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      The first time Reno saw Skylark—aka Blue—he was smitten. The sky dragon’s blue hair was braided so intricately and creatively, it drew focus to his sharp jawline, and Reno ached to know if the skin felt as soft to the touch as the jaw was sharp to the eye. Blue was almost waifish, but despite his size, he was a powerhouse of energy and strength. Reno would never underestimate him. Blue stood out on the front stairway entering the elite Dragon College. For such a small and delicate-looking dragon, he was fiery and dramatic, his every gesture so passionate it looked like energy was bursting out of him.

      At first, Reno stood on the outer circle of Blue’s admirers. He wasn’t comfortable with the idea of pushing through in case these people were good friends of Blue’s. He didn’t want to offend anyone.

      “Humans and dragons can get along. I’ve seen evidence of it from forgotten ruins outside the College grounds. I mean, just because their lifespan is so much shorter than ours doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.” Blue smiled brightly. A few of his admirers guffawed and snorted, which caused Blue’s face to tighten in anger. “You don’t think humans and dragons can be friends? Do you see them as chattel?”

      “Listen, Blue. I mean, I agree with you and all that, but humans are like flies. What’s the point?” one of his listeners challenged.

      “Humans have a bright light that can withstand the longevity of dragons. They see magic and wonder how to incorporate it. They aren’t scared of dragons so much as wary of the magic we use,” Reno piped up. It was something he had noticed—humans wanted to learn, but dragons just bypassed them.

      “Exactly. See, he gets it.” Blue’s bright eyes narrowed as his focus zeroed in on Reno. “I don’t know who you are.”

      “Reno? I’m an apprentice scientist for the grandmaster?” Reno cringed at the questioning note.

      “Are you sure about that?” Blue looked like he was joking, so Reno didn’t actually confirm the fact.

      “Humans are capable of magic but don’t have the inclination at this time. They’re more focused on trying to survive.”

      “Interesting.” Blue turned his attention from Reno and back to the person he was arguing with. The deliberate snub hurt a bit. However, Reno had joined a conversation he had no business being in.

      Backing away from the circle, Reno walked with his shoulders straight. So that encounter didn’t end in the way he had hoped. But he did get Blue’s attention. Sort of.

      After some time, Reno managed to nudge his way into Blue’s inner circle. During Blue’s gatherings, people shuffled out of the way so Reno could sit close to the front and discuss things with Blue. Their arguments or discussions were well attended. Blue smiled at him frequently, and it was the nice one where his whole face was engaged and lit up.

      It definitely lit something within Reno. There was a bright twisty feeling in the pit of his stomach every time he spoke with Blue. He wished he could be with Blue all the time. But Blue obviously didn’t want that, so Reno accepted it for now. He needed to do research, to understand this, because his longing for Blue went beyond a crush, beyond lust—though the latter was there.

      Reno wanted answers, and this time, he wasn’t going to ask anyone. It was likely they would stare at him and roll their eyes. He thought about going to the grandmaster, the most powerful dragon in the realm, but he was pretty sure Adelphos would suggest using a book like the scientist he was.

      Do research, form a hypothesis, and test out your theory.

      Treasure was mentioned at a high frequency in the ancient books Reno studied. Dragons longed for treasure, hoarded their treasure, and held it up to impossible standards. Reno was pretty sure that was the definition of everything he felt for Blue—his blue-haired treasure.

      So one sunny afternoon, Reno approached Blue, who was alone, a rare occurrence that Reno was definitely going to take advantage of.

      “Skylark? Can I have a moment of your time?”

      “Reno, right? Sure. What’s up? Do you have another piece of evidence that tells me dragons need humans to live comfortably?” Blue shook his loose hair off his shoulders, and Reno was distracted briefly by the flyaway strands. He wondered how soft they were, and if he would ever get a chance to stroke the rich blue hair.

      “Well, no. But we do have a symbiotic relationship with humans that might work in everyone’s favour if we acted on it,” Reno blurted out and closed his eyes. “I was wondering if you knew the science of dragons and treasures?”

      “Treasures are just a societal construct put together by the Dragon Council as a way to control ideology. Basically, it’s for old people. Why would you even bring this up?”

      “I think that treasures are important. They are revered. I’ve read that having a living treasure can bring great comfort to a dragon. It’s a good thing.”

      “But it’s archaic thinking, Reno. It breeds obsession. It should be considered a disease.”

      “I’ve read scientific treatises that say there is a biological imperative to it. Dragons have an instinctive need to hoard so we lavish our attention on the items rather than rain destruction on the human villages.”

      “Seriously, is that what you read? What century are you living in?”

      Reno frowned. This wasn’t how he’d expected the conversation to go. They were supposed to have a rousing discourse, and Blue was supposed to listen and think about what Reno was saying. The words Reno ached to use were on the tip of his tongue. If only he could prove to Blue this wasn’t a mistake and he truly wanted Blue to be with him. “But I wanted to… I just… I have these feelings. Blue, I want you to be my treasure.”

      “What?”

      “I have these feelings I can’t explain. I looked them up, and everything I’ve read points to the possibility of you being my treasure.” The words rushed out of Reno’s mouth. They had bubbled up from his stomach and flew out before Reno had a chance to work them out himself.

      “What?”

      Reno darted a quick glance at Blue and grimaced at the shocked confusion on his treasure’s face. Blue was usually quick with words, and his repetitious use of what did not bode very well for Reno. “Well, I found this ancient text in the grandmaster’s office, and it dealt with treasures and mates as well as some other things, and—”

      “You were in Adelphos’s office? And you looked at dusty old tomes? What are you? A sycophant?”

      “What? No! I have permission to be in his office because no one is ever willing to hear me out and answer the questions I have.” Reno struggled to get the conversation back on course. He never meant to bring up the dragon grandmaster—Blue’s too-many-“greats”-to-count grandfather; it always sent Blue off on an angry tangent. “I believe that being someone’s treasure is an honour and blessing. To know that someone is there for—”

      “The old man is obviously laughing at me if he thinks you can convince me of this foolhardy endeavour.” Blue pinched his nose and took a deep breath. “Listen, Reno. First off, dragons can’t be treasures. We are equal to one another. How would this work? Would I be expected to worship and fawn over you?”

      This was not working the way Reno wanted. He had expected there to be confusion and a bit of resistance because Blue was right about treasures and dragons. They were equals, so it couldn’t be the same as with other treasures. But Reno honestly thought he and Blue had a connection. He felt the bond pulse and grow between them. “No! Of course not. I found this incantation. It’s supposed to help the bond grow between us. Obviously, we need to get to know each other better, but I truly think what I feel is—”

      “Just a crush. Reno, this is a child’s crush. It happens all the time.” Blue’s words were dismissive, and they made the twisty feeling in Reno’s stomach tighter and angrier.

      He didn’t mean to use the incantation. The words just left his mouth. Reno had to prove to Blue he knew true magic, not only potions. Flames sparked at the tips of Reno’s finger and bounced to the centre of Blue’s chest, absorbing through fabric and skin. Blue’s outrage would have been hilarious, if the situation wasn’t so tragic. Reno never meant to say the words as a spell.

      “What the fuck did you do, fire dragon?” Anger and fear coloured Blue’s voice as the magic wrapped him in a cocoon of warm embers.

      Reno gaped and stuttered, but nothing coherent came out. This was wrong, so wrong. Magic wasn’t supposed to work like that. He was supposed to control when and where the spell was unleashed. He merely wanted to prove a point.

      Blue scowled as the fire magic Reno used diffused within his body. His fingers flexed as he spoke words in retaliation.

      Reno staggered back as a blast of wind and energy came thundering at him. He braced for the onslaught of magic as it wrapped him tight in thorns and ropes, forcing him into a change he wasn’t prepared for.

      He stood on his two leathery legs, fighting for balance. The change in perspective was confusing, and he couldn’t understand why until he swung his wide diamond-shaped head and looked down at Blue. “Why would you do this?”

      “That’s not what I meant to do,” Blue said, walking around Reno. “I didn’t know it was possible.”

      Reno rolled his eyes and shifted back to his human form. But nothing happened. Twisting his lips, he mumbled a few words and tried again. But his magic fizzled. The spark he felt as his human shape wasn’t there. “Blue, enough of the funny stuff. Change me back.”

      “I can’t. I’m sorry, Reno. But I don’t know how.” Blue had the grace to look ashamed, and normally Reno would have forgiven him. But not now, not when he was trapped in his dragon form. Joke’s over; it wasn’t that funny. He was ready to be human again.

      “Then what’s the reversal spell?” Reno hiccupped a plume of smoke and stumbled back.

      “I, ah, I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean?” Reno swung his large body around and accidentally sent his tail flying through the air, destroying a copper statue of the College’s founder. He cringed and sent an apology to the bits of copper lying on the ground. “Skylark, I demand you fix this. I can’t undo it myself.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t think to look up the reversal spell.” Blue shook his head as he stepped away from Reno’s clumsy movements.

      “You always make sure you know how to counteract a spell.” Reno resisted the urge to stomp his foot. “Dammit, Skylark.”

      “Well, I didn’t think you’d cast a spell on me. Why the fuck would you do that?” Blue snapped back.

      “I just wanted to talk to you.” The words were whisper-soft, and Reno’s heart cracked at the enormity of what had been done. “I thought you were my one.”

      He spread his wings gingerly and tried not to break anything else. With careful backswings, he lifted himself into the air until he had enough clearance to soar away. Away from what he had hoped was his future. Away from this humiliation.

      Reno didn’t know how long he flew or where he was going, but eventually he landed in a carpet of blue and pink flowers overlooking a large lake. There was an abandoned tower with a decrepit house attached. It wasn’t the nicest looking. It was actually falling apart, and the tower was completely unsound.

      But the views of the shimmering lake and wide plot of dirt called to him. He could be safe here. He could focus on fixing the mistakes he and Blue made.

      Dropping his head in the soft, fragrant flowers, he sighed. How did everything get so turned upside down? He had bound Blue to him, and it wasn’t a treasure bond he tugged and twisted on. It was something completely different. But the thread was frayed and turned into something misshapen.

      Reno needed time alone to sort out this puzzle. He would stay here and first solve the dilemma of his inability to shift to his human form, and then he could focus on the gnarly tangled bond between him and Blue.

      For long centuries, Reno kept to himself, trying to undo Blue’s misspoken spell. After countless experiments with painful outcomes, Reno found his way back to a mostly human form. But his skin was a bright cherry red, rather than his comfortable olive tone. His magnificent horns were reduced to stubby bits of bone protruding from the centre of his forehead. And they stayed even in his human shape. The magic he managed to unravel was unable to smooth out his horns and left him in this weird abomination of human-dragon blend. He hated how he looked. Every time he found a reflection of himself, he wanted to vomit.

      But Reno hoped that with time and patience he could solve this mystery and everything would be well.
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      “Samson, please make sure the dried fairy dust is in the correct container,” Reno absently reminded his latest apprentice. “There was a mix-up between pixie dust and fairy dust. They can cause havoc if used incorrectly.”

      “Yes, sir. Does fairy dust have a higher magical potency than pixie?”

      This new apprentice was inquisitive, and Reno was fascinated by how his mind worked. Samson asked so many intriguing questions that had Reno examining his apprentice carefully. “It does. If either dust mixes in with the other, the opposite effect of what you’re after can happen,” Reno explained, studying a vial of bright-green liquid, trying to verify its potency. “You should always confirm the ingredients. If ever you think the components have aged too much or have become contaminated, or anything, stop if you can and call for me.”

      “How can you see the difference?” Samson asked, bringing the two jars up to the light to compare them.

      Looking at the containers in his apprentice’s hands, Reno knew immediately that pixie dust had been blended in. “Pixie dust has more of a rainbow sheen to it, whereas fairy dust is dark like volcanic sand.” Reno tapped the jar in Samson’s left hand and watched as the darker dust sifted to the bottom. “Pixie is also lighter in density.”

      “I see. Thank you, Lord Reno.” Samson nodded and went back to the task of sorting the different powders.

      Reno watched, concerned about the apprentice’s actual comprehension. But when Samson continued with his task, Reno relaxed. He hadn’t realised that having someone underfoot all the time could be exhausting. There were questions and debates. He was “on” all the time. Reno was never able to rest.

      Samson was a thin man, with sharp cheekbones and eyes set close together. His hair was cropped close to his head, and he never smiled. He made Reno slightly uncomfortable. But the grandmaster trusted Reno to teach the man, and so he would.

      Reno didn’t understand why Lord Adelphos sent him two apprentices. He had been happy living in his tower, helping the stray couple with their inability to mate or claim properly. He had retreated from dragon society when he couldn’t fix his appearance or his tangled spell on Blue.

      Over the centuries, Blue had been a regular visitor to Reno’s tower, and Reno both longed for and dreaded those visits, as they were always tumultuous. But the times where Blue was absent for long stretches, Reno’s world darkened. The fight with Blue that had preceded Reno’s withdrawal from the world had been arduous. But when Blue disappeared the last time, it made Reno anxious and even more unwilling to leave his property. He’d lost all faith in everything he stood for, and therefore couldn’t bear to be around people for fear of them laughing at him.

      Shaking off the memories, Reno continued with his experiment. He was trying to create a spray that would keep Cook’s garden bug-free. It’d probably fail, as all his attempts to free the vegetable garden from pests did.

      Joshua, his other apprentice, knocked on the door softly. “My lord, excuse the interruption. But you have a guest.”

      “I told you, boy. You do not need to announce me,” the person in the doorway said quietly.

      Glancing up, Reno couldn’t help but cringe. The velvet tones sent a shiver of longing down his spine. Meeting the beautiful eyes of his beloved treasure, he nodded, then looked away and continued to measure the different liquids.

      “Reno, tell me who the striplings are. You didn’t have them the last time.”

      “My lord, I am Samson, one of Lord Reno’s apprentices. The grandmaster sent me to learn a few weeks ago.” Samson’s tone was vaguely hostile, and Reno wondered if it was a reaction to Blue’s greeting. Blue didn’t really deserve that.

      “Since when did the great Reno become worthy of apprentices? Are the council members running out of talent?”

      Blue’s snarky, biting comments dug deep into Reno, cracking what Reno thought was stalwart armour.

      “I didn’t think the Lord of All Fire Dragons needed help or required assistants. Isn’t that what you told me?”

      “Lord Adelphos believes I have much to teach these young ones, and he sent them to me,” Reno said, still not looking at his treasure, still trying to pour a dash of blood acid into his potion.

      “Reno. It is rude to not look at or acknowledge a person when they are in the same fucking room.” Blue’s hand slammed on the table, rattling the jars and bottles.

      Cupping his mixing bowl, Reno looked up and met the sparkling blue eyes. “Lord Skylark. This is my workspace and laboratory. You know that I can be working on volatile and possibly explosives things.”

      “You would never use or create explosive tinctures without posting a warning or barricading the door.” Blue leaned into Reno’s space and waited. For what, Reno couldn’t decipher. “Why do you have apprentices?”

      “I don’t know. Adelphos sent them. I accepted them, and right now I am working on something time-sensitive. If there’s nothing else, please leave.” Reno kept looking down and staring at the translucent green concoction he hoped would stop the aphids from eating the beans and peppers. His need to make sure Blue was alright overwhelmed his need to hide, and he glanced up and met the soft concerned eyes of his… treasure.

      “Is there anything I need to be worried about? Adelphos with his eye on you is not usually in one’s best interest,” Blue said delicately.

      And Blue being nice and circumspect rankled. “Nothing for you to be concerned about. I am fine. You can go about your business, now that your check-in is complete,” Reno snapped. He sighed and closed his eyes. He hated snapping at Blue. But he didn’t want the man around him when he couldn’t do anything. Blue had made his opinion clear about treasures, and Reno was going to take him at his word. “Mrs Dawson has the midday snacks in the dining room. I suggest you wait there. I’m busy.”

      “Right. That’s what this is, a check-in.”

      Reno felt the ghost of something near his head, but he watched the bright green mixture turn to a darker, opaquer forest green and nodded. Soft footsteps moved away, and the door creaked open. He let out a shuddering breath.

      Finding a funnel on his table, Reno set it in a narrow bottle and poured the bug killer into it. He sensed Samson hovering, and he knew his apprentice would have questions.

      “So, that’s the infamous treasure. He seems interesting.” Samson’s tone was snide and almost disrespectful. Especially considering he was a human.

      “He is Skylark of the Sky Dragons. You will treat him with respect. He has free rein of the tower, with the exception of my laboratory,” Reno said stiffly.

      “Yes, sir. I apologise.” Samson bowed his head and continued cleaning up. “Was he not a magic user like yourself? I thought he attended the College.”

      “He is. His power is more innate and less science. He was not to use his powers unless he has express permission.” Reno didn’t like discussing Blue’s haphazard use of magic. It reminded him of that frozen moment in time and his more recent foray into spellwork.

      “Were you partners ever? Is he able to use magic again?” Samson asked curiously and almost reverently.

      It pleased Reno that his apprentice took misuse of magic seriously. Most of the questions Reno received were about that time and how he could have created an unwilling treasure. Treasures were always wanted. No one ever thought to deny being one, and when Blue used such a vicious counterspell, everyone grew curious. No one wanted to know that it had been an accident. Everyone accepted that Reno must have done something awful to Blue. No one understood how truly mortified Blue had been.

      “Our way of using magic is not compatible. He’s more carefree, and I’m more focused. I need to know how something works before I can work on the task.” Reno scratched a horn, thinking of the best way to explain their differences. “We can work together sometimes, but it’s very rare.”

      Samson twisted the rag in his hand, staring hard at Reno. He was obviously thinking deeply on the subject. “So the way I do magic is compatible with yours? I ask because I have always wanted to study under you. You’re one of the youngest members on the Dragon Council, and you’re also one of the most powerful magic users. I’ve heard rumours Adelphos is grooming you.”

      “Your mind is keen, and your way of thinking is interesting. You have a unique sense of how things can be combined, and it’s refreshing to watch you take in the world around you,” Reno reassured his apprentice. He looked around his workroom and found his checklist complete. It gave him a sense of great satisfaction. “I hope that’s everything? If you want to look for more fresh components, I’m sure Thompson will be glad to point you in the right direction.”

      “Thank you, sir. But I thought I could work more on this tincture with you.”

      Reno cocked his head at a subtle change in Samson’s unusually calm voice. “I thought it was mostly done and it needed to sit for the night?” Reno asked, hoping to sound like a concerned mentor. He wanted his apprentices to come to him if they were having issues or problems.

      “No, sir. You’re correct. As always.” Samson bowed and exited the room. Reno watched, puzzled, until he heard a fizz and a pop and looked at his promising solution. It was no longer viable. Dammit, he almost had it. He could feel it within him.

      Reno wanted to stay in the lab. He wanted to make sure everything was squared away and the most dangerous ingredients were locked up. He didn’t want to speak with Blue. Every time he spoke to the frighteningly attractive man, everything went wrong. They would argue. Reno would clam up, and Blue would grow frustrated and storm away. Everything Reno tried to fix was destroyed.

      Taking a detour away from the dining room and down to the kitchen, he prepared for his speech about the bug repellent. He was pretty sure Cook would understand, but he wanted to let him know progress had been made.

      “Lord Reno, what have I told you about coming below stairs?” Mrs Dawson, the lady of the house, his beloved housekeeper, swatted him gently across the back of the head. He had to duck to allow her the opportunity.

      “I wanted to speak with Cook about the bug repellent.” Reno shoved his hands into his pockets and stood cowed like a boy caught misbehaving, and not like the lord of the manor he was. “I thought it would be prudent to let—”

      “Then you send a missive down, and he will meet you in your office or his office. You do not come down here. You promised,” she admonished, her foot tapping and arms crossed. “I know you have an important guest upstairs. Reno, dear, what are you doing?”

      “I apologise for coming to the kitchen to meet with Cook. I thought it would be expedient if we spoke right away,” Reno explained, his head up. Mrs Dawson raised an eyebrow and kept eye contact with him until he squirmed. “He’s not in any rush. I can easily speak with Cook, and we won’t have to worry about this tomorrow.”

      “Go upstairs and talk with Lord Skylark. Stop avoiding him.”

      “He will accuse me of something that has nothing to do with anything, and there will be yelling. I don’t understand why I can’t find a spell of unbinding. It should be easy.” Reno scratched a horn and shook his head. “I don’t understand why there isn’t anything in the ancient texts.”

      “I’m sure there’s something available somewhere and you will be the one to discover it. You need to be patient. And think of all the mated couples you have helped because of your research.” Mrs Dawson patted his shoulder and turned him to the door that led to main part of the tower. “Now go.”
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      “Were you going to leave me waiting all evening?” Blue asked, lounging on Reno’s settee, his legs dangling over the edge. His hair was tied back in an intricate braid, telling Reno that he had been visiting Phin, his best friend. He wore fitted trousers and a collared shirt—the top two buttons undone. Blue arched an eyebrow at Reno’s perusal, waiting for Reno to finish.

      “I was in the middle of creating something important. I need the focus to complete my task. You would have—”

      “Oh bullshit. You were messing around with something for Cook again. I could hear you stomping around.” Blue sat up, swinging his legs around, and Reno couldn’t stop watching the long legs. “You’re trying to avoid me. Again.”

      Shaking his head to clear it, Reno tried to explain, his heart thumping and nerves making it hard to speak. “I’m not. I… I have two apprentices, and I have to show them… stuff. I cannot just drop everything because you decided to visit.”

      “You could have paused for a moment, Reno. Weren’t we going to try?” Blue pushed strands of hair off his face. “Well, aren’t you going to ask why?”

      Reno hated it when Blue began these baited conversations. Every time he thought he had the answer Blue wanted, he fell into the trap Blue set. Nothing in his voice gave Reno the slightest hint or clue to what Blue wanted. “I believe you would tell me in time what brought you to my tower today.”

      “Goddess, Reno. Answer the fucking question. Stop being so fucking cagey.”

      Swallowing and swallowing again, Reno straightened his shoulders and tried to find the words Blue would accept. “It’s just you normally send a note around stating the reasons. There is usually—”

      “Usually what? This isn’t a test. Holy shit, Reno.” Blue sat forward with his elbows on his knees and his head cocked to the side. “Are you scared?”

      “No, of course not. It’s only a moment of low blood sugar. We should go see what Mrs Dawson has laid out for supper.”

      “Reno, wait. Just wait. Answer me honestly.” Blue pursed his lips and spoke quietly. “Are you scared of me?”
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      Blue stood up and moved carefully to the stiff dragon in front of him. Reno, his beloved fire dragon, one of the most powerful beings in their realm, was inching away from him and refusing to meet his eyes.

      He remembered Reno from before, when he always had his nose in a book, reading or writing in one. Reno’s dark hair had been slightly longer, always falling into his eyes. Blue had been fascinated by the socially inept man. His sun-warmed skin had a fresh glow then, and Blue had absently wondered if it was silky smooth to the touch. Today’s Reno, with his cherry skin and bright orange eyes, was a striking specimen, but it wasn’t his looks that had kept Blue’s attention; it was how he spoke to people—anyone really—and how he listened, always focused on the speaker, never looking away. It had turned Blue on then, and right now, he could feel the thrum as Reno cocked his head to the side, unintentionally giving Blue his focus.

      But there was something odd about Reno lately. His bumpy horns—which Blue found endlessly fascinating—reminded Blue of an old children’s cartoon depicting the human realm’s idea of a devil. Reno’s hands moved restlessly, scratching at every bit of exposed skin, leaving white marks in their wake. Reno had always been, to Blue at least, an expressive person.

      “Of course not. Impossible.” Scratching at his left horn, Reno gave a quick fake smile. “Samson, whom you’ve met, and I are working on certain tangents involving treasures and the different likelihoods of moving on.” Everything Reno said screamed at Blue. It was wrong that Reno was looking to dissolve their connection. It was hella wrong to involve an apprentice human. But the complete flatness of Reno’s statement was the most wrong of it all.

      “Moving on? Why are we moving on? I thought you were working on bug stuff for Cook.” Blue stepped closer to Reno, the man who had royally screwed up his life, and stumbled when Reno dodged, his hand moving to grip the doorknob. “What the hell was that?” Blue growled. Now Reno was starting to get on his nerves.

      “I’m not sure what you mean. Samson and I can work on multiple things. And then there’s Joshua. Have you met him yet?” Reno dodged the question completely and terribly. “Mrs Dawson and Cook will have likely laid out a delicious meal, so we should go partake. I assume you will need your room for the night?”

      “Yes, Reno. Because you and I are going to talk, and it’s not going to be quick,” Blue explained, allowing Reno to lead him out of the room. “And Cook’s meals are always so good and leave me a bit sleepy.”

      “Right. I hadn’t realised they had that effect on you.”

      Blue didn’t think it possible, but Reno’s shoulders were pulled back further and straighter. He couldn’t understand why Reno was so anxious, and it was making him irritable.

      “I will have a word with the kitchen staff.”

      “Reno. Stop. I don’t want it better. I love the food. You know that. It’s amazing, and I go into a food coma.” Blue took a chance and grabbed at Reno’s arm, stopping him before they entered the dining room. “Talk to me.”

      “I never know what to say.” The words were so quiet and lost, Blue could hardly hear them. “And you always attack.”

      Blue wanted to rebut so badly, but the look on Reno’s face made him worry. He wanted to fix Reno’s dismal words, and he couldn’t understand how they got to this point.

      “Come on, boys, let’s get you settled in. Samson and Joshua are sitting down already.” Mrs Dawson startled Blue out of his racing thoughts. She hustled and pushed them until they were sitting in their spots at the absurdly long table.

      The table had had four leaves added to it, making the room feel long and intimate. There was dark wood trim along the door frame and ceiling, which should have made everything gloomy, but whatever enhancements Reno had done, both magic and electrical, made it cosy and comfortable instead. Pedestal lights hung over the table, showcasing the centrepieces and overflowing dishes.

      “You’ll sit beside Joshua. Have you met before?” Mrs Dawson waited until Blue sat down. “Lord
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