out, to struggle against it, but my muscles won’t work. My clothes feel heavy, and screaming was definitely not the best thing to do before going underwater, since I already feel my lungs burning with the need to breathe.

My thoughts slow. Everything becomes so slow—my body, my brain—and yet it’s all happening too quick. A moment ago, I was okay, and now I’m very not. I keep telling myself to move, but my limbs won’t respond. I’m sinking. The pond isn’t nearly as deep as a lake, but it’s plenty deep enough to drown in. Or freeze to death.

I don’t know how much time passes. It feels like forever, and like no time at all, and then there’s a splash as someone else jumps into the water.

Some idiot, because who in their right mind would ever want to be down here? I think for a second maybe it’s my attacker. Maybe they slipped and fell in, too, and now they’re going to die here, just like me, which is kind of what they deserve.

But of course it’s not them—it’s Amelrik. Amelrik, who’s a dragon, and who can actually swim in this pond despite the cold that’s literally killing me. He hooks an arm around me and pulls us both to the surface.

I gasp when the air hits me and suck in as much of it as I can. Amelrik pushes me out of the water, then hauls himself out. We’re both soaking wet. Water freezes in his hair, and for once, he actually looks cold.

“Virginia!” He crouches over me. “Are you okay?”

I try to answer him, but I still can’t move. I’m shivering too hard, uncontrollably, and my teeth are chattering so much that I feel like I’m going to bite off my tongue.

He mutters something, though the wind carries it away and I can’t make out what it is, or if it’s even in English. “Come on.” He scoops me up in his arms, and I lean into him, desperate for his warmth. His clothes are wet and freezing, but he’s still warmer than me, though not by a lot. He moves toward the house.

“No.” I manage to get that one word out.

“Yes. You need to get warm, now. What’s Celeste going to do if she sees me? Tell me to take you back outside?!”

I struggle as much as I can manage, trying to get my point across. “We can’t—”

“I don’t care about the risk!”

“Someone…” My teeth are chattering too hard. I concentrate, putting all my focus on stopping him. “Someone pushed.”

“Pushed? Someone pushed you?”

I nod. “Tried to… to kill… me.”

“I’m not going to let anyone hurt you. We have to get inside—”

“No!” Whoever did this might be in there, waiting to finish the job. They could be watching us right now. And some primal part of me is screaming that if we go back in that house, we’re never coming out again. Neither of us. I push against him, trying to make him drop me, which probably isn’t the sanest thing to do when he’s the only thing keeping me from freezing to death, but in my defense, my thoughts aren’t exactly clear right now.

My movement takes him by surprise, though he holds onto me, not letting me fall. “Virginia! Stop!”

“No. We can’t… He’ll kill you.”

He swallows, knowing exactly who I mean. “I don’t—”

“And me.” I’m not sure who I mean this time, if it’s Warwick or someone else, but I must manage to convey how serious I am, because something in Amelrik’s face changes.

He hesitates. He looks from the manor house—the giant, foreboding, very warm manor house full of food and fire and blankets—to the groundkeeper’s cottage not far from us. The one that’s cold and unused, no smoke coming out of the chimney. But at least there are no murderers there.

“You’d better not die,” he says.

The wind whips through my hair and into my wet clothes, making me even colder. And tired. I shut my eyes for a second.

When I open them, we’re somewhere else. Somewhere still cold, but the wind’s stopped. Except I can hear it howling outside. And Amelrik’s shouting at me.

“Mmm,” I mumble, and then try to go back to sleep.

“No, no, no, no, no,” he says. “Virginia! Wake up!”

My eyes fly open again. I want to tell him to leave me alone, but I can’t form the words.

He sets me on the floor, which is hard and uncomfortable, but I don’t care. I can still sleep here.

He swats my cheek with one hand, just hard enough to startle me back to consciousness. “You have to stay awake!”

I don’t know why he’s so upset. I don’t know why he can’t just let me rest.

He fumbles at my clothes, trying to take them off me. His hands are shaking. “Virginia!”

“Can’t,” I mumble, thinking he wants me to help. But moving sounds way too hard right now.

“You have to!” he says, practically screaming the words, as if something really terrible’s happening. “Don’t go to sleep!” He taps my face again, and I jerk awake.

I’m not wearing anything. I don’t know when that happened, and fear pricks at the back of my mind. I should be worried about something. Not about being naked, but about…

“Damn it!” Amelrik shouts, and this time it’s the terror in his voice that wakes me up. I don’t think I’ve ever heard him sound so freaked out.

I glance around the room, trying to spot whatever’s scaring him so much, but it’s empty. Empty and cold. No one lives here, so no one will mind if I sleep here.

Something warm presses against me. No, someone warm. It takes me a second to realize Amelrik has his body against mine, that it’s his bare skin touching me. His arms are around me, holding me to him. His face is next to mine when he says, “Come on, Virginia. Stay awake. You have to stay awake!”

He’s shivering. Maybe from the cold, or maybe from fear—I can’t tell which. Or maybe it’s both, because even with our combined body heat, I’m still freezing. And usually he’s so warm. I’ve never seen him cold before. But I’ve never seen him jump into a freezing pond before, either. Something that could have killed him. That would have killed any human.

It’s warmer with him here, but not enough, and I still can’t stop from shaking.

Amelrik’s hold on me tightens. There’s the sound of flesh ripping and tearing, and then a wave of heat emanates from him.

Claws press into my flesh where he’s holding me. I can feel scales against my cheek and against my legs. He’s no longer shivering. Warmth engulfs me, so that I don’t want to close my eyes anymore.

Slowly, my muscles thaw. The shaking stops. He pulls back to look at me, but I slide an arm around him, not wanting him to move. Not yet.

His body goes tense, but he stays where he is, and I realize my hand is touching scales. A wing. Well, the base of one, anyway. I swallow and move my hand down a little, searching for somewhere safe to touch, or at least safer. I settle on the soft scales along his side.

His breath catches, but he doesn’t stop me. He stays put, letting his warmth soak into me a little longer. Then he pulls away again, propping himself up on one arm, his yellow eyes searching mine. “Are you okay?”

I nod. “Yeah, I’m…” I’m lying on the floor of a strange cottage with my naked dragon boyfriend beside me. My eyes flick down to his chest. My hand is resting on the scales just above his hip, and a moment ago I was touching part of his wing. This is by far the closest we’ve ever been when he was in dragon form, and the first time he’s ever not had any clothes on. There’s just enough space between us now that if I looked down a little farther…

My pulse speeds up. Looking would be a betrayal, because I know he doesn’t want me to. But at the same time, purposely not looking feels like its own kind of betrayal. Like I’m admitting I would look at him like he’s a monster, which I wouldn’t, and like I’m okay with him never trusting me like that, which I’m not.

My eyes dart back up to his face, hoping it doesn’t come off as me avoiding looking at the rest of him, like I’m chickening out or something, even though I think he’d also be upset if I didn’t look away, and… I don’t know what to do.

He looks really uncomfortable, and I can feel the tension in him. Our eyes meet. There’s fear in his, and maybe in mine, too, though not for the reason he probably thinks.

Then he clears his throat and looks away, and there’s the sound of flesh rearranging itself as he changes back into human form.
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PRINCESS MYSTERIES ISN’T FUN ANYMORE

 

Me and Amelrik are huddled together under a blanket we found stashed away in a closet in the bedroom. The bed itself has been stripped bare, and there’s almost no furniture in here, so that I wonder if this cottage has been empty longer than just this winter.

Amelrik has his arm around me, and I’m leaning into his shoulder. We’re sitting on the floor of the bedroom, our backs to the wall. Our clothes are still too wet to put back on, and there isn’t anything in here to build a fire with even if we wanted to risk it. I’m pretty sure Amelrik doesn’t need the blanket at this point, but I still do, not to mention his warmth.

“Then what?” he asks.

“Then I opened the chest and it was empty. But there were all these scratches inside it. And dried blood.”

“Scratches? Like…?”

“I’m getting to that. I could see the pond from the window. Last time I was there, it was frozen over. I knew that it was.”

“I can’t believe you went into his room, and more than once.” His arm tightens around me. “You could have been killed. You almost were.”

“It wasn’t going into his room that was the problem. Though,” I add, when he looks like he has something to say to that, “I’m not planning on doing it again. Or of ever stepping foot in that house. So you can save your I-told-you-so for another time.”

“I wasn’t going to say that.”

“No?” I sit up, raising an eyebrow at him.

“No. I was going to say I don’t know what I would have done if I’d lost you.” He pulls me close to him again and kisses the side of my head. “And that I should have killed him when I had the chance.”

I shiver at the thought. “You didn’t have the chance. Not really. Everyone would have seen—”

“So, you saw the hole in the pond?”

“I went to go check it out. I thought it would just take a minute.”

“I heard you scream. I thought enough time had gone by—more than enough—and I was already headed for the side entrance to come find you. The wind was so loud, and it happened so quick, I thought maybe I imagined it. But I had to know for sure. When I got around to the back, I saw someone going into the house, using a different door.”

My hands clench. “Who?”

“It was a man. I’m sure of that much. But… he had on a heavy hooded coat that blocked him from view. And he was only there for a second, anyway. He seemed like he was in a hurry. I thought he was going for help. And I was more concerned with finding you either way, because at that point I knew something was wrong. And when I saw you in the water, I…” His voice goes tight. “I thought you were dead, Virginia.”

I slide an arm across his chest, burying my face in his neck. “I’m okay.” But the words come out a whisper, and I think if I’d been in there just a few seconds more, maybe I wouldn’t be.

“That water was cold.”

I sit up again to give him a look, but I can’t help grinning at that. “You’re telling me.” And he wasn’t in danger of freezing to death from it, or at least not nearly so much. After all, he could still swim in it. “There was a claw in the water. Did you see it?”

“Uh, I was kind of focused on the fact that you were dying, so, no. What claw?”

“A dragon’s claw. Purple, just like that scale we found at the crime scene. It was severed at the wrist. Maybe… maybe taxidermied.”

He goes silent. Then he says, “That’s why there were scratches in the chest.”

“And why Henrietta thought she saw a purple-scaled claw. At shoulder height.” Because Warwick must have been holding it while he stabbed her with his sword. He was probably going to use it on her afterward, to make it look like a dragon killed her.

Amelrik scrubs his hands across his face. “He must have gotten spooked when she started telling everyone that. That a human did it, that there was still a dragon claw involved somehow.”

“I don’t think anyone believed her about that part.”

“But Warwick did, because he knew it was true. And if anyone had found that claw and put it together with Henrietta’s story…”

“Kind of like we’re doing now?”

He nods. “It explains why he killed her.”

“But… Okay, even if he did—”

“He did.”

“Why start killing people in the first place?”

“Someone like him doesn’t need a reason. Why keep my mother collared for so long? It’s all just some sick game to him.”

I don’t know. I mean, not that that isn’t sick or that Warwick isn’t some kind of monster, but I’m not ready to pin it all on him just being insane. But since I have no idea what his real motive would be, I decide to let it go.

“He tried to kill you.” Amelrik says it as a statement, an edge to his voice.

I swallow. “Playing Princess Mysteries isn’t fun anymore.” Though, to be fair, something like this usually does happen to Princess Genevieve.

“No one will ever believe us that Warwick St. George is the one who’s been killing people. And the only evidence we know of is at the bottom of a frozen pond, which I don’t really want to go get. Plus, even if we had it, it wouldn’t prove anything.”

“If it was him all along, maybe there aren’t any other dragons. And when none of them transform in another day or two, they’ll take down the barrier.” People have already been complaining, now that they believe the killer might be human.

“And he can’t fake a dragon attack without that claw, so theoretically…”

“No more murders. As long as my magic holds and Cedric and Leif don’t transform, then no one’s in danger.”

“Except for us.”

“Not if we stay away from him. He doesn’t know about you, and he thinks I’m dead. We can just lay low. Wait it out.”

Amelrik’s shoulders stiffen. “And then he gets away with it. With everything.”

“For now. Afterward—”

“Afterward what? No one will believe us then, either. And he’ll be long gone.”

“So will we, and then we’ll be safe. We just need to survive, to get through this.” It shouldn’t be too hard. As long as Amelrik doesn’t transform in public and I don’t go snooping around any more ponds.

“And you’re okay with that?”

“With us both staying alive? Yes.”

“You know what I mean, Virginia. With letting a psychotic killer go free. And you know he’ll do it again. The things he did to my mother… That was twenty years ago. And he obviously hasn’t stopped hurting people. If we don’t do something—”

“Like what? Publicly accuse him in front of everyone without any proof and end up in the cellar?”

He sighs. “No, of course not.”

“Then what?”

“I don’t know. But giving up doesn’t feel right.”

“No, it doesn’t,” I agree. “But neither does getting ourselves killed.”
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“What?” Cedric says, almost dropping his fork.

We’re back at his house, eating dinner, since he and Leif went to the market this afternoon, meaning now there’s actually food here. The four of us are sitting at the table, which still has some junk piled on part of it, so that we’re all crammed around one side.

“The man who tortured my mother,” Amelrik repeats. “He tried to kill Virginia.” His hands grip the edge of his chair when he says that, his knuckles going white.

Cedric exchanges a glance with Leif, who looks concerned, but not like he gets the full significance of all that. “The leader of the paladins is the same guy who…” Cedric swallows, then stares down at his food like he just lost his appetite. He scratches at his arm, where the dragon ring is. His sleeve’s rolled up, giving him better access to it, but that also means I can see how red and blotchy his skin is, and the dark tendrils that spread out from beneath it.

I try not to look at it, both because it doesn’t seem polite and because it’s gross, and it seems especially gross while I’m chewing my food. And yet that’s the time when I can’t seem to look away the most.

Leif’s arm looks worse. His face is pale, his eyes kind of glassy, and he keeps glancing over his shoulder, like he thinks there’s something there. I tell myself it’s nothing—it hasn’t quite even been twenty-four hours, so there’s no way he’s going crazy already, right? Except, I don’t know how long it takes, and the effects of the dragon ring are obviously hitting him kind of hard.

“It gets worse,” Amelrik says. “He’s also the one who’s been murdering people.”

Now Cedric really does drop his fork. It clatters against the table, and little bits of the roast chicken we’re eating go scattering everywhere. “He’s been killing humans?”

“We don’t have proof, but there was a claw. Virginia saw it in the water.”

“Yeah,” I tell them. “Right before he almost killed me. I mean, we don’t know that that was him, either. Not for sure, but—”

“But if I ever see him again…” Amelrik clenches his fists, his meaning not lost on any of us.

“It was a dragon’s claw. From Elder clan,” I add, as if that matters. “We think he was murdering people and then using the claw to, um, to tear up the bodies. To make it look like—”

“Like a dragon attack,” Cedric finishes. “So all this, the paladins coming here, putting up the barrier… It’s not even for anything?”

I shake my head. “The other paladins don’t know. At least, I know my sister doesn’t.”

Amelrik snorts. “You think she doesn’t.”

“She doesn’t. She’d freak out if she did.” And she certainly wouldn’t be looking up to Warwick and talking about what a legend he is. “And if the other paladins already knew, he wouldn’t have needed to get rid of the claw.”

“True,” he admits.

“It doesn’t make sense,” Leif says. “The paladins didn’t even come to East Westford until after the attacks started.”

“But,” Amelrik adds, “I bet Warwick St. George was the first to arrive.”

Cedric nods. “He was with the first party. They said they were nearby when they got word. That’s how they managed to get here so fast, especially in the snow.”

“Right,” I say. “And he just happened to be traveling with a giant chest with a severed dragon claw in it.”

Cedric sits up straighter. “People need to know about this. We can take the claw—”

“I didn’t get it,” Amelrik tells him. “It didn’t seem worth it.”

“Not worth it?! But—”

“It doesn’t prove anything.” He tilts his head. “Think about it. It would just be us claiming it was his. We’re strangers from out of town. Who are they going to believe?”

“He’s not from here, either. And he’s been murdering people, cousin. I wasn’t close to any of them, but I’d met Patricia a few times, and Henrietta was a regular at the inn. We knew her. And Jeanie. She…” He clears his throat. “And that doesn’t even begin to cover what he did to you.”

Leif glances at Amelrik, curiosity on his face.

“It’s not like I can tell anyone that,” Amelrik says. “Or that they would care.”

“I know, but we can’t just let him get away with all this, either. And maybe you guys are from out of town, but me and Leif aren’t. If we went to the authorities—”

“No.” Amelrik shakes his head. “The last thing we need is people asking questions about us. Any of us,” he says, gesturing around the table. “The paladins already suspected you, and we’re in enough danger as it is. Warwick just tried to kill Virginia. If he thought we were a threat—”

“We are a threat.” Cedric leans toward him. “Because if I ever see him again, I’m going to rip him apart.”

“Even though Amelrik already called dibs?” I ask.

They both turn to look at me like I’m insane and like that isn’t even a little bit funny.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Amelrik tells him. “The town’s already fed up with this barrier. It’s only a matter of time before the paladins call it and take it down.”

“Time.” Cedric scratches at his arm. Blood oozes from the red, blotchy patches. “Don’t tell me we have time. It’s barely been a day, and I want to chew my own arm off.”

Leif suddenly draws in a breath and looks behind him again, like he thought there really was something there.

I’m pretty sure the others notice, but nobody says anything about it.

“It’ll only be a day or two,” Amelrik tells Cedric, but he doesn’t look at him when he does.

Cedric fidgets, his legs restless under the table. “Maybe that doesn’t sound that long to you, but you’re not the one with this thing poisoning you. It feels like my skin is crawling all over. Like there’s something moving beneath it that needs to get out.”

I try not to look even more grossed out by that description. I push down the guilty feeling in my stomach, telling myself I did this for Cedric and Leif’s own good, even if it’s torturing them.

“I’ve never been this tired.” Cedric puts his hands to his face. “Or felt this sick. And my thoughts won’t stop racing. I can’t stop thinking about the barrier and when it’s going to go down and when I’m going to get this horrible thing off my arm!”

“I keep seeing things,” Leif says, his voice quiet. “Just out of the corner of my eye. But when I look, there’s nothing there.”

Amelrik swallows. “They’ll take down the barrier.”

“When?” Cedric demands.

“Soon. Maybe tomorrow. The people aren’t going to stand for this much longer, and Warwick St. George can’t kill anyone and blame it on a dragon anymore, so it should only be another day or two.”

“Only a day or two of agony. That sounds like forever right now.”

“You won’t go crazy,” Amelrik says.

“You don’t know that. You can’t understand what this is like!” He gestures to the dragon ring.

“The paladins already suspected you! They came to your house! If you go around accusing Warwick St. George of murder, without proof, guess who their next target’s going to be.”

“Yeah, well, just take this dragon ring off me. Then I’d like to see them try.”
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THERE ISN’T MORE THAN THAT

 

“Was it like that for you?” I ask Amelrik later, after Cedric and Leif have gone to bed. “When you had that dragon ring on?” I keep my voice low. Their door is closed, but we’re sitting on the couch, which isn’t that far from the bedroom. Not like this is a secret, but I don’t want to keep them up, either.

He shakes his head. “No. It hurt, and it made me feel awful, but… It was nothing like that.”

We could have gone back to the inn tonight. We were planning to, since sharing Cedric’s couch isn’t the most comfortable sleeping arrangement in the world, even if it is pretty cozy. But then it was getting late, and the wind kicked up again, and after almost freezing to death today, I decided I wasn’t up for going back outside.

“Do you really think…” I trail off, not even wanting to say it out loud, but I’m pretty sure he knows what I mean.

“I don’t know. I don’t know how long it takes to go crazy.” He glances over his shoulder at the bedroom door, then back at me. I can barely hear him when he whispers, “My mother sees things sometimes. When Leif said that, I thought—”

“It’s only been a day. Your mother was like that for months.” I can’t even imagine how horrible that must have been.

“I know.” He sighs. “He’ll recover, once the ring is off. He won’t stay like this.” But he doesn’t sound super confident about that.

I yawn and lie back, resting my head against the arm of the couch and stretching my legs across Amelrik’s lap. “You know, today might not have gone how I wanted it to, but I’m not dead, and we did figure out who the murderer is, so all in all, I’d call it a win.”

“Well, I’ve had worse days. You sure you don’t want to go back to the inn?”

“Is it still cold out?”

“It’s still winter, so, yeah.”

“Then I’m fine right here.” I shut my eyes to emphasize just how much I have no intention of leaving.

Amelrik moves so he’s on his side next to me, but since there’s so little room on the couch and I’m kind of hogging most of it, it means he’s practically on top of me. “Are you sure?” he whispers, kissing my neck. “There’s a lot more room there. And a lot more privacy.”

I smile at that. “Tempting, but it doesn’t make it any less cold out.”

He drapes an arm across me, his fingers caressing my side. “I promise I’ll warm you up.”

“It’s the in-between part I’m worried about.” I turn toward him, sliding my hand up his back and stopping at his shoulder blade. Right where the base of his wing was earlier. I hardly had time to process it in the moment, but now I think about the way his scales felt—soft, and smooth, and warm. I think about how the stem of his wing—for lack of anything better to call it—was both strong and delicate.

He stops kissing me, almost like he knows what I’m thinking about.

Not that it would be that hard to guess, considering that we’re basically in the same position we were in earlier, and I’m touching the same spot on him.

“Hey,” he says, his voice soft, half joking. “In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m trying to seduce you.”

“I had an inkling. What’s your point?”

“It’s going to be more difficult if you’re thinking of me looking like… like that.”

“You mean like a dragon?”

He tenses up when I say that, as if it’s an insult, or maybe just something he doesn’t agree with. “Like I’m not human.”

“Well, you’re not, though. And you are a dragon.”

“Yeah, I know, but you don’t have to think about it. Especially now.” He kisses my neck again, his hand finding its way under my shirt.

I move my hand down slightly, so it’s no longer resting on his shoulder, because I can tell it’s still making him uncomfortable. “Maybe I want to think about it.” 

He freezes up. “Don’t say that.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s not true.”

It could be, though. I mean, maybe. “I don’t see how thinking about you is a bad thing.”

“It is when you’re picturing me like that.”

“How do you know? Maybe, if I had a chance to get used to it, then—”

“I don’t want you to have to get used to it. Getting used to it means it’s something bad. I’d rather not be wondering if you actually like being with me or if you’re just… putting up with it. Because you think it’s what I want.”

I swallow, feeling guilty that there’s some truth to that. But only some, and only because if he’s never in dragon form, then by definition it’s something to get used to. Not because it’s bad, but because it’s so different. But I don’t think telling him that would go over well or do anything to help. “And it doesn’t bother you that there’s some part of you that you think I don’t like? That you can’t actually share with me?”

He goes quiet, so that I think maybe he’s going to actually admit that of course it bothers him, but then he says, “I love you, Virginia. And I know you love me. In either form. But is it so wrong if I don’t want you to ever have to look at me that way?”

“No,” I tell him, even though it doesn’t quite feel like the right answer. “But don’t you want more than that?”

He hesitates, and when he finally speaks, his voice wavers. “There isn’t more than that.”

My heart breaks a little, because he sounds like he actually believes it. And I so don’t want him to. But I’m not sure there’s anything I can say to convince him otherwise, because words wouldn’t be enough. Not when he’s had a lifetime of everyone giving him shocked, horrified looks whenever he’s in dragon form. And I’m not any different, because I did the same thing, even if I couldn’t help it at the time.

I still have my arm around him, and I hug him tight, pulling him closer to me. Trying to convey how much I love him and how much I wish I could fix this.

He relaxes, his breath warm on my neck as he exhales.

I kiss the side of his face, because it’s the only part of him I can reach right now. 

He tilts his head, so that his lips are on mine. We’re so close, I can feel his heart beating. He kisses me, tentatively at first, almost like he’s not sure if it’s okay, and I kiss him like I mean it, because I do. He smiles, and I feel warm all over, and like I never want this to stop.

And it doesn’t, or at least not yet. We keep kissing, until it becomes more passionate, and our hands are sort of all over each other.

“We could still go back to the inn,” he whispers, a little out of breath.

And now I kind of wish we had, because then we’d already be there and the part where we had to stop all this and go out into the cold would already be over. And this couch really isn’t big enough for two people, and I’m not sure how we’re going to get any sleep anyway, because I don’t know about him, but being pressed this close together after making out so much is going to make it kind of difficult.

“You know,” I tell him, “your efforts to get me to go back to the inn are all in vain, because I’m not leaving this couch. So if you want to seduce me, it’ll have to be right here.” I don’t mean it, and I know he wouldn’t go for it anyway, even if I did. I say it to see the shocked look on his face, which doesn’t disappoint.

“What, here?!” he says, pulling away from me. “Cedric and Leif are in the next room!”

“Asleep. And even if somebody did come in, the back of the couch would block us from view.”

He huffs at that. “You’re not serious.”

“I might be.”

“Uh-huh.” He narrows his eyes.

“I mean, I am.”

“Right,” he says, totally not believing me. “Fine. Since you’re so okay with it, you can go first. Take off your shirt.”

“Um.” My shirt is already half off. I pull it back down. “I would, but it’s too cold. I’ll leave it on.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“How about you get undressed? Since you’re also so okay with it.”

He moves like he’s going to pull his shirt over his head, then waits.

“Well?”

“I thought you were going to stop me!”

“And why would I do that?”

“Because you don’t really want to do this?”

“Neither do you.” I clear my throat. “And for the record, I do want to do this. Just… not here.”

He grins at me, like he knew it all along, which I guess he did. “You want me to get your coat?”

He’s so sure I’m going to say yes to going back to the inn. I mean, I am, but still. I’m just about to ask him if we should leave a note saying where we’ve gone when there’s a shout from the bedroom.

It sounds like Leif. Terrified and frantic. The sound makes my blood run cold, even though I tell myself nothing bad could have happened. We’re all safe here. It must just have been a nightmare.

There are muffled voices now. It sounds like an argument, though I can’t make out the words. It takes me a second to realize it’s because they’re not in English. But it’s not hard to tell that Leif’s freaking out and Cedric’s trying to calm him down.

Then the bedroom door bursts open.

Me and Amelrik jump apart and sit up, as if we’ve been caught doing something wrong. Even though technically we weren’t doing anything. Sort of. But I still smooth my hair back, just in case.

Leif’s eyes are wild and bloodshot. His face is clammy and pale, and the black tendrils under his skin look like they’ve spread since even just a few hours ago. He looks right at me and gestures at the dragon ring. “You have to make this stop! You have to get this off me!” His voice breaks. He sounds like he’s about to cry or maybe just have a nervous breakdown.

Cedric’s right behind him. He puts a hand on his arm, but Leif pulls away. Cedric’s eyes wander over us, and maybe what we were very clearly not doing just a minute ago is more obvious than I thought, because he gives Amelrik a very curious, very knowing look.

Amelrik glances away, pretending he didn’t see, but his face turns red, and it’s obvious that he did.

“Leif,” Cedric says, keeping his voice calm. “Come back to bed. It was a nightmare. That’s all. Getting yourself worked up isn’t going to—”

“I can’t take this!” His hair is in his eyes, but instead of pushing it away, he pulls on it, like he’s trying to rip it out.

“Leif!”

“I hate feeling like this! There are things everywhere.” He waves his hands, gesturing all around him. “Everywhere, and now I see them when I close my eyes, too. They’re in my dreams. And everything feels wrong, like this magic is going to burst out of my skin. I don’t want to die like this! Just let me transform—I don’t care what happens!”

Cedric’s eyes are wide. A hurt expression settles over him. “Don’t talk like that. You know what they’d—”

“I don’t care!” He covers his face with his hands, a whimper that might be the beginning of a sob escaping him. “I don’t,” he repeats, but this time it’s just a whisper and far less convincing.

“You’ll be okay,” Amelrik says, his voice calm and steady, even though he looks just as freaked out by this as I am. “Once the ring is off, you’ll—”

“Take it off now!” Leif screams it at me, dropping his hands from his face, so I can see in his eyes how absolutely terrified he is.

Cedric puts an arm around him, both like he’s comforting him and like he’s afraid he might actually attack me.

Amelrik’s on his feet, standing beside me.

I’m still sitting on the couch, my mouth hanging open, like an idiot. I get up and look Leif in the eyes. In his bloodshot, scared-out-of-his-mind eyes. “I’m not going to do that.” My voice shakes from nerves, but underneath that, my intentions are clear. Or, at least, I think they are.

“Please,” Leif says. “Just let this be over.”

Cedric’s mouth moves, but no words come out. Hearing that obviously hurt, because his face wilts, and his arms start to tremble.

“It won’t be for much longer,” I tell Leif, even though I don’t know if that’s true. But I want it to be. And there’s no reason to think that it won’t. But if he’s like this after only twenty-four hours, I can’t imagine what he’ll be like in another day or two.

“If I have to die, just don’t let it be like this.” Tears fill his eyes.

Cedric holds him closer as Leif starts to sob, and this time Leif lets him, putting his arms around him, too.

Amelrik’s hand finds mine. He leans in and whispers, “I think we should go.”

I nod. Us being here obviously isn’t helping things, and I’m more than ready to get out of here, even with the cold.
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WE’LL BE ENEMIES

 

I’m almost afraid to knock on Cedric’s door when we come back the next day, worried that Leif will be even worse off than he was last night. But I suck it up, taking a deep breath—even though the air’s so cold that it stings my lungs—then chicken out and let Amelrik do it.

Not that he notices that I’m chickening out or that I had any intention of being the one to knock and bravely face my victims. I mean, patients that I’m totally helping by keeping them sick with the magical bracelets I won’t take off of them, even when they beg me to.

Even if that involves one of them breaking down sobbing.

Leif answers the door, though it takes him a minute. His eyes are still bloodshot, but he looks calmer. Well, more pained, in a way, but less insane, at least for the moment. He glances down guiltily when he sees it’s us. “Cedric’s not here,” he mutters, then, almost as an afterthought, moves out of the way for us to come in.

The fire in the hearth is blazing, and even though we all kind of stand around awkwardly, none of us really knowing what to say, it’s still better than being outside.

Amelrik and Leif break the silence at the same time.

“When’s he coming—”

“I’m sorry about—”

They both stop. There’s another awkward silence.

Then Leif sweeps his hair out his face and sighs. “I’m sorry about last night.” He doesn’t quite say that to me, but he doesn’t not say it to me, either. “I was out of my mind.”

“It’s… it’s okay,” I tell him, even though I’m not sure that it is. Not that I blame him for freaking out or anything.

“Where’s Cedric?” Amelrik asks.

Leif sort of shrugs. “He went to go tell people about Warwick St. George being the murderer.”

“He what?!” Amelrik glares at him, as if it’s his fault.

Leif doesn’t look like he has the energy to care. He turns toward the kitchen. “Can I get you anything? I can make tea, or there’s leftover porridge from breakfast.”

“I’m going to kill him,” Amelrik says, ignoring Leif’s offer.

“Who’s he telling?” I ask.

Leif shakes his head. “He didn’t say. He just said that after last night, he didn’t think we could wait.”

Amelrik rubs one side of his face. “That idiot. I told him—” He stops himself. “How long ago did he leave? If we figure out where he was going, maybe we can—”

The front door opens, interrupting him. Cedric walks in, looking really pleased with himself and carrying a basket of groceries under one arm. He grins when he sees us, even though we’re both scowling at him. “You’ll never believe where I’ve been.”

“Oh, I think we might.”

The grin falls away. Cedric’s nostrils flare. “I see Leif already told you.”

Leif shrugs again. “He asked.”

Amelrik’s eyebrows come together. “Cedric, what did you do?”

“The only thing I could do. I know you didn’t want me to, but after what happened last night, I couldn’t just sit around and do nothing!” He sets the basket down on the dining table, then folds his arms. “If you were in my position, you would have done the same thing. Don’t even try to tell me you wouldn’t.”

“I—” Amelrik swallows back whatever argument he was going to make, maybe because there’s some truth to what Cedric said. “I don’t know what I would do. How bad is it?”

“I told the authorities and basically everyone I know.”

“Yeah, well, you conveniently missed the inn.”

“Because you would have tried to stop me.” He rolls his eyes. “I told them that Warwick St. George, the leader of the paladins, is the one who’s actually been doing the murders. That he’s been faking dragon attacks.”

“Seriously?!”

“Yes, seriously. And before you freak out, you should know that it went really well.”

“It did?” I ask, trying not to sound too skeptical.

“It didn’t,” Amelrik says.

Cedric gets a sour look on his face. “Do you have to be like that? I just told you—”

“So, people actually believed you?”

“I’m a respected member of the community.”

Leif makes a garbled sound in his throat, like he doesn’t quite agree with that.

Cedric gives him a look. “Well, I’m around, at least. People know me. And… Okay, they were shocked when I said that, but they should be shocked. It’s horrifying. And I pointed out how the paladins got here way too fast and that Warwick was basically the first one.”

“And the authorities?” Amelrik asks.

“They said they’d look into it. So, problem solved. They’ll figure it out, see that there really is no dragon—well, no dragons who are murderers, I mean—and then the barrier will come down.”

Leif holds in a breath, like he’s afraid to believe that, but really, really wants to.

“Or,” Cedric adds, “the paladins will be scared that they’re going to get found out and leave. Which they can’t do without taking down the barrier, so, again, problem solved.”

I exchange a glance with Amelrik, not quite liking Cedric’s logic.

“They won’t be scared,” Amelrik says.

“And like I said before,” I remind them, “I don’t think the other paladins even know about it.”

“And they won’t like you accusing their leader.”

Cedric rolls his eyes at us and waves away our concerns. “At least I did something. The barrier’s going to get taken down sooner, the murderer’s going to get caught, and nothing bad is going to happen. You’ll—”

There’s a knock on the door, interrupting him. Kind of a forceful knock.

We all freeze. I’m pretty sure Cedric was going to say, “You’ll see,” but he doesn’t finish it, letting the words hang in the air.

“That sounds like a paladin,” Amelrik whispers, glaring at his cousin.

Cedric’s eyes are wide, and he looks kind of freaked out.

There’s another knock, even louder this time.

I go and answer it, since it doesn’t seem like anybody else is going to.

Celeste is standing there. She automatically launches into her spiel, then stops when she notices me. “On the authority of— Vee?” She squints at me, then double checks a scrap of paper, like she’s trying to make sure she has the right address. “What are you doing here?”

“Um.” Not the best answer in the world. I hadn’t expected it to be her. I can’t exactly tell her I’m a paladin and that I’ve already checked this house for dragons. “I’m just, um… I think you have the wrong house.”

“You’re staying here?”

“Well, we don’t live here.”

Her nose wrinkles when I say “we.” She pushes past me, forcing her way into the living room. She doesn’t seem surprised to see Amelrik, but the other two are a different story. She glances over at me, then at them, a stern look taking over her face. “Which one of them is Cedric?”

“None of them. Is that who you’re looking for? I really think you have the wrong house.”

She ignores me and looks them over, analyzing the situation.

Cedric swallows, seeming nervous.

Amelrik glares at Celeste, inching forward a little, putting himself between her and Cedric.

And Leif just looks sick. And stressed. And worried.

It’s super obvious that there’s something going on here. And that I’m totally lying. And then Celeste sucks in a breath and whirls on me, her face kind of red. “Tell me that’s not Cedric.” Her voice shakes with anger, and she’s pointing right at him.

“It’s…” I want to say that it’s not, even though I know she won’t believe me. But that would also only leave Leif, and I don’t want him getting in trouble for whatever Cedric did.

I’m pretty sure Cedric doesn’t want that, either, because he steps forward, moving past Amelrik and looking Celeste straight in the eyes. “I’m Cedric.”

Celeste glares at me. “What the hell, Vee?”

“What?”

She folds her arms and tilts her head. “Don’t act dumb. You know what. He’s a dragon.”

Cedric perks up a little at that. “How do you— I mean, um, why would you think that?”

Celeste gives him a withering look, but it’s me she addresses when she says, “He’s what, his brother?”

“Cousin, actually.”

“So you’ve been hiding another dragon? And you just weren’t going to tell me?!”

“Obviously not. And he didn’t do anything.”

“Oh, really? He’s been spreading rumors that Warwick’s the murderer.” She scoffs. “As if that could be possible.”

“It is.”

“Of course he’s a dragon,” she mutters to herself, like she didn’t even hear me. “Of course he’d want to blame this on a paladin when really he’s the one who—”

“He’s not!”

“How has he not transformed?” Her face suddenly goes pale as she realizes. “Tell me you didn’t!”

I cross my arms and stare down at the floor, not answering her.

She looks at Cedric again, who looks unwell, then at Leif, who looks absolutely wrecked.

“No,” Celeste says. She marches over to Cedric, pushing up his sleeve to reveal the horseshoe I enchanted. He immediately jerks away from her. She lets him, putting a hand to her mouth and staring at me in horror. “What the hell have you done?!”

I feel my face heat up at her accusation, even though I know I haven’t done anything wrong.

“Saved the lives of two innocent people,” Amelrik says, standing up straight and looking her in the eyes.

“I didn’t ask you, dragon,” Celeste snarls, making “dragon” sound like the worst insult imaginable. She turns to me, jerking her thumb at Cedric, and says, “Is he a freak, too? Is that why you think he couldn’t have done it?”

My mouth slips open. I hate her for saying that, and I feel a pang of guilt for… for I don’t know what. For Amelrik having to hear that from her, even though I’m sure he’s heard worse. “Shut up, Celeste. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I have orders to bring him in, no excuses this time. And no tricks, apparently. I should bring in the other one, too.”

“No!” Cedric cries.

“You can’t,” I tell Celeste. “It wasn’t them!”

“Why should I believe you?” She shakes her head at me, disapproval emanating from her. “You lied to me. You asked me not to tell anyone about Amelrik, and I didn’t, and this whole time, you’ve been lying to me!”

“Because I couldn’t trust you! And you didn’t want to have to keep secrets from the other paladins, and I couldn’t have you telling anyone about them!”

“This is why no dragons have transformed! Warwick says he’s done this a hundred times, and they always transform by now.”

“A hundred times,” Amelrik says, his teeth clenched. “I’ll bet he has.”

“You can’t trust Warwick,” I tell Celeste. “He’s the real killer.”

“Not you, too,” she says. “Is that what these dragons told you?”

“No.” I clench my fists. I’m so pissed at her right now, I’m shaking. “I’m the one who told them. Warwick’s a monster. He tortured Amelrik—”

“So did I.” She says that flippantly, like it’s no big deal.

Sudden rage flares in Cedric’s eyes, so that I’m glad Celeste is focused on me and doesn’t see. She doesn’t need any more reason to bring him in.

“This is different,” I tell her, even though there are a lot of things I’d like to say to her about how she’s treated Amelrik. “Warwick’s been faking dragon attacks. He has this dragon claw—”

“A claw?”

“He’s been killing people and then using the claw to make it look like a dragon did it.”

“Someone would have noticed that.”

“They did! Henrietta said—”

“We would have noticed that. Dragon claws are huge, Vee.” She says that like I don’t know what dragons look like, as if I don’t see them every day. Like I’m still her sheltered little sister who couldn’t leave the barracks for four and a half years.

“But you didn’t. He must have kept it covered. He couldn’t go out in public with it, not openly, so—”

“How do you know he has a claw?”

“I saw it in his room. There’s a trunk with blood on it—”

Celeste gasps. “So you were in his room! Another lie. I can’t believe you.”

“I’m telling the truth.”

“Right. So, if I go into his room, I’ll find a dragon claw?” She sounds super skeptical about that.

And I hate having to admit that she won’t. “He got rid of it. It’s in the pond, behind the manor house. I know because I found it, and that’s when he tried to kill me. He—”

“The pond’s frozen over.”

“There’s a hole in it. He cut a hole in it to dispose of the claw, and when I found it, he pushed me in. He tried to kill me!”

Something in my voice must make her believe I mean it, because her expression changes, becoming less skeptical and more worried. She looks me up and down, like she’s trying to decide for herself what happened. “You saw him?”

“Well, no, but who else would it have been?”

She bites her lip, considering. “I don’t know if I should believe you. That water’s so cold, Vee. If you’d really fallen in—”

“I was pushed.”

“—you wouldn’t have been able to get back out again.”

“Amelrik saved me,” I tell her.

I see the wheels turning in her head as she pieces together the fact that that means he must have been at the manor house, or at least on the grounds. She scowls for a second, but then her expression softens, and she says, “I’m glad you’re okay. You are, right?”

I nod, wrapping my arms around myself, trying not to remember how close I came to not being okay ever again. “I know Warwick did it, but even if you don’t believe me about that, you have to admit that something weird’s going on there.”

“If I look at that pond and there’s no hole in the ice—”

“There is. But be careful, Celeste. I don’t want the same thing to happen to you.”

“If there’s a claw in there…”

“Then you’ll believe me?”

She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I believe someone tried to hurt you, but you’ve also done nothing but lie to me since you got here. If you hadn’t, maybe this would have all been solved a lot sooner.” She glances over at Cedric.

I swallow, fear suddenly making my throat dry. “You can’t take him. You can’t tell anyone about them!”

“Vee.”

“You can’t! And I was with them during the last attack. They couldn’t have done it. So whatever you think is going on, it’s not true!”

“I have orders,” Celeste says, but I can hear in her voice that she’s torn. “And I don’t like lying, especially not to the other paladins. They’re trusting me with their lives.”

“Please, Celeste.”

She opens her mouth, looking like she’s going to argue some more. Then she takes a deep breath, exhales, and says, “I came to Cedric’s house to bring him in—”

“No! You—”

“—but no one was home. I don’t know where he went. That better be true the next time someone comes to check, because it won’t be me, and whoever they send in my place won’t be so lenient.”

My eyes start to water, I’m so relieved. “Thanks, Celeste. You don’t know what this—”

“Don’t thank me,” she says, giving me a disgusted look. “He may have helped you save my life six months ago—” she jerks her head toward Amelrik—“but consider this me saving his. Now we’re done. This is the last time I do anything for you, Vee. It’s clear you’ve chosen them, him, over me. Over us. You’ve made your choice, and the next time I see you, we’ll be enemies.”
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GET IN HIS WAY

 

I’m quiet as me and Amelrik make our way back to the inn. We stick to the side streets, hoping to avoid any paladins. The plan is to grab our stuff, then meet back up with Cedric and Leif and figure out where to go from there. Going to Leif’s would be too obvious, and neither of them wants to endanger any of their friends or have to explain to them why the paladins are after them. So our best bet is finding an inn on the other side of town where hopefully no one knows them.

But that’s not why I’m quiet.

Amelrik keeps glancing over at me, a worried look on his face. “Are you okay?”

“Of course,” I say, my jaw clenched as I dig my nails into my palms. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Because she’s your sister?” He takes a deep breath. “You grew up together, and she just said—”

“That we’re done.” Repeating it out loud doesn’t make it sound any more real, but it does make a weight lift off my chest.

“Yeah.” He hunches his shoulders, shoving his hands in his pockets, and looks over at me. “That’s hard. I mean, I know she’s not my favorite person, but she’s important to you, and if you want to talk about it—”

“I feel weirdly relieved.”

I can tell by the look of surprise on his face that that’s not what he was expecting.

It’s not what I was expecting, either. “Things have been weird with her since we got here. No, before that. Ever since… Ever since I freed you from our dungeon.” Or maybe it was when I started talking to him in the first place. “She wasn’t even there when I did that, but it changed me. It… it meant I wasn’t who she thought I was—who she wanted me to be—and Celeste only likes me when I’m doing exactly what I’m supposed to.” I roll my eyes at that.

“If I wasn’t in your life, this wouldn’t have happened.” He says it like it’s a fact. Not like he blames himself exactly, but just like it’s the truth, which I guess it is. “She wouldn’t have made you choose.”

“She didn’t make me choose. I did that on my own. And if she can’t accept the ways I want to live my life, that’s her problem, not mine. Or yours.”

He nods, exhaling a little in relief, like maybe he was kind of worried about that.

“And not that my life comes down to choosing between you guys, but even if it did? I’d pick you, no question.” Not that he would ever ask me to. Another difference between him and Celeste. “Me and her might have grown up together, but we’re not at all the same.”

“You can say that again.”

“And maybe I lied to her, but only because she wasn’t trustworthy. I get why she’d be upset about that, but I was trying to protect people, and she never listens to me. Not really. And whenever we talk, it just feels so… Not fake, exactly, but like we can only pretend to get along until I mention something about my life, and then she acts like I’ve violated some unspoken rule. Feeling like I can’t talk about the things that are important to me really sucks, and it doesn’t feel like a real relationship.” And it’s especially not the kind of relationship I want to have with someone who supposedly cares about me.

He reaches over and squeezes my hand.

“I had to tell her twice that Warwick tried to kill me before she even acknowledged it. Who doesn’t hear someone when they say they almost got murdered?” Anger boils up in me just thinking about it. “I don’t know if it’s because she thinks so little of what I have to say that she actually didn’t hear me or if she just didn’t believe me, but I don’t really like either of those options.” Though at least she cared that I almost died, even if she doesn’t believe me about how it happened.

Amelrik’s grip on my hand tightens, like he never wants to let me go, and I know he’s thinking about what happened yesterday.

I swallow, because I’m thinking about it, too.

Yesterday, I felt glad just to be alive. Today, I feel pissed off. Not about being alive, but that someone tried to kill me.

Someone who didn’t think anything of ending my life, as if it was theirs to throw away. As if what I want doesn’t matter. And not that it’s the same thing at all, but the fact that what I want doesn’t matter to Celeste—and maybe never did—just makes it worse.

I stomp my boot into a pristine patch of snow, feeling the satisfying way it crunches beneath me.

Everyone at the barracks thought I didn’t matter. Not until I got magic, and even then, they just wanted me to fall in line and become a good little paladin like everybody else. My father didn’t care what I wanted for myself, and neither did Celeste.

The only people who have ever listened to me, who have ever truly been my friends, have been dragons. Amelrik most of all, but also Odilia, and Osric, and Godwin, and Hild, and everyone else we hang out with at Hawthorne clan, and now Cedric, too. They’ve made me feel like I fit in, even though I don’t. Or, at least, I shouldn’t. I’m human. I’m a St. George, someone who should be their enemy. But they don’t see it like that.

And now my own sister, who should care what I think, who should want me to be happy, never wants to see me again, because my life doesn’t fit the box she’s always put me in.

But my life isn’t hers to control.

It’s not anybody’s to control. Not her, and not the monster who pushed me into that pond. Who so easily could have ended my life just to keep me quiet.

I’m fuming over that, holding Amelrik’s hand a little too hard—not that he seems bothered—when I hear Warwick’s voice. Or, at least, I think I do.

But Amelrik hears it, too. I can tell by the way he freezes up, a look of pure terror on his face. He pulls his hand away, like he’s afraid to leave it there.

Maybe he is.

Warwick’s voice is coming from an alleyway. He must be around the corner. Him and one of his underlings, because he’s talking to somebody.

“You think I care what the people of this town want?” he says, his voice snide and condescending.

“N-no,” the underling answers—a guy, though I don’t recognize him or anything. “But they’ve been complaining.”

“Of course they have.”

“The governor’s been talking about taking down the barrier, and I think—”

“If I ever want your opinion, I’ll ask for it. And the barrier stays where it is.”

“But with a human serial killer on the loose—”

“Nonsense. I’ve told you, it’s a dragon.”

“You’ve said that, but I’ve been, er, well, not thinking, exactly. But it seems like the killings don’t add up. Because I’ve talked to a few of the townspeople who knew Henrietta, and she said—”

“She was a silly woman eager for attention. And as for the barrier, only the Strongshields can take it down. The governor can whine all he wants, but there’s nothing he can do.”

It’s the casual-yet-haughty way he says that that makes rage flare inside me. Not that I wasn’t already pissed off, and not that I didn’t already hate him. But this is something new. Something stronger.

Amelrik’s taking deep breaths beside me. He’s staring at his hands, like he’s willing them not to change.

We’re on a mostly empty side street, but we’re still out in the open, where just anyone could wander by and see if he did transform. He can’t do that here. Some part of my brain is telling me I need to get him out of here, that what might be happening to him is more important than this, but I can’t move. I can’t tear myself away, and the anger overshadows everything else I’m feeling.

Warwick St. George tried to kill me, and he doesn’t care.

He gets to go about his day, his life, as if nothing happened. As if he’s not a horrible monster who’s been murdering people. As if he gets to decide whether anyone lives or dies based on his whims.

I remember the way he said “girl” the other day, as if I was nothing. An annoyance. Someone who he was sure was going to get in his way and therefore shouldn’t exist.

And if I thought I was feeling rage before, I’m really feeling it now. Because he might think I don’t matter—the whole world might think I don’t—but I do, and I am going to get in his way.

“I’m okay,” Amelrik says, though he sounds super freaked out and not actually okay at all. “I’m not going to… I’m okay.”

But I’m not.

Something in me snaps. I can almost feel it break. One moment, I’m a sane, rational person, and the next, something primal in me takes over. I feel a visceral need to stop Warwick, to take back control of my life—the life he tried to steal from me, that he did steal from others. To prove that he’s not in charge of what happens to me. I am.

I march down the alley, around the corner, even though it’s the last thing I should do.

I hear Amelrik cry out in surprised protest, but I can’t stop. Or maybe I just won’t.

Warwick’s underling gasps, but Warwick himself barely has time to register what’s going on before I hit him.

It’s not a good hit. It’s a wild flailing of my fist that lands on his chest instead of his face. “How dare you!”

“Virginia!” Amelrik shouts.

I ignore him. I hit Warwick again as hard as I can. “How dare you walk around like everything’s fine! Like you get to do whatever the hell you want!”

Warwick gives me a disgusted look, like I’m nothing. A fly in his soup. He’s not even wearing armor, but it’s like all my efforts to hurt him don’t even scratch the surface. “I thought I dealt with you,” he says, sighing as he shoves me away with one hand, sending me stumbling backward. 

I catch myself, just barely, my boots digging into the snow. I’m not going to let it be that easy for him. I’m not just going to let him push me this time.

I launch myself at him, screaming out a garbled war cry. I put everything I have into it, slamming into him and actually managing to knock him back a step.

Not that it does any good. He grabs my arm, his grip hard enough to bruise, and wrenches it behind my back until it feels like it’s going to break. Until I cry out in pain.

“Don’t touch her!” There’s a sharp edge in Amelrik’s voice that sends a shiver down my spine. He’s trembling all over, but he’s still human, and some crazy part of me is thinking we might still get out of this.

Then there’s the sound of bones crunching and flesh tearing as he transforms.

The underling cries out in horror. Warwick gasps. He lets go of my arm right as Amelrik lunges at him.

I dart away, not wanting to be anywhere near Warwick, who takes a step back, actual fear in his eyes for once.

But then the underling’s in front of him, throwing himself in the way, half fumbling—but ultimately failing—to draw his sword. He collides with Amelrik, taking the attack that was meant for Warwick, and at a strange angle.

Amelrik’s hooked claws slice through the man’s side. The man screams, and my stomach twists. Amelrik pulls away from him, horrified. His claws are bloody. Dripping. There’s blood everywhere, stark red against the white snow.

I put my hands to my mouth, unable to believe that just happened.

“No,” Amelrik says. At least, I think that’s what he says. It comes out more of a strangled cry than an actual word. “I’m sorry. I didn’t—”

“Get away from me!” The underling backs away. He’s on the ground, his blood trailing behind him. He lifts up his shirt to reveal deep gouges, dark and oozing. He stares in horror, frozen, not doing anything.

Amelrik’s speaking really fast in Vairlin. He tries to put his clawed hands to the wound to stop the bleeding.

The underling screams again and tears himself away, not letting Amelrik help him. “Monster!” he shrieks.

This should be Warwick’s chance to get away. Or to attack. I’m pretty sure he could take out both of us right now if he really wanted to. But instead he’s staring at Amelrik with a strange gleam in his eye. It’s a hungry look, like someone’s just handed him a prize.

“Help me!” the underling screams.

Amelrik moves like he’s going to try and press his hands to the wound again, but the underling kicks at him. It’s Warwick he’s begging for help, not his attacker.

Warwick doesn’t seem to notice. He’s staring at Amelrik. “You’re perfect,” he breathes. Only the way he says it, it doesn’t sound like a good thing. “A human-sized dragon. A perfect murderer.”

“Of course he’s the murderer!” the underling cries. “Kill him!”

No. Rage flares inside me again. I can’t let that happen.

Amelrik’s standing there in shock, his chest heaving with ragged breaths as he stares at his bloody claws. His eyes look wide and strangely empty.

I hurry over to the underling, reaching down and unsheathing his sword, holding it in front of me as I move to protect Amelrik. “You’re not going to touch him,” I say to Warwick. “You’ll have to go through me first.”

He actually laughs at that. He steps forward and draws his own sword.

I swallow. Maybe this wasn’t the best idea I’ve ever had. But still, I’ll die before I let him hurt Amelrik.

Warwick takes his time moving toward me. My arms are already shaking from the weight of the sword, not used to holding one and also super nervous. I tell myself that if we survive this, I’m not only going to start practicing the binding spell on a regular basis, but start working out more, too. Or, you know, at all.

Warwick’s sword arm darts out. There’s the clang of metal as his sword collides with mine and he knocks it right out of my hands.

Crap.

I add “learn how to sword fight” to my mental list, even though I’m starting to think our chances of survival are looking pretty slim.

Still, I don’t move, because I meant what I said. He’s going to have to go through me.

Maybe literally.

But he doesn’t come closer. He moves to the underling.

The underling’s hands are stained with blood. There’s so much of it in the snow around him, the red circle spreading farther and farther. “Warwick,” he says, his features twisting in agony, “help me.”

Warwick puts one foot on the man’s chest. He points his sword at the wound, matching up the angle with the gouges from Amelrik’s claws.

“Warwick, what are you—”

His words turn into a gurgle as Warwick plunges the sword into the man’s side, driving it in deep before yanking it back out.

The man’s still alive, writhing in pain for a few more moments before finally going still.

Warwick looks through me, like I’m nothing. A smile twists his mouth as he stares at Amelrik for a second, as if confirming to himself that his newfound prize is real. He wipes his sword off in the snow and sheathes it, then hurries off, shouting, “Guards! Dragon!” at the top of his lungs.

As if he didn’t just kill a man—another paladin, one of his own. Someone who took an attack that was meant for him.

As soon as he’s gone, Amelrik falls to his knees. He topples onto all fours and throws up, his vomit mixing with the blood in the snow. His face is ashen, and his wings are twitching. No, his whole body’s shaking. He sits up, turning away from the mess, and wipes his mouth on the back of his hand. A hand that’s stained red.

I take a step toward him. “Amelrik—”

“Stay away from me!” He says it so forcefully that I think for a second he means he’s going to throw up again. But then he adds, his voice pained, “I’m a monster.”

I kneel down on the ground in front of him, ignoring the way the cold soaks into my legs. Guilt pushes its way into my chest, because none of this would have happened if I hadn’t snapped like that. If we’d just kept walking. But it’s too late to take it back, and I can’t afford to think like that right now. “You’re not. And we have to get out of here.” I glance over my shoulder, knowing it’s only a matter of time before the guards come and find the body, and they’d better not find Amelrik here with it.

“I…” His gaze wanders over to the corpse lying not that far from us. “I did that.” He holds up his blood-stained hands, as if they’re the proof of what he’s saying.

“You tried to help.” I reach for him, but he pulls back, turning his face away. “You tried to stop the bleeding.”

“I hardly felt it. My claws went through him like it was nothing. How can it be nothing?!”

“It’s not—”

“I killed him.”

“No.” I crawl forward, so that our knees are touching. I put my hands on his face, holding his jaw, making him look at me. The tips of my fingers brush against the scales that run along the edge of his hair. I look him in the eyes. In his yellow dragon eyes that are both so alien and yet so him. “Warwick St. George killed him. Not you.”

He moves a hand to push me away, then seems horrified at the thought. He twists out of my grasp instead. “I hurt him. He was bleeding. There was so much of it, so much blood all over, because of me. He could have died because of—”

“You don’t know that! And… it was an accident. You were trying to save me. You didn’t know that guy was going to do that. You couldn’t have.”

No response. The words hang in the air between us. He doesn’t look at me. I can’t tell if he’s looking at anything, and it kind of freaks me out. Especially because I can hear some kind of commotion in the distance, and we really need to get out of here.

“Amelrik?”

He lifts his head. Just enough that I know that he heard me.

“Warwick’s the monster. He knew that guy, and he still didn’t help him. You did, even though he was a paladin. Even though he would have killed you if he’d had the chance. That’s not monstrous.”

“He’s dead. Because of me. And the way he screamed—” He winces, unable to finish that thought. “I did that. I made that happen!”

“It’s not your fault! And we have to get out of here!” Adrenaline floods my veins.  Stern voices are shouting to each other not that far from us. Maybe guards, maybe paladins, but definitely coming closer. And I know Amelrik hears it, too. He must.

But he doesn’t move. And I can’t tell if it’s because he’s too messed up right now to register what’s happening or if he just doesn’t care, but I want to scream at him to snap out of it. I want to grab him and drag him away from this place. 

But instead I put my arms around him, holding him to me as hard as I can.

He sucks in a sharp breath. His whole body tenses up, especially his shoulders. I feel the muscles in his back move as he suddenly spreads out his wings. “Virginia,” he says, his tone half warning, half pleading.

But I only hug him tighter. His chest moves in and out too fast. I bury my face in his neck. The scales there are smooth against my skin. He stays tense, not touching me, not hugging me back, but I don’t care. “Something terrible happened, but it doesn’t make you a monster. A monster doesn’t care who they’ve hurt or that they’ve hurt somebody. Maybe they’re not even capable of it. But that’s not you. You’re kind, and brave, and caring, and the best friend I’ve ever had. The only person I’ve ever truly loved and who’s ever truly loved me. I’ve seen monsters before, Amelrik, both dragon and human, and you’re sure as hell not one of them. Not even close. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to let you just sit here in the snow until the guards come. We’ve both made mistakes today, but I am not going to lose you. Not to Warwick, not to them, and not to yourself. So get up right now, because we’re getting out of here.”
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We take the back way out of the alley, pausing just long enough for Amelrik to change back to human form. He seems reluctant to do it for once, as if he wants to be found out. As if he thinks he deserves it.

We abandon our stuff at the inn, hurrying instead to get back to Cedric’s house. Amelrik’s usually faster than me, but he lags behind the whole way, until I remind him how urgent this is, that we have to warn Cedric. He was already in danger before, and now we’ve just made it that much worse.

Cedric and Leif are packed and ready to go when we get there. They both look over at us when I fling open the door. Thoughts flicker across Cedric’s face. Worry, when he sees me, hurried and out of breath, and then straight up terror when he sees Amelrik.

Cedric’s eyes dart between us. “What happened?”

“You have to go,” Amelrik says. “Without us.” He moves past Cedric and Leif, who are both staring at him, and heads into the kitchen. He washed his hands as best he could in the snow, but blood still sticks in the lines of his palms. He washes them again now, scrubbing at them until they’re red and sore-looking.

“You didn’t answer me,” Cedric says.

“There was an accident,” I tell him. “The paladins think—”

“They know what I am,” Amelrik says, interrupting me. He inspects his hands, not seeming satisfied with them, but then glances down at his clothes. They’re covered in blood. He starts undressing right there in the kitchen, shrugging off his cloak, then pulling his shirt off and letting it fall to the floor.

“Amelrik.” Cedric’s voice is shaking. “What the hell is going on?!”

“They know what I am! And if they find me, they’ll know what you are, too.” He takes his pants off.

Leif looks slightly uncomfortable, like he’s not sure if he should be looking away or not. Back at Hawthorne clan—and I assume at Oak—seeing someone naked wouldn’t mean anything. But after living in a human city for a year, it must seem weird to him.

“I need something,” Amelrik says as he gets all the way undressed. He’s just standing there in the kitchen, completely naked, a pile of bloody clothes at his feet. “I need to borrow something to wear.”

Cedric gapes at him, his face pale. “Yeah, of course.” He tears open one of the packed bags sitting on the table and tosses him a new shirt and a pair of pants. “Now tell us what’s happening.”

Amelrik slips the pants on, then takes a deep breath. “I… I ki—”

“Warwick St. George killed another paladin,” I tell them.

“I hurt him,” Amelrik says, his voice tight.

“Who? Warwick?” Cedric asks.

Amelrik shakes his head. He’s just standing there, only half dressed, looking empty again.

“The other paladin,” I explain. “It was an accident. And then Warwick killed him and blamed it on Amelrik.”

Cedric’s and Leif’s eyes go wide.

Amelrik’s hands are shaking. They fumble at the buttons on the shirt Cedric gave him. “They think I’m the murderer. And if they find us together, they’ll kill you, too.”

Cedric swallows. “We’re not splitting up. I’m not just going to leave you to them! We’ll—”

“They’ll know we’re related. It took Celeste two seconds to figure it out. They’ll know we’re both dragons, and then—”

“No,” Cedric says. “We just have to lie low until this all blows over.”

“It’s safer if you stay away from me. They already suspect you, but… as long as they think it’s me, they’ll leave you alone. Find an inn somewhere, use a false name, and when the barrier’s down—”

“Why would the barrier come down?” Cedric asks, his voice thick, like there’s a lump in his throat.

Just like the one in mine. I don’t like the way Amelrik said that, as if it’s a sure thing. As if he believes they’ll catch him.

Amelrik finishes with his shirt, even though the buttons aren’t aligned right with the holes, so that there’s one extra button at the top that has nowhere to go. He presses his palms to his forehead, his nostrils flaring as he takes a deep breath. “Virginia can take the dragon rings off when it’s all over. Once it’s safe to come back here—”

“We’ll all meet back up,” I say, finishing that sentence for him, just in case he was going to imply that he wouldn’t be around. That it would just be me meeting up with them.

“And we’re just supposed to go along with this?” Cedric asks. “You show up here, covered in blood and acting all…” He waves his hand at Amelrik, like he doesn’t even know how to begin to describe what he’s seeing. “And you expect us to just abandon you?”

“I expect you to stay alive.” Amelrik stands up straight, moving closer to Cedric and looking him in the eyes. “They’ll kill Leif, too. It’s not a hard leap. He’s wearing a dragon ring, after all, and he looks magic sick. The paladins know what to look for. They’ll recognize the signs right away. And they won’t just kill you, they’ll torture you. And… you don’t want to be associated with me.” He wraps his arms around himself. “A lot of people are dead because of me. A lot of paladins. I didn’t… I never had blood on my hands until today, not literally, but there were others. When I lived with Elder clan—”

“That wasn’t your fault,” I tell him, hating the desperation in my voice.

“I knew what I was doing. I told myself it was for the right reasons, and maybe it was, but I still… I still got a lot of people killed. There’s a reason I’m a wanted criminal. And maybe Warwick was technically the one who ended that man’s life today, but it was still because of something I did. I’ve caused so many people so much pain—”

“No, cousin,” Cedric breathes. “You would never—”

“But I did!”

“They were paladins. They would have hurt dragons! It’s what they do.” He glances over at me, shooting me an apologetic look. “Well, it’s what most of them do, anyway.”

“They’ll figure out who I am, and if they catch me…” Amelrik squeezes his eyes shut and shakes his head. “You’re not going to be part of that.”

“I—”

“Cedric. You know what you have to do. Don’t make this any harder than it is.”

Cedric’s eyes meet Amelrik’s, pleading with him. They stare at each other, some kind of silent exchange passing between them. But Amelrik doesn’t back down, and eventually Cedric crumples. His shoulders deflate, and his face twists up.

“They’ll be coming soon,” Amelrik says, his voice disturbingly calm. “You’d better get going.”
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As soon as Cedric and Leif are gone, we run. We don’t bring anything with us—we just run.

There are paladins on Cedric’s street, maybe coming to the house, or maybe looking for Amelrik, but we avoid them. Well, I avoid them, practically dragging him behind me.

I tell myself they won’t find him. They don’t know who he is—they barely know what he looks like, at least in human form. And it’s not as if he’s running around in dragon form with wings and scales. But if that was true—if I really believed that—there wouldn’t be this overwhelming surge of fear running through me that I have to keep pushing down.

Warwick St. George might not know who Amelrik is, but he knows who I am. He knows I’m Celeste’s sister, and if he asks her about me, if he mentions Amelrik at all, I don’t doubt she’ll give him up.

Prince Amelrik of Hawthorne clan. A dragon. One of the most wanted criminals in the five kingdoms.

And even if Warwick doesn’t talk to her, people have seen us around. They’ll figure it out.

“We need to get as far away from here as possible,” I tell Amelrik as we pause to catch our breath. The wind howls through the narrow side street we’re on, trying to blast through my coat and making my eyes sting. “Maybe we should follow the same plan as Cedric and Leif. Get to the other side of town, find an inn—”

“It won’t be that easy,” he says, his voice numb in a way that makes me want to kick him, because he sounds like he doesn’t care. “They wanted Cedric for questioning, for spreading rumors their boss didn’t like. But tracking down a killer…”

“Supposed killer.”

“They think they’ve found the murderer. A paladin is dead.”

“Because of Warwick.”

He turns his face away, but he doesn’t say anything to that. “And once they figure out who I am, it’ll just be that much worse. They’ll be checking all the inns. They’ll be checking everywhere. Virginia, you need—”

“Come on.” I grab his hand, not letting him finish whatever he was about to say, because I can already tell I wasn’t going to like it.

We come out at the other end of the street. Amelrik sees them first. I know because I feel him tense up beside me. When I glance over, there are paladins. Three of them, plus four of the town guard, talking to a worried-looking woman who frowns and points down the road, in the vague direction of Cedric’s house.

I back up and run into Amelrik. I turn and practically have to push him to keep moving, because it’s obvious we can’t go that way. “There was an alley that connected to this street. We can—”

“It was a dead end.”

“Fine, we’ll go back the way we came. We’ll go a different direction. Those paladins are probably headed to Cedric’s house, and they’re not going to be using these side streets. We’ve still got time.”

“Unless they saw us.”

“They didn’t!”

But right when I say that, I hear someone in the distance shout, “Over here!”

I grab Amelrik’s arm, my heart racing. I consider ducking down the alley to hide—it’s the fastest way to get out of sight, but we’d also be trapped, and it feels too risky. So we run to the next street. I’m not sure where all these roads go, and I didn’t bring the map. Not that it matters, because I wouldn’t have time to check it, anyway. I make a snap decision and turn right.

This street is more populated, with people tromping through the snow to the shops. We move as quickly as we can without drawing too much attention.

“They know who I am,” Amelrik whispers.

“No.” I shake my head, refusing to believe that. Not yet. Not already. “They were looking for Cedric.” They could have been. They look similar enough.

“They sent one paladin for him last time, not a whole group of them. Not the town guard. And they know where he lives. They wouldn’t have been asking someone.”

My heart pounds in my chest. I hate that what he’s saying makes sense, and even more than that, I hate the way he’s saying it—calm and matter-of-fact. Like he’s already resigned himself to this.

“Even if they do,” I tell him, keeping my voice down, “they’re not going to find you.” Not if I have anything to say about it.

“Virginia.”

“No.” My fingers dig into his palm, like if I just hold on hard enough, I won’t ever have to let go of him.

“They shouldn’t find you with me.”

“Stop assuming they’re going to find you and hurry up.” Maybe if he was moving faster, if he wasn’t dragging his feet, we’d be farther away already.

“I should have told you to go with Cedric, but I was being selfish.” He swallows. “I thought maybe—”

“Don’t talk like that. Don’t you dare talk like that.”

“I thought there was a chance, and I wanted you with me. And I…” His voice breaks. “I don’t know how to say good-bye to you.”

“Then don’t.” Tears fill my eyes. Desperation claws at my chest. I pick up the pace, trying to make him keep moving.

“They’re going to find me, one way or another. And they’re not going to take down the barrier until they do. Even if we get away right now, we won’t be able to hide forever. And Cedric and Leif can’t stay bound forever, either.”

Hot tears slide down my cheeks, turning bitterly cold in the wind. “Shut up. If you think for even a second that I’m going to just leave you—”

“I can’t get away, but you still can.”

There are more voices in the distance, and the sounds of tromping footsteps headed toward us.

“No.” It comes out choked, so that it hardly even sounds like a word. “You don’t deserve this. They’ll kill you! If Warwick doesn’t do something worse to you first!”

His eyes look wet. He closes them and wraps his arms around me, holding me tight. “You’ve been helping me. You’re a St. George who’s been helping a dragon. A wanted criminal. A—”

“You’re not a murderer.”

“Warwick already tried to kill you, Virginia. They won’t let you go if they catch you. Not even if Celeste tries to step in. It doesn’t make sense for us both to get caught.”

I want to pull away from him, to force him to keep going, but I can’t quite bring myself to do it, because part of me thinks this might be the last time I’ll ever feel his arms around me. So instead I hug him as tightly as I can, until our bones press together so hard it hurts. I sob into his chest, wanting to tell him this isn’t really happening, that he’s wrong and we can both still get away.

But if I really believed that, we’d be running right now instead of saying good-bye.

“Over there!” someone shouts.

“That’s him!”

I hear them coming, but I can’t bring myself to move, no matter what Amelrik said.

He kisses me on the forehead—the last kiss he’ll ever give me—and then turns and runs toward them.
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I watch them take Amelrik away. I watch them beat him even though he came willingly, and then I watch them take him away. And maybe we were far enough from them that nobody noticed him hugging me before he ran off, or maybe they just don’t care, now that they’ve caught him, because nobody comes for me, even though I can’t bring myself to run.

The only thing I seem to be able to do is sit in the snow and sob into my knees. Harsh, ragged sobs that feel like they’re going to break me. People wandering by on the street give me a wide berth. I hear a child point me out to his mother, who quickly shushes him and makes him cross the street.

But I don’t care how crazy I look, because Amelrik’s gone, and it’s like my heart’s been ripped out. And I know I have to get up. I have to, because I don’t know what Warwick has planned for him, but I know it’s not good. And I know it only ends one way.

Which means I have to go back to the manor house. I have to risk running into Warwick again. Just the thought makes me shudder. I don’t know what he’ll do if he sees me. Have me arrested? Have me killed? And if either of those things happen, Amelrik’s doomed, if he isn’t already.

A sick feeling twists my stomach. I tell myself he’s okay, even though I know it’s not true. He wasn’t okay even before they captured him, and now…

I push the thought away and get to my feet, even though the tears are still coming. Even though all I want to do is sit there in the snow and drown in everything I’m feeling. Or freeze to death. Whichever comes first. But I’ve already avoided both those things—what, only twenty-four hours ago?—and I’m not going to just sit here and die.

And I’m sure as hell not just going to sit here and let Amelrik die, either.

Even if the thought of going back to Rosewood Manor makes my skin crawl and my legs feel wobbly. Though I’m not sure if it’s the manor house itself or the fact that Warwick St. George is lurking inside it. A man who already tried to kill me and who I have no doubts would do it again. Except this time, Amelrik won’t be there to save me. 

No one will, because I’m alone. Celeste’s abandoned me, Amelrik’s been taken, and I have no way of contacting Cedric and Leif. Not that there’s anything they could do, anyway. They’re dragons—the manor’s the last place they should be—and like Amelrik pointed out, Leif’s got obvious signs of magic sickness from the dragon ring. Cedric’s not nearly as bad off, but he still doesn’t look great, and either way, I’m not dragging them into this. Amelrik wanted Cedric to be safe, so that’s what he’s going to be.

Of course, he wanted the same thing for me, and I’m not exactly honoring that.

But there’s no one else to save him. No one else who can walk into paladin headquarters and hopefully not just be immediately kicked out. Or arrested. Or… worse.

I scrub my face with my hands, knowing my skin is puffy and probably red from crying. I probably look horrible right now. I grab a handful of snow and press it against my eyes, hoping it will help. I don’t think it does. Which means anyone who sees me is going to know something’s wrong, even if they don’t know what. And I feel so empty right now, so hollowed out, that I’m not sure I have it in me to pretend to be a maid or to claim I’m a paladin.

My footsteps feel impossibly slow as I make my way through town. No matter how fast I tell myself to move, it’s like I’m battling through sludge. Like my body’s twice as heavy as normal and I forgot how to walk.

The wind kicks up, blowing bits of snow down from the roofs and pushing hard against me, like even the weather itself is telling me to stay away.

But I can’t.

I have no idea how I’m going to save Amelrik or if it’s even possible, only that I have to try.

When I get to Rosewood, it’s clear that this isn’t going to be easy. Not that I thought it was going to be, but it’s worse than that. There’s almost a constant stream of people coming in and out—official-looking people who probably work for the government, and people in fancy dress who might be friends of the Rosewoods. Inside, various servants are hurrying through the house, rushing to carry out orders. I can almost taste the excitement in the air, and the word “dragon” is on everyone’s lips. And of course there are paladins. Three of them are huddled together, gossiping in the main hallway when I come in, and my heart speeds up a little, but thankfully none of them is Celeste. 

Then one of them pulls away from the others, like he recognizes me, and I see that it’s Char, Celeste’s boyfriend. My nerves tingle and my thoughts start racing, wishing I’d taken the side entrance instead. Of course this place is busy. Of course someone would notice me just barging in through the front door.

He starts to smile at me, until he sees the state of my face, and then he falters. “Um, Vee, right?”

I nod. There’s no point in lying, even if he’s probably going to tell me to get out of here. That’s what they seem to be doing—turning away all the nobles and officials who’ve come in hopes of seeing the dragon.

“Are you…” He seems unsure about what to say, like he’s afraid to acknowledge the fact that I’ve obviously been crying. But then he shakes his head and says, “Are you okay?”

I should lie—I know I should—but I can’t. “No. I’m—”

“We caught the dragon.” There’s no mistaking the excitement in his voice. “So if you’re worried about that, you should know that it’s the real thing this time. Well, the boss says it is.” He says that quietly and glances over his shoulder afterward, double checking that no one overheard. “He says it’s some kind of half-dragon freak. But I’ve never heard of a half dragon before. I didn’t even think it was possible. To think of one of them forcing themselves on…” He shudders and makes a disgusted face. “But no one would ever do that willingly. Not with a dragon.”

I want to tell him I would, and that no, it’s not possible. Dragons and humans can’t crossbreed like that. What happened to Amelrik isn’t a result of his genetics and instead has everything to do with Warwick St. George and the cruelty he inflicted on Amelrik’s mother. But I don’t say any of that. Instead, I stay silent, waiting for him to hurry up and kick me out so I can sneak over to the side entrance like I should have done in the first place.

“Anyway, I can’t prove anything, but…” He glances over his shoulder again, then motions for me to lean closer. “I’m not supposed to do this, but you look like you could use some cheering up, and I… I really like Celeste.” He can’t help grinning when he says that.

She must not have told him anything about me. Of course not. There’s no way in hell she’d tell him about my connection to Amelrik. And apparently she didn’t tell him she’s done with me, either. I should probably let him know that doing something nice for me, whatever it is, isn’t going to earn him any points with her.

But then he says, “I can show you the dragon,” and any thoughts I had of setting him straight go right out the window.

“You can?”

“Yeah. Just don’t tell anyone. We’re supposed to be turning away random gawkers. Er, not that you’re random, exactly, but you’re not authorized.”

“Let me see him.” I think I say that a little too forcefully—or maybe just too desperately—because Char gets an uncertain look on his face, like maybe he’s worried he made the wrong choice.

But then he motions for me to follow him and leads me toward the cellar.

“Nobody’s actually seen it transform yet,” he says, filling the silence between us.

“Him,” I say, correcting him without thinking about it. I probably shouldn’t be saying things like that. Or at least not until after he takes me to the cellar and lets me see Amelrik. And then I don’t know what I’m going to do.

“Right. Well, Joanna’s going to work her magic, and then we’ll know for sure. But Warwick wants it to be a big spectacle. Out in front of the whole town.”

My chest tightens. A big spectacle. In front of everybody. So he can prove a human-sized dragon really exists and stamp out any doubts that the killer might be an actual human, or that the rumors about Warwick being a psychopath might be true.

“Seems risky to me,” Char goes on. “If he’s wrong, he’ll have an awful lot of angry people to deal with. All gathered in one place.” He exhales loudly, blowing a few strands of hair out of his face. “Not looking forward to being on duty for that. But,” he adds, suddenly glancing over at me, “he wouldn’t be doing it if he wasn’t sure. I mean, we’ve definitely caught the dragon this time. No worries.”

“You don’t believe him, though.”

“No, no, of course I… Actually, I’m not sure. He’s been acting kind of weird lately. Warwick, that is. And even more so after he came back this morning with that crazy story about a half dragon being the murderer. I mean, it’s not my place to doubt him. It just seems like… Well, I’m not sure I can believe it until I see it.”

The hallway’s starting to look familiar. My heart pounds as we get nearer to the cellar.

Then we turn a corner and Char’s expression brightens. I glance up and see Celeste. She starts to smile at him until she realizes I’m here, too, and then her mouth twists into this sour look.

She crosses her arms over her chest. “What do you think you’re doing?”

I don’t have it in me to make up an excuse. Not that she’d believe it, anyway. We both know exactly what I’m doing.

“Er,” Char says, seeming surprised by Celeste’s anger, “I was just taking her to see the dragon.”

“She’s not on the list.”

He tilts his head, his smile conspiratorial. “She’s your sister. I thought—”

“No.” Celeste’s voice is firm. “Get her out of here.”

Wow. Not even going to deal with me herself? I glare at her. “Great. That’ll give me time to get to know Char a little better. I was just about to tell him all about my betrothal.”

Celeste’s jaw tightens. She glares right back at me.

Char glances between us. “Your betrothal? Celeste didn’t tell me you were… Well, she didn’t tell me much at all, now that I think about it.”

“She didn’t tell you I’m engaged to a prince? And that I’ve been living in his kingdom with his family for the past six months? That seems like a huge oversight.”

“A prince?” he says, his eyes widening in curiosity.

“Vee,” Celeste warns.

I shrug. “Well, it’s true. I just think it’s strange that it hasn’t come up at all. I mean, I’m your sister, and you barely—”

“Char.” She turns to him. “Give us a minute. I’ll escort Vee out of here myself.”

“But you’ve got more important things to do. It’s on the way, and I want to hear about—” He shuts up when he sees the look she’s giving him. “I mean, yeah, sure, of course.”

He ducks back down the hallway. 

I barely wait for him to be out of hearing range before I say, “I need to see Amelrik. Now.” I try to move past her. I can probably find my way to the cellar from here on my own.

She blocks me. “You know I can’t let you do that.”

“Celeste, he’s—”

“He’s a murderer, Vee!” Her face is red, and she sounds like she actually believes that.

My throat goes tight, like I’m going to start crying again, even though it shouldn’t be a surprise that she’d believe Warwick over me. And all she really knows about Amelrik is that he’s gotten a lot of paladins killed, even if he also saved her life. “He’s not.”

“What the hell is wrong with you? Why can’t you see what he is?! There were claw marks—I saw them.”

“And I was there. It was Warwick. He—”

“I thought you said he got rid of that supposed claw?”

“He did. And you were supposed to go check it out.”

“I looked. You were right about the hole in the pond, but there was nothing in it.”

The light must not have been right. Or she didn’t look very hard. Or it drifted out of view. “But the hole in the pond—that was weird, right? And it’s the size of a dragon’s hand.”

“Stop trying to make excuses.”

“Amelrik didn’t kill anybody. He…” I swallow, choosing my words carefully. “They were his claw marks you saw on the body, but it was an accident, and it didn’t kill that man. Warwick’s sword did. If you go and check—”

“Go and check? Are you insane?”

“Warwick killed him!”

She shakes her head, though her eyes don’t meet mine. “He wouldn’t. And if he did, it… it would have been because the wounds were too great. Maybe you saw him end his suffering, but—”

“That man could have lived. And it was no mercy killing. I watched Warwick stick his sword into his wounds to finish him off. He stuck a sword in his guts, and it was painful and slow. And if he was somehow doing it to help him, he wouldn’t have needed to hide it. He would have told you about it. But he didn’t.”

Worry creases Celeste’s forehead. “No, that’s—”

“Henrietta was attacked with a sword, too.”

“That was a fluke. Some crazy person using the dragon attacks to get away with something.”

“Yes, exactly. Some crazy person like Warwick St. George. And I’m betting the claw marks you saw today don’t look anything like the ones you saw on the other bodies.” Amelrik’s claws might be deadly, but they’re not nearly as big as those of a full-size dragon.

She’s shaking her head. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. It can’t—”

“Stop telling me you don’t believe me and go and check!” They would have brought the body of a fallen paladin back here. It must be at the manor house somewhere. “If you inspect the wounds—”

“Your boyfriend’s a vicious monster. I’m not going to go poking around where I don’t belong, throwing suspicions on our leader, a legend, just because you can’t accept that!”

I stare at her. “Amelrik’s my betrothed, and there’s a monster lurking in this town, but it’s not him. Even Char thinks Warwick’s been acting strange.”

“Warwick’s been under a lot of stress. It must be hard, leading a city during this kind of crisis.”

A crisis he started. “Now who’s making excuses? If you really believe he’s innocent, then there’s no harm in checking the body. But I know the truth, because I was there.”

She bites her lip. “I’m sure you just… It must have been a misunderstanding. You don’t know what you saw. You’d say anything to save Amelrik, so why should I believe you?”

“You shouldn’t. You should go check for yourself. Now get out of my way, Celeste, because I need to get to that cellar.”

She moves to block me again. “Vee, there’s nothing you can do.”

“You know what they’re going to do to him.” I know she’s not going to just look the other way while I rescue him—if I could even do it without her help—but can’t she just give me this? “I need to see him.” My voice shakes and my eyes start to water. Part of me really doesn’t want to cry in front of her, especially about this, but part of me doesn’t care, because it’s nothing compared to losing him. “Even if you don’t believe me, even if you really think he’s capable of… of murder, don’t tell me you’re so heartless that you won’t even let me say good-bye.” I choke up on that last word. Something inside me is screaming that this can’t be happening. It doesn’t feel real. It’s not possible.

Celeste’s face falls. Not in anger, like I expect, but in sympathy. “No, Vee,” she says. “I’m not that… I’m not heartless. But you’re too late. They’ve already taken him to the execution site.”
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The public spectacle—because I refuse to call it an execution—is well underway by the time I get there, and I’m out of breath from running the whole way.

There’s a stage that was being used for the winter festival set up here, and a huge crowd. More than I would have expected on such short notice. But I guess word that they’ve not only caught the murderer, but that he’s some kind of half-dragon anomaly that they’re going to expose in front of the whole town, spreads fast. And no one wants to miss the once-in-a-lifetime chance to see it.

I push my way through the crowd, trying to get closer to the stage. Tall people keep looming in front of me, and I keep having to stand on my tiptoes to see what’s happening, but I catch glimpses of Amelrik. His face is bloody and bruised. He’s in chains, and there’s a dragon ring around his neck.

Warwick stands in front of him, and there are paladins onstage with them, off to the side, ready to draw their swords.

“He’s a wanted criminal!” Warwick shouts. “Not just a murderer of the people of East Westford, but a vile creature that’s dared threaten the lives of paladins! Without paladins, there’s no one to keep you safe. He murdered one of my brethren just this morning, right before my eyes!”

A murmur runs through the crowd. Angry, but excited, too.

I struggle forward, pushing my way past people, not caring who I have to elbow to get through.

“In all my years, I’ve never seen anything as horrifying, as grotesque, as what I saw today!” But there’s no trace of horror in Warwick’s voice when he says that. Only excitement, an almost giddiness, and that same hunger I saw in his eyes earlier. “This thing that stands before you may look like a man—he may have fooled thousands into believing it—but I assure you, he is no man. He’s no ordinary dragon, either, but something twisted and wrong.”

I can’t see the stage, too busy trying to push my way forward, but I hear Amelrik’s chains rattle. “You did this!” he screams. “You’re the mur—”

The sound of someone hitting him cuts him off.

There’s a slight pause, and then he screams, “Murderer!” again, actually finishing the word this time. His throat sounds raw, his voice desperate.

I hear another hit, and then Warwick says, “Silence him.”

My heart leaps into my throat, thinking he means to get on with the execution, but then I remember he can’t yet. He still has to prove he’s a dragon.

I accidentally knock into a little girl as I hurry through the crowd. Her mother reaches out and shoves me into someone else, glaring daggers in my direction. I don’t have time to apologize, or to ask who brings a child to an execution. I scramble to get my balance back and keep going.

“What I’m about to reveal to you isn’t for the faint of heart,” Warwick goes on.

Amelrik screams, but it’s muffled. I pause and catch a glimpse of him, a tiny bit of relief washing through me when I see they’ve just gagged him. Not that that’s a good thing, but at least that’s all they’ve done. For now.

“It may haunt your nightmares for years to come. Maybe for the rest of your lives. If there’s anyone who doesn’t want to see, I suggest you leave now.”

I’m too far into the crowd to be able to tell for sure, but I don’t think anyone leaves. If anything, they’re all pushing closer to the stage, making it even harder for me to get through. And I’m so close. Well, a lot closer than I was when I started. I can actually see the individual bruises on Amelrik’s face now, though I couldn’t tell the color of his eyes if I didn’t already know.

Warwick calls for Joanna Carver. The crowd cheers as she takes the stage.

I’m not there yet. And everyone’s pushing so hard, eager to watch her do her magic, practically drooling to see Amelrik change. There’s no way I’ll get there in time to stop her.

Not that I could, anyway. I don’t know what I’m doing. Amelrik’s surrounded by paladins. Any one of them could easily stop me, even if I did manage to get to him. I have no way of unchaining him, either.

And now Joanna’s going to expose him, in front of a crowd that’s not only desperate to see the monster Warwick promised, but to have a dragon to blame for all the murders. I wonder if Warwick plans to kill him himself or if he’s going to let the crowd do it. Either way, once they see Amelrik’s dragon form, he’s never leaving this place.

He’ll die in chains, with all these people staring at him in horror.

Someone in front of me moves, and I can see the stage a little better. Warwick uses his St. George magic to remove the dragon ring from Amelrik’s neck. It breaks apart and clatters to the floor. The crowd’s full of nervous energy as Joanna Carver lifts her hand.

At the same time as I lift both of mine. She’s a lot more experienced than me, a lot more in control of her magic, and probably way more powerful, but I cast the binding spell with everything I’ve got.

I’ve never cast it from this distance before, and I can feel her magic fighting mine. I concentrate as hard as I can, my hands tingling so bad, it hurts.

But I don’t care what it takes, because Warwick doesn’t get to win. Not today, not with this. These people don’t get to stare at Amelrik like he’s some kind of monster, and they especially don’t get to do it because of Warwick, the man who tortured a pregnant dragon and made Amelrik like this in the first place.

And even more than that, they don’t get to because I love him. Every part of him. Because there is no dragon half or human half—there’s just him. And I don’t care if he has wings and scales, or claws that can rip a man apart. I don’t care if it’s piercing yellow dragon eyes looking back at me or the vivid green human ones I’m used to. He’s the same person either way, and I love him. I would love him even if he never looked human.

But these people could never understand that, and they don’t get to see that side of him. And Warwick St. George doesn’t get to humiliate him in front of an entire town or blame his own monstrous crimes on him.

Not with me here. I may not have been a match for him this morning, but I’m not done getting in his way.

Sweat prickles on my forehead and down my back as I strain to keep casting the spell.

Joanna has a confused look on her face. I’m guessing she can feel my magic fighting hers. She hesitates, opening her mouth to say something, but Warwick doesn’t let her.

“Keep going!” he snaps.

She steels herself, her forehead wrinkling in concentration.

I feel a surge of magic warring with my own, threatening to drown me out. I grit my teeth, and it’s only through sheer force of will that I keep fighting, that I don’t let it overtake me.

Her magic might be a hell of a lot stronger than mine, but mine is the only thing keeping Amelrik safe, and I can’t afford to let up. Not even for a second.

Still, all the months of not practicing are catching up to me. And fighting against Carver magic, the exact opposite of my own, is draining. Sweat pores down my back and pools under my armpits, despite the cold. My muscles start to ache. Not just the ones holding up my arms, but all over. It’s like when I cast the binding spell several times in a row, only worse. My legs wobble a little, threatening to give out. I feel like I’ve been trampled by a horse or thrown against a brick wall.

I taste blood and realize I’ve been biting the inside of my cheek, but I don’t dare let go. I don’t dare do anything but focus on the spell, even as my strength starts to falter.

My magic’s fading. It’s not going to last. I put everything I have into it and then some, even though I know it won’t be enough.

And then just when I think I can’t hold out any longer, just when I feel myself losing control of the spell, Joanna puts her hand down. She stops casting.

Right as my magic runs out.

I’m shaking all over. So much so that the people next to me are giving me weird looks. Well, that and the sulfur smell coming off me. But I don’t care, because I did it. Amelrik’s still in human form.

“It’s not working,” Joanna tells Warwick. “He’s not—”

“No!” Warwick screams. It comes out surprisingly shrill and desperate. His eyes flick between her and Amelrik. “You’re doing it wrong.”

An annoyed look twitches across her face. “I know how to do my job. You can’t force something that doesn’t exist.”

“He’s a dragon—I saw him!”

Joanna shrugs, like she doesn’t particularly believe that.

Warwick darts forward and actually shoves her. “Get out of my way, you stupid woman!”

Joanna stumbles, caught off guard. The other paladins gasp, their hands suddenly on their swords, and a couple take a step forward, though nobody actually attacks him. But it’s clear that of the two of them, their loyalty lies with Joanna.

There are disappointed mutterings throughout the crowd and a few angry shouts. Nobody’s pressing so hard to see the stage now, and I make my way a little farther forward, even though I kind of just want to collapse.

“I know what you are!” Warwick screams.

Amelrik shouts something at him, his words muffled by the gag in his mouth.

“He’s a dragon!” Warwick tells the crowd again, though the desperation in his voice does nothing to convince them. “If she can’t prove it, then I’ll—”

“Stop!” Celeste’s authoritative voice carries across the stage. She steps up onto the stage and marches over to him, a few more paladins at her back. “Warwick St. George, I’m placing you under arrest.”

“What?” He stares at her, and then a look of amused disgust twists his face. “You can’t do that. Who do you think you are? I outrank you. You don’t have the—”

“Not anymore. You’re under arrest for the murder of a fellow paladin.”

“What?” he says again, a giddy disbelief creeping into his words. “He was killed by a dragon. This dragon!” He waves at Amelrik.

Celeste takes a long, slow breath, and I can tell she’s pissed, even if she looks calm. “The cause of death was a sword wound.”

“Im-impossible! The man was killed with claws! You all saw the body!” He gestures to the other paladins.

A few of them nod tentatively, while a couple take a step back from him.

Celeste shakes her head. “You tried to hide it. You made it look like it was a dragon attack, just like you did all the others.”

Warwick’s face pales and one eye twitches. “Be careful who you’re accusing.” His voice is a low rumble, a threat.

Celeste only stands up straighter, her hand resting on her sword hilt. “I came here to hunt a dragon, but what I found was worse. We expect dragons to kill people. Paladins are supposed to protect them.”

“I am protecting them! Do you know how many people a dragon could kill in its lifetime? And if it’s allowed to roam free, to breed, think of all the deaths not only it, but its children will cause.” He winces at the thought. “What’s a few sacrifices if it means destroying that kind of killer?”

Celeste recoils at that partial admission, like she hadn’t quite actually believed it until now. She looks him over, as if she’s truly seeing him for the first time.

“Think of how many lives have been saved,” Warwick goes on. “There are always dragons hiding among humans. Always. You get the town to put up a barrier, and then you wait.”

A sick look passes over Celeste and the other paladins. Several of them glance between her and Warwick. Joanna moves closer to Celeste, her hand on her sword, ready to back her up.

“You’ve done this before,” Celeste says, the words quiet, barely carrying to the audience. “You faked dragon attacks to get the town to approve the barrier.”

“But you killed Henrietta after the barrier was up,” Joanna points out.

“And I was right to do it,” Warwick snarls, abandoning any pretense that he might still be innocent. “No dragons were transforming, and there was talk of taking it down, but I knew there was a dragon here! Hiding amongst you!” He turns to the crowd when he says that part. “And I was right.”

Joanna shakes her head. “You weren’t. He’s not—”

“I can prove it!” Before anyone can stop him, Warwick unsheathes his sword.

There’s a chorus of metal shinking sounds as all the paladins on stage hurry to draw theirs, too.

But it’s not them he’s attacking.

“I don’t know how he resisted your magic,” he says, sword aimed at Amelrik, “but he’ll have to transform now!” He lunges.

He’s going to hurt him, to mortally wound him, and force him to transform in order to heal himself. My heart pounds, because I just cast the binding spell on him. And I know it doesn’t last long, and I know most of my power probably went into fighting Joanna’s magic, so that I have no way of knowing if he’s still bound. But if he is, he won’t be able to transform. And even if he does, he’ll prove Warwick right, and then they’ll kill him anyway.

Amelrik’s eyes are wide.

Warwick’s sword’s aimed right at his heart.

I feel like the whole world stops.

And then there’s a loud, reverberating clang as Celeste’s sword suddenly blocks Warwick’s, only inches from Amelrik’s chest. Warwick glares at her. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”

“Yes, I do.” She doesn’t take her eyes off him or let up on her sword when she shouts, “Arrest him!”

The other paladins rush in, looking more than ready for this to be over. They quickly overpower Warwick, disarming him.

“The prisoner’s free to go!” Celeste turns to the crowd while one of the other paladins starts unlocking Amelrik’s chains. “The town of East Westford is safe, and the Strongshields are taking down the barrier even as we—”

A roar interrupts her. The unmistakable roar of a dragon as three of them come rushing into the square.
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DON’T THINK THAT JUST BECAUSE YOU’RE RIGHT MEANS YOU WEREN’T BEING STUPID

 

I assume the dragons are from Hawthorne clan, since they’re black, and I get confirmation when one of them rears up, spreading its wings out behind it, showing off the telltale flashes of red. It leans its head back and shoots flames into the air.

I’ve learned enough from being around dragons to know it was just a warning, but the crowd erupts in screams of sheer terror. And suddenly everyone’s pushing and shoving, trying to get away. I’m the only one still trying to get to the stage.

Someone’s elbow collides with my sternum, hitting hard. Someone else pushes past me while I’m still reeling from the pain, almost knocking me down.

I have to stay on my feet. If I fall, I’ll get trampled. I’ll never be able to get back up again.

One of the dragons lets out a low growl that carries throughout the square. It does not sound happy. Its eyes flick to Amelrik, but it must decide he’s not in danger now—or at least not enough to out him in front of a bunch of angry paladins—because it turns its focus to Warwick, pointing a claw at him. “That man has committed multiple crimes against the crown and against all dragons! You will give him to us—”

“No,” Celeste says, holding up her sword, her voice firm. The other paladins all have their swords out, too.

“He’s a criminal. A prisoner,” the dragon adds.

“He’s our prisoner, and he’s still a paladin. We’re not handing him over!”

The dragon shouts in Vairlin. It’s two words, and it’s simple enough that I actually understand. Take him. They rush forward at the same time as the paladins run to meet them.

I finally make it to the stage. I consider trying to climb up the front of it for a second until I remember there are stairs to the side. I rush over to them, and then I’m there, on the platform, throwing my arms around Amelrik.

He winces when I squeeze him, so that I think more than just his face must be bruised, but he still hugs me back, squeezing just as hard.

“Are you okay?” I ask. “I thought—”

“I thought I was never going to see you again,” he says, stealing my words. He pulls me even closer to him, his warmth soaking into me, despite the layers of clothing between us.

I bury my face in his neck, taking in his smell. I never want to let go of him, but I can hear dragons roaring and swords clanging, and we kind of still need to get out of here. I pull back, looking him over. Someone unlocked his manacles, so that his hands are free, but the chain they’re on is still attached to the one between his ankles. I guess the paladin who was unchaining him got distracted when the dragons showed up.

“We need the key!” I look around the stage, but I don’t see anything. I drop down to the floor, scrambling against the wood, trying to spot a glint of metal. But whoever it was must have taken it with them.

Amelrik reaches down to the chain connecting his ankles. He braces his foot against one of the shackles, pinning it in place, and then pulls on the chain with both hands. I can see his muscles straining and his face turning red with the effort. “I can’t… It won’t quite—” He doesn’t finish that thought, pulling hard on the chain instead.

It still doesn’t budge, and I think we’re going to have to try and run like this, with him hardly able to move.

But then Cedric’s there, joining us. He doesn’t even have to say anything. He and Amelrik just look at each other, and then Amelrik grabs one end of the chain and Cedric takes the other. Between the two of them, it breaks easily enough. Amelrik still has cuffs around his ankles, but he can move freely now, and the loop the manacles were still chained to slips off the broken links.

“You’re alive!” Cedric says, sounding like he can’t believe it. “I thought they were going to kill you!”

“Me, too.” Amelrik’s eyes dart over to the fight raging not that far from us.

Cedric lets out a deep breath. “When I heard about the execution, I… I couldn’t not show up. Leif was too sick. I didn’t want him to risk it, or to have to watch them kill you.” He swallows. “I didn’t want to have to watch it, either, but I had to be here.”

There are still two paladins guarding Warwick. They each grab one of his arms and hurry him off the stage, away from the dragons, their eyes darting over to the fighting going on.

Cedric’s eyes narrow at them. He turns to me and holds out his arm, an edge in his voice when he says, “Take the ring off.”

“Don’t be an idiot,” Amelrik says, but he’s looking over there, too, his fists clenching, like he’s thinking the same thing.

“We need to get out of here,” I tell them, just as a dragon tail slams down on the stage in front of us. “Now.”

Amelrik turns to Cedric. “Go get Leif and meet us in the woods by the west entrance. Then Virginia can take the rings off.”

“But—”

“Go!”

Cedric swallows back any protest he had and takes off.

We take off, too, running  into the town square, trying to keep as far away from the fighting as possible. The dragons notice us—or, rather, they notice Amelrik—and try to put themselves between us and the paladins. There are only two of them now. I wonder for a second what happened to the other one, and then I see a naked man on the ground with a sword wound through his chest.

Celeste must have bound him, and then her or one of the others killed him.

The other two dragons fight on relentlessly, their attacks mostly focused on Celeste, not giving her a chance to cast the binding spell again. I feel torn, wanting her to win, and also hopeful that she won’t be killing these dragons who have come to help us. But I don’t want them to kill her, either, and when one of them snaps its jaws a little too close to her, I gasp.

That gets its attention, and it swivels around to look at me. One of the other paladins takes the opportunity to throw a spear into its side. It roars, spewing out flames, and suddenly there’s a wall of fire right in front of us.

Amelrik reacts first, pulling me back and turning us away from it, so that he’s shielding me with his body. He’s not fireproof, but he can take a lot more than me, and he can also heal from it. But thankfully we dodged in time and the flames don’t touch either of us.

I hope the dragon’s okay. That both of them are. I feel a pang of grief and loss for the one that already died.

I hope the paladins are all okay, too. Except for Warwick. I don’t know what the dragons plan to do with him, but I suspect it’s something slow and painful, and that’s more than fine with me.

But we can’t stay here to find out, so I push all those thoughts aside and just concentrate on running.
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We make it to the woods outside of town and wait in a clearing for the others. And after the last few days, it’s a huge relief to finally be out of East Westford.

Once we’re safe, we stop and look each other over. Thoughts flicker across Amelrik’s face. He looks like he has something he wants to say, then hesitates.

I put my arms around him. “What you did was stupid.”

“You’re alive, Virginia. And free. It wasn’t—”

I pull back and glare at him.

He sighs. “Fine, it was a little bit stupid. But if you’d been captured, who would have rescued me? The barrier would still be up, Warwick would have gotten away with it, and I’d be… well, you know.” His voice goes soft on that last part.

“Don’t think that just because you’re right means you weren’t being stupid.” I look into his eyes, wincing at the bruising on his face. “You didn’t deserve to be captured. You know that, right? You’re not a murderer.”

He bites his lip and looks away. “I know, but I…” He shakes his head. “I don’t know what I know.”

“You’re not. Humans might have died because of what you did in the past, but if you hadn’t done that, dragons would have died instead.”

“You think that makes it right?”

“No.” I take a deep breath, trying to gather my thoughts. “But it’s more complicated than just right or wrong. Ideally, dragons and paladins would leave each other alone, and nobody would be killing anybody. But that’s not the reality. And I know you didn’t feel right about it, that you didn’t like your part in what happened. And I know you never would have done it on your own, without the Elder king prompting you. You would never hurt anyone on purpose.”

“Virginia, I… Don’t say that. Maybe I didn’t do it directly, but I knew people would get hurt.” He moves away from me, wrapping his arms around himself.

I put my hands on his shoulders, not done with him. “Would you do it again?”

His eyes widen. “No, of course not. I would never—”

“It was a mistake. And one you feel bad about. Just like what happened earlier today, with that paladin. You can’t change what happened, but you can still move forward. Your mistakes are part of who you are. They help shape you, but they don’t have to define you. And what Warwick did… That wasn’t your fault. Not what he did today, and not what he did to your mother. She’s not crazy because of you.”

He nods. “I know, but—”

“No ‘buts.’ That man’s a murderer. He’s the real monster.”

Amelrik shivers in agreement. “He almost killed me. And the way he was talking? He murdered all those people, and who knows how many more over the years, all so he could root out dragons who were minding their own business. I’m not saying what I did was right, but…”

“But there’s wrong and then there’s wrong?”

“Something like that.”

“You’re nothing like him, Amelrik.”

“I know,” he says, and something in his voice changes, so that this time I believe him.

I let my hands slide down from his shoulders.

He rubs his thumb against my palm. Then he takes a deep breath, like he has something difficult to say. “You know, Virginia, I was thinking… I mean, when I thought I was going to die, I couldn’t imagine—”

A dark shadow descends over us. He stops talking and looks up as the two remaining dragons from Hawthorne clan land in the clearing with us. They sink into the snow, which then starts to melt a little around them.

They look pretty banged up, and the one who took a spear to the side is bleeding, but they seem like they’ll live.

I can’t help noticing they don’t have Warwick with them.

Amelrik asks them something in Vairlin.

One of them answers him, shaking its head.

He sighs. “Warwick got away.”

I figured, though I was kind of hoping maybe one of them ate him. “And the paladins? I mean, are any of them… hurt?” I can’t bring myself to ask if any of them are dead.

The dragon with the spear wound snorts. “Hurt, yes, but they’ll live.”

“Are you okay?” I ask the dragon.

It blinks at me.

“You’re bleeding,” Amelrik explains.

The dragon swivels its head around to peer at its shoulder. Then it—she—changes into human form, and there’s suddenly a blonde woman sitting in several feet of snow.

The other dragon, who’s apparently male, does the same.

“You should probably heal, too,” I tell Amelrik. I know he won’t want to transform in front of them, but it’s not like there aren’t plenty of trees to hide behind.

The woman sits up, snapping something at him in Vairlin. Then, glancing over at me, she adds in English, “The king will want to see your wounds. If you’re not too injured, your highness.”

“It’s fine,” Amelrik says, and I can tell from his tone that he had no intention of transforming yet.

The others switch back to dragon form.

There’s kind of an awkward silence. I don’t feel like I can continue my conversation with Amelrik, or even start a new one—not with them here, looming over us—and I have no idea what to say to them or if I’m even supposed to say anything.

But when the silence gets too intense—or at least when I think it does, because I’m not even sure anybody else is feeling it—I say, “I’m sorry about your friend.” I don’t add that I’m sorry it was probably my sister who killed him, even though I am.

Their eyes go wide.

Which should probably be my cue to shut up, but I don’t. “I know he died saving us, and I—”

“Saving our prince,” the male dragon corrects me, his pupils narrowing into slits. A tendril of smoke drifts out of his nostrils. “It’s our sworn duty as royal guards.”

“Right.” My voice shakes a little. I move closer to Amelrik.

More awkward silence falls, and I want to ask them how they knew where we were. But they don’t seem like they’re in the mood for smalltalk, plus I’m pretty sure I already know the answer to that. Either Odilia told them or they were here to find Cedric.

To drag him back home so the king can force him to marry Rosalind.

My heart sinks at the thought, even though the alternative is that Amelrik has to marry her, which I’m definitely not okay with. But I’m not really okay with the king forcing either of them to get married, not that anyone’s asked my opinion.

Cedric and Leif join us a few minutes later. Leif’s skin is slick with sweat. His movements are slow, and he jumps at everything, or maybe at things that aren’t there. Cedric’s pale, though not as much as Leif. He looks exhausted, like he’s had more than enough excitement for one day.

The female guard exclaims something in Vairlin when she sees him. Both of them look alarmed.

“It’s okay,” Cedric tells them, pulling up his sleeve to expose the dragon ring. The skin around it is red and swollen. It oozes where he scratched at it, and the black tendrils run up past his elbow.

It looks anything but okay, and we all flinch when we see it, even Leif, whose arm must be even worse.

“Virginia did it,” Cedric explains. “But only to save our lives,” he adds, when the royal guards swivel their heads toward me, their eyes narrowing.

I ignore them, or at least try to, because I have more important things to worry about. I’m so exhausted from my magic battle earlier, and I wish this could wait until tomorrow, or at least until I’ve had a chance to take a nap first. But it obviously can’t, and there’s no way I’m making Cedric and Leif suffer any longer than they have to. I motion for everyone to get in place.

The others move away from Leif, giving him room to transform. I wonder if he’s going to take his clothes off first, but he looks too sick to care. I lift my hand, concentrating on the horseshoe around his arm. Nothing happens at first, and I focus all my remaining magic into it.

I barely have time to register the horseshoe breaking and the spell lifting before Leif shifts. There’s not only the sound of flesh ripping and tearing, but also of his clothes. And then he’s a dragon, looming over me, his scales a beautiful deep forest green. And even though I’m not super great at reading dragon expressions yet, there’s no mistaking how relieved he is.

Cedric holds out his arm next, ready for me to do the same to him.

“Cedric,” Amelrik says. He tugs on his collar, indicating that Cedric should get undressed first.

But Cedric shakes his head. I guess he’s just that ready to get this over with.

I feel a little shaky from casting this once already, but there’s no way I’m going to tell him he has to wait. I suck it up, gathering the last remaining energy I have and focusing it all on breaking the spell.

And I don’t know if it’s because I’m anticipating it not working and end up putting too much into it, or if it’s because Joanna’s magic weakened the dragon ring more than I thought, but it seems like I’ve hardly started to cast before the ring breaks apart.

Cedric transforms, too, all black scales with red under his wings like the other dragons from Hawthorne clan. He heaves a huge sigh of relief—one that makes my hair whip out behind me—and then rubs his face against Leif’s.

The two guards both gasp, not expecting that. They glance at each other, then back at Cedric.

Amelrik says something to them in Vairlin—something that sounds kind of scolding—and they look away.

Cedric and Leif break apart, and then Cedric looks over at us.

Amelrik sighs. “Well,” he says, “I guess this is it. I’m… I’m really going to miss you. And I promise I’ll write this time.”

“You’re going to look ridiculous if you do,” Cedric says, his dragon voice sounding much lower and deeper than his human one, “because I’m going to be staying in the royal wing, same as you.”

Amelrik raises his eyebrows. “You’re coming back?”

“I’m coming home. And Leif’s… Well, we’ll figure something out.”

“We’re sure as hell not staying here,” Leif adds. He must be feeling better, because he sounds angry instead of listless. “The Oak king will need to hear of this, as well as my family. And then…” He stretches out his wings in what might be a shrug. “I just know I’m not coming back here, and I’m not leaving Cedric.”

“I thought you loved it here,” I tell Cedric, even though it’s not hard to see why he might want to leave. “I mean, I thought you didn’t want to go back.”

“I was in the crowd when they…” He looks at Amelrik. “When they had you chained up. I saw how hungry they all were for your blood. Practically the whole town.”

The guards stir restlessly at that, and one of them makes a low growl in its throat.

“Some of them were people I knew,” Cedric goes on. “People I thought were my friends. And I know if it had been me up there, it wouldn’t have been any different. They would have been just as eager to see my blood spilled as any other dragon’s. It made me feel…” He shakes his head, like he can’t find the words, sunlight glinting off the dark scales of his neck.

“Like we couldn’t trust anybody,” Leif finishes. “That’s how it made me feel, anyway, and I wasn’t even there. But anyone would have turned on us if they’d known—if they’d even suspected—what we are.”

“It’s one thing to know it in theory, and another to see that look in their eyes,” Cedric says.

Amelrik clears his throat. He glances over at the two guards, like he’s not sure he wants to say whatever he’s going to say in front of them, then back at Cedric. “What about my father? And Rosalind? And all the responsibilities you didn’t want?”

“Don’t want, cousin,” Cedric corrects him. “And as for all of that, I don’t know what’s going to happen. But I’m… I’m going to tell Uncle Ulrich about Leif. My, um, relationship with him, I mean.”

Amelrik sucks in a breath, though he doesn’t say anything.

“He’ll… Well, I don’t know what he’ll do, but maybe we can come up with some sort of compromise. Maybe there’s a way that neither of us has to marry Rosalind.”

The two guards exchange another glance between them, not looking super happy about any of this.

“Maybe,” Amelrik says, not sounding like he believes it. “But we can talk more about it later.” He jerks his head ever-so-slightly toward the guards, indicating that he doesn’t want to discuss it in front of them. “Right now, I just want to go home.”
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The dragons fly us back to Hawthorne clan. Leif barely lands before he takes off again, eager to visit his family and let them know he’s okay, and Amelrik and Cedric are immediately rushed off to talk to the king, leaving me on my own.

The boys are gone for hours. Long enough that I have time to take a much needed hot bath and eat dinner.

Odilia and Osric find me in the cafeteria. And maybe I’m getting better at recognizing them, because I feel like I know it’s them even before they change into human form, though I’m not sure if it’s their actual features I recognize or just their body language.

“I was so worried when you guys didn’t come back that night or even the next day,” Odilia tells me. “I thought either my stupid brother was being stubborn about coming home or he refused to give you a ride.”

“Or that you couldn’t find him,” Osric adds.

Odilia nods. “Or that something terrible had happened. He was being awfully friendly with those paladins, even though he should know better—you can’t trust them.”

Osric gives her a look, tilting his head toward me.

Odilia flicks her hand. “Virginia doesn’t count. She’s not a paladin.”

“No,” I agree, “I’m not.” I might have St. George magic, but I’m pretty sure using it to save dragons instead of hurt them is kind of the opposite of being a paladin.

“And it didn’t take long for Uncle Ulrich to realize Amelrik was gone. He was so mad. He thought the two of you had run off together. He sent his guards out to look for him, with the order to kill you on sight.”

My stomach drops, the dinner I ate suddenly feeling like a rock inside it.

“Don’t worry,” she says, seeing the look on my face. “I told him the truth about where you guys went and what was really going on. And I got more than an earful for it, too, so don’t say I never do anything for you.”

“Gee, thanks, Odilia.”

She grins, not noticing my sarcasm. “Uncle Ulrich still wasn’t happy, but he did at least tell the guards to bring you in alive. But then they came back with reports of the barrier, and we were all even more worried.”

“Yeah,” Osric says. “We were so upset, we lost three snowball fights in a row.”

Odilia makes a face. “Brynn was so full of herself, just lording it over us.”

“And our team was down by two people. She shouldn’t have been gloating about that.”

“But now that you’re back, she’s not going to know what hit her. We’re going to—” She cuts off, her eyes lighting up at something behind me.

No, not something, but someone. I look over my shoulder and see both Cedric and Amelrik approaching in human form. Except while Amelrik still has clothes on, Cedric’s completely naked. And even though literally everyone else here is also completely naked, it’s the first time I’ve seen him like that, and I can’t help glancing away and feeling my face heat up.

“Cedric!” Odilia cries. She jumps up from her seat and throws her arms around him.

Amelrik sits down next to me. He looks pretty drained, and after the day he’s had—accidentally attacking that paladin, almost being executed, and then having to talk to his father for hours—I don’t blame him.

“It’s so good to see you, little brother,” Odilia says. “Especially since I thought I might never get to again. I can’t believe how stupid you were.” She ruffles Cedric’s hair, though she has to reach up to do it, because her “little brother” is taller than her.

“Odilia!” He huffs at her and joins us at the table. “I’m not a dracling.”

She rolls her eyes, as if that’s the dumbest thing he’s ever said. “You almost got yourself killed. If I hadn’t had the foresight to send our cousin and Virginia after you, you’d be dead right now.”

Amelrik snorts. “That’s not what happened.”

“It’s close enough,” Odilia says.

I poke Amelrik’s arm. “What’d the king say?” I almost feel too nervous to ask, especially after hearing that only a few days ago, he’d ordered his guards to kill me on sight.

Amelrik and Cedric exchange a look, and then Amelrik sighs. “Well, neither of us has to marry Rosalind.”

I hold my breath, waiting for the other shoe to drop, because that sounds too good to be true, and his tone indicates that there’s definitely more to it.

“What?!” Odilia squawks.

“And the bad news?” I ask.

Amelrik swallows. “We’re going to war.”

I stare at him, a cold, sick feeling spreading through me.

“With Oak clan?” Odilia asks, sounding horrified.

He shakes his head.

“With the paladins,” Cedric says.

And now I really feel sick.

“My father wasn’t happy with the way we were treated,” Amelrik goes on. “Especially since Warwick St. George was behind it.”

Odilia frowns at that, though Osric shows no sign of recognition at the name.

“He’s pissed that Warwick hurt his family again, that he hurt me again, and that the paladins wouldn’t even hand him over.”

“It’s a huge offense,” Cedric says. “We clearly had the right of first punishment. And the Oak king wasn’t happy about Leif being in danger from them, either. Leif’s parents are his close friends, and they’re influential at court. Their son being trapped there, in a city full of paladins, being hunted… It didn’t go over well.”

“My father’s been in close contact with the Oak king. They’ve had messengers flying back and forth for days, as soon as they found out about the barrier.”

“Everyone was worried.”

“And nothing’s been finalized yet,” Amelrik says, “but both kings have decided to postpone any marriage proceedings, since we’ll be united in this war against the paladins instead.”

“‘United in bloodshed.’ That’s how Uncle Ulrich put it.”

“Seriously?!” Odilia says. “You’re really not going to marry Rosalind?”

They both scowl at her.

“You’d make a good couple,” she whines, looking at Cedric. “That’s all.”

He leans forward, putting his hand flat on the table. “Odilia? I’m not into Rosalind. And I’m already taken—I have a boyfriend.”

“Yeah, but you—” She stops, realization of what he just said catching up to her. “Did you just say you have a boyfriend?”

It’s hard to tell if she sounds angry or just shocked.

Cedric’s face turns pink, and he stares down at the table. “Me and Leif. We’ve been together for about a year, and I… I never liked girls, not like that, so whatever you thought might happen between me and Rosalind—”

“Why am I just now hearing about this?!” Odilia shouts, and now she definitely sounds angry. She whirls on Amelrik. “Did you know?”

He holds up his hands. “I just found out the other day!”

“Don’t be mad, Odilia,” Cedric says, his words slow and cautious.

“I’m not,” she says, but she’s not at all convincing. She puts her elbows on the table and rests her chin against her fists. “You guys are always keeping secrets from me.”

“Well, I knew,” Osric says.

We all stare at him.

Odilia shakes her head. “No, you did not.”

He shrugs. “I at least suspected.”

“And that’s it?” I ask. “They’re really calling off the wedding? What about the Elder king? I thought he was ill, that Lothar would be—”

“It sounds like the Elder king’s started to recover,” Amelrik says, obviously relieved about that.

I kind of am, too. Not that I know the Elder king super well or anything, but I did meet him once, and he didn’t seem that bad. Plus, Amelrik said he was like a father to him.

“And the Oak king doesn’t want his daughter to marry on the brink of war,” Amelrik continues. “And I think, maybe, after she found out it was possibly going to be me instead…” He trails off there and takes a deep breath. “Well, either way, I think the Oak king saw it as an opportunity to become allies without giving up his daughter.”

Or maybe he didn’t want her marrying someone who might be about to die in a war. Not that either of them are going to. I push that thought out of my head. “So,” I say, “a war against paladins.”

Amelrik squeezes my hand. “Nothing’s final yet. It might not happen. And it’s Warwick they’re really after. Not your sister, or… or anybody else.”

But Celeste’s still a St. George. And if the dragons go to war with them, there’s no way she’ll just sit back on the sidelines.

He puts his arm around me, and I lean into his shoulder. I think about how easily I could have lost him earlier—how I thought I had—and try to be comforted by the fact that we’re safe. We’re back at Hawthorne clan, the only place that’s really ever felt like home to me, surrounded by our friends. Friends who are now bickering about snowball-fight strategies. The future might be uncertain in more ways than one, but maybe being here right now, with the people I care about, is enough.

Maybe it has to be.
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As soon as we get to our room later, I flop down on the super comfy bed. It feels like ages since I’ve gotten to do that, even though we were only gone for three days. And I’m so tired, I’m not sure I’m even going to bother putting my pajamas on. I might fall asleep like this, sprawled out in the middle. Amelrik will just have to sleep at the edge.

“Virginia?”

I open one eye and pat the space next to me, indicating he should join me.

He doesn’t. He stays standing, hovering nearby.

I scoot over for him, but he still doesn’t move. He seems nervous about something.

“I made my choice,” I tell him, guessing at what he’s worried about, “and Celeste made hers. I don’t want to think of us going to war with them, but there’s nothing I can do about it. And I’m not… This is my home. You are. And it turns out your father was going to have me killed, then changed his mind, so, you know, I think he’s coming around.”

He half scoffs, half laughs at that. “You saved my life. You saved all our lives.”

I shrug, like it’s all in a day’s work. “You saved mine, too. And we solved a mystery.”

“Among other things,” he says, a dark edge to his voice.

I sit up. “It wasn’t your fault. You’re not a monster.”

“The whole crowd was looking at me like I was, though, when I was up there on that stage, when Warwick had me chained.”

“Not the whole crowd. Not me, and not Cedric.”

He nods. “I thought I was going to die, and they were all looking at me like that, and they hadn’t even seen me transform yet. And the look on Warwick’s face, and on that paladin’s that I—that died…” He squeezes his eyes shut, wincing at the memory. Then he starts undoing the buttons on the shirt he borrowed from Cedric. He notices me watching him, and his hands start to shake a little. “I, um, I need to transform. I should, I mean.” He gestures to the bruises still on his face, though dragons heal pretty fast, and they already look a lot better than they did earlier.

“So?” I don’t know what he’s being so weird about. I almost think he’s going to ask me to look away, like he doesn’t want me to see him at all like that now, and that thought makes my chest sting. And I don’t know if he feels that way because the last time I saw him change was when he ended up hurting somebody, or if it’s because of the time before that, when he was forced to be naked in that form, but I don’t really like either option. Or the idea that he trusts me even less now.

And as much as I want to argue with him if that is the case, it also just hurts, and I’ve had way too much to deal with today. So I make it easier for him. I flop back down on the bed and pull one of the pillows over my face, because I don’t think I can handle hearing him actually say he doesn’t want me to look.

He pulls the pillow away. His shirt’s off now, and I can see discoloration on the sides of his stomach where there’s more bruising. I wince and reach out to touch him, stopping before my fingers make contact as I think better of it, since it’s probably still sore. I put my hand on his hip instead.

He takes a step back, out of my reach.

There’s that sting in my chest again.

“I just… I have to say this, Virginia. Because if I don’t say it now, I might not ever, and I…” He rubs a hand over his face and sighs.

I sit back up again, not sure what he’s about to say or if it’s going to make me feel better or worse than I do right now.

“When I thought I was going to be forced to transform in front of all those people, when they were all staring at me like that, all I could think about was you.”

I suck in a breath, not expecting that. “That’s not fair.” I hate the hurt in my voice and the way that my throat tightens.

“No, you don’t understand. All I could think about is how the way you look at me isn’t anything like how those people would have. To how Warwick and that other paladin did. The looks on their faces when I changed, even before I attacked, it was…” He shudders. “It’s not how you look at me, not ever. You might be shocked, but not hateful and not afraid.” He starts to take his pants off, and now his hands are really shaking.

“Whoa,” I say, unable to stop myself. “What are you doing?”

“What I should have done months ago. I… I think.” He stops what he’s doing, but he seems even more nervous now, and he’s speaking really fast. “I don’t want to die without you really knowing me. Every part of me. I almost died today, I thought I was going to, and all I could think about is how much you’re not like everybody else, and how much I trust you, and how much I don’t want this to come between us.”

If it wasn’t for his face being so red, I’d wonder if I’d really just heard what I thought I did. The stinging feeling in my chest eases up, replaced by warmth and… guilt. I shake my head at him. “You don’t have to do this.” I’m not sure I want him to. Not because I don’t want to see him, but because I’m pretty sure I’m still going to look shocked, since I apparently already look at him like that. And the last thing I want to do today is hurt him.

“No, I do.”

“But you don’t have to tonight.” Maybe if he sleeps on it, he’ll realize in the morning what a horrible mistake it would have been and be glad he didn’t.

“I’ve put it off long enough.”

“That’s really how I want you to talk about me seeing you naked.”

“But maybe you were right, maybe there could be more than just avoiding this forever. And I… I love you, and I don’t want to be holding anything back. I want you to see all of me, to have—” He stops himself there, swallowing back the words. “I want you to see me,” he repeats, leaving off the other part. He starts to take off his pants again.

“Wait,” I tell him. “I might not… I don’t want to upset you.”

“You won’t,” he says, but with maybe a hint of uncertainty in his voice.

“But maybe it’s not worth the risk. You’re probably not going to like how I look at you, because I can’t guarantee it’s going to be perfect, and then we’ll both be upset, and that’s not how I want things to go. Especially today.”

“I don’t care anymore.” He’s completely undressed now.

I try not to stare at him—at certain parts of him—because it seems maybe inappropriate right now. But it’s kind of difficult not to, especially knowing that he plans to transform. “You think that now, but—”

“It’s worth the risk. Hiding this side of me from you, avoiding ever letting you see it… It feels like a secret, one that’s eating away at me, and I don’t want to keep secrets from you. And even if it is a risk, I’d rather take it than die without ever trying. Because I do trust you, Virginia. And more than that, I love you.”

“I love you, too,” I tell him. “Every part of you.”

“Good,” he says, and then he takes a deep breath and transforms.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

 

Thank you so much for reading! You are AWESOME! (Obviously.) If you enjoyed this book, it would be super helpful to me if you could leave a review. Reviews have a big impact on the life of a book (and a series) and allow me to keep writing stories you love!
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