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To my mom.

For at a time where many said, “no, you shouldn’t,”

she said, “yes, you can.”




CHAPTER ONE

When You Save the Boy You Hate From Certain Death

FARREN

It was never my intention to be in the business of saving lives, much less responsible for the well-being of dragon riders. I much prefer treating and rescuing dragons over spotting a racing tournament. But alas, here I am, embarking on another long, grueling day on the Murphy racing tracks.

Summer has announced its arrival with a sweltering afternoon. The heat hasn’t deterred an audience though. As I dart from the dressing rooms and to my father’s evaluation station to offer a helping hand, swells of people churn in the opposite direction toward their arena seats. The fifty-foot-high stone columns encircling the placid lake are filling up fast.

Forsen isn’t known for its fashion, but on a racing day that all changes. A few thousand spectators, about half of the population, journey to the town’s outskirts to make a day of the event. Trinkets of metal in the form of hair clips, belts, and thick necklaces adorn every attendee. Bright fabrics flutter around me, the crowd matching their favorite Sprinter’s scales.

Someone bumps me hard enough to jostle my glasses. “Sorry,” I apologize on reflex, but they’re long gone. I’m just glad it’s not one of my many classmates here for the last race of the season to fawn over—I mean cheer on—the few riders who can compete at the championship level. Unless a dragon is by my side to remind people I’m that odd rural dragon sanctuary girl, I’m pretty good at anonymity. Pretending I’m normal. Pretending I’m something I’m not.

Suddenly, the crowd parts and for a moment of delighted surprise I don’t question it, surging forward. Then I see why.

James Murphy and Colm Ditters head this way. At first glance, one might assume it’s Colm who’s most popular and controls the dragon races. He’s tall, blond, and boasts a pair of piercing blue eyes. But if you look closer, everything revolves around James, all eyes on him, flattery thrown like rose petals.

James is broad and stocky, aka perfectly built for dragon racing. Your standard slab of handsome according to other girls our year, but I don’t see how he’s attractive. He’s ugly on the inside and that’s what counts. Actually, more than counts, if you ask me.

I’m not one of his fans.

And right now, I’m faltering, wanting to melt into the throng of people making way for him like he’s a king. But they’ve already seen me, and Colm Ditters nods in greeting. “Hey, Farren, your ears burning? We were just talking about you.”

No doubt an unflattering comment. In fact, I’d rather not know. But curiosity toils deep in my chest. “That’s surprising.” I glance at James. “Murphy talking, that is.”

Colm laughs and nudges his friend like I’ve said the funniest thing. Typically, James only talks to me to critique my crafting, but that’s at school. At tournaments he ignores me completely, won’t even glance my way. However, deep brown eyes fix on me now, and even with an unreadable expression, his discontent at my joke is still somehow palpable.

“We’re making bets on which one of you will win the all-around scholarship for Revers. Want in?” Colm smirks and I know the next words are only going to be worse. “If you bet on James at least you could win some money for tuition.”

Damn, that stings. It’s also nonsensical. No one would bet on me. Everyone knows I’m a copper-crafter. He’s a silver-crafter. If everyone agrees on the victor there is no bet, and moreover, no pot to earn from.

James must notice the illogical suggestion too because he says, “Someone would have to think she’d win for that to work.” A second later he flinches like he’s startled himself. “I mean—”

“We all understand what you meant.” I push past them, but then stop, spinning back. “I don’t need your money.” A wild thing to say standing among the grand opulence of Murphy wealth. Heck, any way I turn lies another facet of their fortune. Dragon stalls to my left, training facilities to my right, then his mansion over my shoulder sitting tall atop the hill, enveloped in silver. And yet, I can’t walk away without telling him that.

James’s gaze sweeps over my brown riding leather and copper breastplate, a blatant but wordless reminder that I’m a Murphy employee today. An employee who wasn’t planning on turning down the end-of-day paycheck. My pride deflates. I’m such a fool.

Finished with his silent critique, James turns and reverts back to ignoring me. Colm’s laugh echoes as my only answer. “Way to piss off one of the spotters. Better not bail out around her post or she’ll let you drown.” He ribs James. “Seriously though, how do you not care that a Revers racing scout is here? You really want the all-around scholarship more than a spot on the riding team? Sometimes I don’t understand you.”

I slow to catch James’s answer, interest clawing at me.

“It’s a good opportunity,” he says, stoic as ever.

It’s the same answer he gave me two years ago when I interrogated him myself. When I stormed up to him at school and—oh this is embarrassing—almost cried. Right when I’d confirmed the rumor of his application, I knew my chances had plummeted—like my heart does now. To win the all-around scholarship we must be proficient in all four categories of dragon education: crafting, riding, training, and medicine. But society revolves around crafting ability above all else. It’s hard not to when dragon metal and crafters’ ability to manipulate it has seeped into every part of life—housing, medicines, and even our clothing.

Once I only disliked the dragon riders, James lumped in as their leader. Now, I hate him in particular. Someone would have to think she’d win. There is self-confidence, there is arrogance, and then there is whatever awful combination James Murphy exudes.

I cut through the dirt of the training fields and the hordes of people still filing in and find my father inspecting a bronze-metaled Sprinter. One thing about summer sunshine, it sure makes a dragon’s metal glow.

“What’s the matter?” Dad asks with one look at me.

I adjust the copper breastplate as if tightening the metal around my torso can contain and hide all my insecurities. “Nothing.”

“Want to help me with check-in evaluations? I could use my best assistant.” He grins.

“I’ve told you that joke is getting old.”

His grin widens. “Best and only don’t always mean the same thing—”

“But in your case, they do,” I finish for him. My father is so sappy. And I love him so much. For the next hour the world rotates back to its usual tilt. My father, the greatest dragon veterinarian in all of Forsen, and I, his only assistant, taking care of these magnificent animals together. Old hay musk, lizard breath, and all.

Of course, there is no escaping James Murphy forever. He arrives like the rest of the riders, a Sprinter named Hort by his side.

He looks at me like he always does, as if holding in an insult. I hold in my own choice words and greet James’s dragon instead. Hort swings his crocodile eyes toward me and taps his feet in excitement like a toddler. I smile at the contrast between rider and dragon. When a thousand-pound creature is friendlier, you know you have problems. Dad and I go through the typical procedures. Measuring him and then examining his wings, his joints, his teeth. I even pull on the buckles of the saddle to make sure the leather straps are secure, but not too tight.

“He looks good, James. Like a champion. We just need to check his metal,” Dad announces.

James whistles, one high note. “Hort. Shield.” It’s always majestic watching a dragon transform. Blink and you’ll miss it quick, silver metal jets out and coats every scale, a sheath of armored protection. The once orange-scaled beast now stands before us as a wall of impenetrable metal. Nothing can pierce dragon silver, except dragon silver. And in this form, nothing could stop the dragon except a silver-crafter.

Every dragon can fortify themselves in a type of metal though. It’s Hort’s perfect obedience that’s truly novel. These two facts have never added up. James being decent enough to train such a well-behaved dragon. And Hort actually liking James. That training didn’t come with a firm hand, but a loving one. Unusual for a Sprinter placed in the races, pushed to rely on their fear.

While my dad examines Hort’s wings, I pat his neck before sliding down his side to feel each of his joints again. I have to get down on all fours to check his claws and the underside of his feet. If a scale, especially a metal scale, is growing oddly it can cause excruciating pain. This means I’m on all fours right in front of James Murphy. Normally, riders backstep and allow me room to work. Not Murphy. Never Murphy. He’s a perpetual hoverer.

I refuse to look up, willing him away. “Excuse me.”

Instead of moving, James crouches beside me. Anyone else, and I’d assume it was concern for their dragon. But this is John Murphy’s son. So, I know what this is—questioning my competence.

After hearing what he and Colm think about me and the scholarship, maybe it’s more than my competence. Maybe he truly is classist. Society constantly reminds us of crafting hierarchy. If you’re half-decent you don’t judge people for that. An iron-crafter isn’t inherently lesser than a tin, or a tin lesser than a copper. But I find silver-crafters, at the top, never fail to look down on those they deem beneath them. Colm Ditters probably only makes the friendship cut because his family is on the brink of social climbing from bronze to silver.

I know for a fact James still looks down on all of us, and me in particular. An old friend of mine, Cara Moore, overheard James once telling Colm and other riders that I was a worthless know-it-all, a copper nobody, and if anyone thought I was attractive they’d might want to get their eyes checked. So yeah, classist and a conceited jerk.

“Can I help you?” I ask, still somewhat aghast he’s on the ground with me for no reason.

“Just watching.”

I inspect Hort’s last foot. Then because his words still burn from earlier, I whisper, “Don’t think you can beat me in medical just by watching.”

“I know.”

Oh, so he knows. Can he be any more infuriating?

It’s times like this I want to ask why again. Because “good opportunity” still doesn’t make sense to me. That’s obvious. A full scholarship to one of the only universities in Toulin that specializes in dragon-related jobs, who wouldn’t consider that a good opportunity? But why go for the all-around scholarship? Why take the one thing I need and want more than anything when his parents could pay the tuition three times over and not bat an eye? Plus, James could get recruited into the racing team and earn a free ride that way. Most likely that racing scout perches in one of the viewing towers now, eager to jot down his name. Who am I kidding, they don’t even need to write anything. They probably have his offer letter ready, and we still have one last year of school.

“Why—” I start.

“Something wrong?” A hard voice slams into us. I flinch. More surprising, so does James.

Mr. John Murphy, James’s father and owner of what feels like the whole town, stands before us. He’s not exactly tall, but damn does he cast a long shadow.

“No, Hort’s good to go,” I announce while I look over to Dad to make sure the head and the wings got his approval.

“Hort’s really growing.” A hidden meaning lies in Dad’s tone and I try to decipher it. Hort is growing, but he’s three and still within the measurement limits of racing Sprinters. Height eighteen and a half hands and wingspan forty hands according to the notes I just logged. Hort likes the attention. As we stare, he raises his head higher. Cute little show-off. Probably learned that from his owner. The show-off part, not the cute part, obviously. James tenses at my father’s words though.

“If there are no issues, get going then,” Mr. Murphy’s hard voice rumbles.

James reaches for Hort’s lead, but freezes and his eyes close.

My dad tilts his head. “Your arm hurting?”

I look down at James’s arms. Dad’s right, one is stiff. James clenches his fist as if in anger. Or maybe that’s pain. “Dr. Burke should be in the medical tent,” Dad continues. “It’s not only dragons who need a checkup every now and again.”

“I’m—”

“He’s fine,” Mr. Murphy informs us. Why does it sound like a threat though? Like drop it or else.

My dad is a lot of things. Friendly, passionate, a pushover, some might say. But he always gets the hint. “Glad to hear it. Good luck, James,” Dad adds warmly, as if he enjoys the races at all.

As soon as father and son are out of earshot, Dad tugs me toward him. “Farren, watch for James and Hort out there.”

“Should we not have passed Hort? Did you sense something?” I recall the way his scales felt. Bones and joints in good condition. He produced his armor of metal seamlessly.

“It’s a gut feeling. Just … watch out for them.”


[image: ]

Twelve Sprinters hover above the crystal blue lake, awaiting the releasing bell. At the start every dragon wears their natural scales, and a rainbow of color glistens in the sunshine. From my vantage point I can only see the dragons’ bellies though. A certain orange dragon on the far outer edge of the group draws my attention. I shake my head and fiddle with Daphine’s reins. As an official spotter I’m supposed to watch out for everyone, not just James Murphy.

Daphine turns her slim blue head as if she can read my thoughts. And the judgy look in her eyes tells me she’s unimpressed.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I huff. “I’m doing my job.”

The bell peals, the audience above me roars, and a dozen dragons bolt forward. Wings expand and beat the air, then level out to glide around the first corner. It’s there the talent separate. James is always in the leading pack, but never the leader—until the last straightaway. Damn, I even know his strategy. Dad really got into my head and now he’s all I can focus on.

I force myself to watch the other dragons. Cara’s in the back fighting to avoid confrontation. A few riders dip under the main pack to try to gain an edge. Colm’s one of them, taking the next straightway hard and fast.

A part of me yearns to fly as well, to glide alongside those twelve other racers. But the races aren’t simple entertainment. I mean, yes, they are entertainment. The flapping banners and cheers of fans filling the sold-out arena evidence enough of that. But races are also another economic ploy to acquire dragon metal. Entice dragons to be terrified so they use their metal and thus shed more. Which means some riders encourage cruelty and violence.

Barreling toward the third curve where I’m stationed, two dragons fly too close to one another and their metal emerges. A silver tail whips and bashes into the dragon behind and that Sprinter falls back with a howl. I flinch. Hopefully, not a broken jaw. Thank god dragons don’t breathe fire like the myths depict or we’d be dealing with more than shattered bones.

They are all about to enter my curve of the track and I tense. The patrol, another type of spotter who flies beneath the race, hangs back to provide a safety net to the dragon in distress. I can tell every other spotter’s focus is pulled in that direction as well. Mine too, until my father’s words tug at me to look toward James again.

That’s why I notice the wobble. When Hort falters, I jerk to attention. Wing spasm? James can fix that though. He might fall out of the leading pack, but he can ease Hort’s flying pattern and—

Before I can finish the thought, Hort drops. Right in front of me.

It’s not every day you watch the boy you hate plummet through the air on his dragon. All my emotions knot and twist as James Murphy keeps spiraling. Gleaming silver metal grows over each of Hort’s scales indicating one thing—terror.

Onlookers shout and scream. All eyes are aimed at the tournament favorite falling out of the sky for no apparent reason.

My whole body tightens. Beneath me, Daphine grunts. “Come on,” I whisper. He’ll right himself. He’ll get back control. Half my job as a spotter is knowing when to act. I shouldn’t interfere until—

James and Hort flail past my eyeline and toward the lake below. He’s not going to make it. He isn’t going to bail off Hort either. He’s going down.

I yell. Don’t even know if it’s a command or an outburst of my shock. But Daphine heeds my intention, nonetheless. She throws herself from our spotter perch and into the air. As her wings tuck into a dive, her own copper metal sprouts and encases her scales in preparation for impact. Wind lashes, sunlight scorches, but that’s nothing compared to the fear pumping through me. Too late, it shrieks. Too late.

James crashes into the water. A thrashing torrent of beating wings.

And I crash right behind.




CHAPTER TWO

When Deciding Your Future

JAMES

I remember most everything about my fall except the fifteen minutes where apparently Farren Walsh hoisted me out of the water and gave me mouth-to-mouth. I replay that fact in my mind over and over. Farren Walsh. I had to drop right at her spotter station. And I can’t remember a thing. I bury my face into my pillow. I can’t catch a break. I wasn’t sure I’d survive. Now, having been saved, I don’t think I can endure the embarrassment.

My arm aches, pulling me back to my senses and the bigger problem at hand. The race was only yesterday, but everything has changed. It’s dusk and for once my house lies quiet.

The door creaks as my mom enters. For a moment we stare at one another like strangers. The shadows hide the blaze of her red hair and the swarm of freckles scattered across the bridge of her nose and cheeks. “Were you sleeping?”

“No, just …” I can’t tell her how much I’m trying to will myself to remember a certain fifteen minutes. “Thinking.”

“I brought tea.”

“Oh.” That’s unexpected. I’ve been brewing my own silver teas since I was thirteen. Don’t assume anyone will craft it for you, Dad always says, typically right after Mom or I hand him a mug. “Thanks.”

She passes me the full warm cup, flakes of silver dragon metal infused into the liquid in order to heal my broken arm faster. I down the medicine in one go. I’ve been forced to chug the stuff so much today my mouth tastes metallic.

“How are you feeling?” she asks.

I adjust the sling. “I’m okay.”

Mom hesitates before snatching me into a hug. “James, I—” My heart hammers. Now, we’ve veered into more than the unexpected, but downright rare. Is she going to apologize? Admit that—

“Let’s not lie anymore,” she whispers.

I tuck into her shoulder, not used to hugs. Her silver-threaded dress is so much scratchier than the pillow. A part of me wants to say, “You first.” But then she continues. “I’m so scared,” she confesses. She pulls away quickly like now that she’s let the truth be known there isn’t any time. “I talked with Aunt Roisin up in Hardsill. She’s willing to take you for the summer. After that—”

“No.” It’s automatic, panic outlining my true feelings. Hardsill is Toulin’s biggest and most illustrious city and where she grew up. I thought my mom might try to ship me across the country, so I already have an argument and possible solution at the ready. “I want to stay near Forsen. I need to stay near Hort.”

“James,” she breathes. “That dragon isn’t more important than your life.”

My life. As in, if I stay here, I might lose it. That’s how scared my mother is, that’s what she thinks might happen. A chill runs through me, and my arm throbs. There’s an entirely different fifteen minutes I’d rather have wiped from my memory.

“Hort is being treated on the Walsh Sanctuary. What if I stay there, with them?” Saying it aloud feels explosive, the tension in my heart a striking clock. I scan her face, needing to catch her reaction before she schools her features.

“The Walshes?” Her expression does change as she mentally calculates the hour-long drive out of town and to the rural sanctuary. Much better odds than the minute it takes my father to charge down the hallway.

“Dad will have me check in on Hort and the Walshes every week anyway. Instead, I’ll just ask to stay there, work for them on the sanctuary. I heard Dr. Walsh was looking for a summer hand. We can tell everyone I’m interning.”

“I’m not worried about what people will say.” That’s a first. A big first. “Why would you ever want to work …?” A few strands of red hair fall from her bun as realization dawns across her face. “Is this about the all-around scholarship? You’re still hung up on that even after—?”

I go still as her eyes pin to my arm. Not my first sling or cast. But it feels like it. “I’ve told you I’ve already submitted my application.”

“I know,” she sighs. “But I wish you’d—”

“You said it was better than riding.”

“It is.” She sounds defeated. “It is better than riding.” I’ve only heard her admit that opinion here, in the quiet confines of my room. The first time, two years ago, still rings in memory. Those words brought me hope, a hope for a different future, a different path.

I can feel her agreeing with me. There’s only one piece of the puzzle I can’t do alone. “I need help convincing the Walshes to give me the job and take me in all summer.”

Her eyebrows knit. “The Walshes have worked for us for years.”

With, not for. Dr. Walsh is a veterinarian we hire, not someone my dad can boss around or throw sterlings at. That distinction is key. The Walshes aren’t swayed by money. Talent, real talent, can’t be swayed by money.

“We’ll persuade them,” she promises in that cold tone of hers, the one she learned growing up in Hardsill, where being neighborly meant something quite different. “In fact, it will be easy. We just don’t let them say no.”




CHAPTER THREE

When the Boy You Hate Comes to Live With You

FARREN

I don’t know why, and I don’t know how, but for some reason after I saved James Murphy’s life, I’ve been able to sense when he’s staring at me. Probably because he’s never subtle about it.

So even though I’m in the vast fields of my family’s dragon sanctuary, dozens of miles outside of town, five feet off the ground atop Hort—that eerie feeling that I’m being judged from roots to boots creeps down my spine. I twist in the dragon saddle, already chastising myself. James Murphy didn’t come all the way out here. He’s not standing behind you critiquing your technique while you ride his dragon.

But I turn anyway, and lo and behold, he is standing there, all good posture, windswept auburn hair, and freckles. He’s even sporting that smug closed-lip smile he refuses to leave home without.

I’m not the type to yell or even gasp. But I do flinch. In fact, I flinch so badly adrenaline-soaked fear pricks across my skin and Hort encases himself in silver.

Hort whips around, ready for whatever scared me. When he sees James, chaos reigns as the two-thousand-pound dragon beneath me recognizes his rider. The silver recedes as swiftly as it came, leaving his natural bright orange scales in their wake.

Then I have all of two seconds to panic before I’m flung off Hort’s back in his pure excitement. Pain and dirt bite into my shoulder before training kicks in and I tuck and roll. Righting myself into a crouched position, I’m only ego bruised and embarrassed red. My glasses have fallen off though, and anything not ten feet in front of me blurs. Unfortunately, that means eight feet away I can still make out James staring, the smugness turning to a judgmental wince.

My stomach flops. There’s no denying it. He really is here. And he really just saw that. We remain staring at one another, me kind of glaring, as Hort leaps at James like a horse-sized puppy. There’s nuzzling, spinning, and even cute wing flapping.

James strokes Hort’s head and the dragon’s scales puff out in happiness. Shards of silver metal still flash over his orange scales, indicating Hort was truly frightened when I flinched. I forget how sensitive racing dragons are until I see them startle at their own shadow or sheathe in metal at being patted the wrong way. Sadness pings in my chest at the stinging memory of him fully silver plated when he fell through the air two weeks ago.

“Hey, buddy. How’s the wing?” James asks.

I jump to my feet, thinking of Hort’s injuries, how all that uncontrolled wing flapping is going to tear open the stitches my father and I spent hours on. “Not going to get better if we can’t calm him.”

James whistles, a sharp high note. Once he’s captured his dragon’s attention, all he needs are two words, “Hort. Calm,” and the creature bred for the brutality of racing halts all movement.

Damn, I’ll admit it. That’s impressive.

“Why are you here?” I ask. It’s hard to imagine James just drove an hour to the outskirts of civilization. Pastures stretch between the only two buildings in sight, my house and the barn. Nearby the ocean beats at pillars of black stone piled atop one another until they descend into angry surf. People don’t call this place the cliffs of isolation for nothing.

“They sent me to come get you.”

“They?”

He ignores my follow-up question. I guess I can surmise he means my parents and that he ventured here to check on Hort, review his progress, then report back to his strict father. With summer in full bloom, maybe this won’t be the last check-in. What an absolutely horrifying thought.

His eyes rove over my dirty frame. “That was a strange dismount. You okay, Savior?” Of course he says you okay like he couldn’t really care less. And of course he’s still touting around that two-week-old nickname.

I brush off muck and grass from my riding pants, tightening the straps on my leather chest guard out of sheer irritation. “I’d believe your sincerity more if you had helped me up.”

James steps forward like he can suddenly remedy his rudeness. A crunch of glass rings out. We both look down to his shoe crushing my glasses beneath his foot. For a moment all lies still, my reaction delayed. His too apparently because his foot slowly lifts like that can fix it.

My eyes hook into his. “Did you seriously just …?”

“I—I didn’t see them.”

“Says the guy with perfect vision.”

“I didn’t purposely break your glasses, Walsh.” He leans down to gather their remains and I jolt, not wanting him touching them. He beats me to the mess of glass and now we’re both kneeling in the grass like two kids digging for mud pies.

He holds out the black frames I’ve had since year nine, the ones I painstakingly infused bits of copper into for emergencies like this. James notices the embedded copper at once, because of course a silver-crafter would notice simpler metalworking. “Is this copper? I can—” Without another word, his fingers stretch out to craft. The copper responds with ease, snaking over the broken bridge and fastening to another piece. Seamless. Perfect.

“There. Fixed.” The typical smug pride of James Murphy shines on full display. Absolutely awful.

“I could do that myself,” I bite out as I snatch my glasses from him. The frame repair job is perfect. I should break them in half to spite him.

“Yeah. But …”

But he thinks he could do a better job because he’s higher class than me. The metalwork isn’t the problem here though. Even James sees the main culprit, left lens thoroughly cracked. So not fixed. “I’ll buy you a new lens,” he supplies.

Because James Murphy can buy himself out of anything, even an apology. One he has yet to give, by the way.

“I don’t need your money.”

“Doesn’t that sound familiar,” James half sighs, half huffs.

Hort nudges James shoulder, upset he’s not the center of our attention. Or maybe he knows James’s last remark relates to him. How the Murphy family has been trying to buy our sanctuary for rescued dragons and transform it into a training and breeding facility. It’s simple economics. Stealing the metal covering a dragon’s scales, racing them into a state of absolute fear so they produce more metal—it all turns more profit than collecting their metal naturally. Hort’s recovery here is bankrolling us for the next six months.

Hort prods again, hard enough to throw James forward. I catch his shoulders, so he doesn’t fall into me. My left hand snags on the strap of his sling. I never signed James’s cast, but all the hearts and get-well-soons scrawled across the plaster scream of his popularity. I also haven’t been this close to him since I pulled him out of the water during his last race. And we’re close, his mouth right in front of mine.

James’s eyebrows arch. “You trying to kiss me again, Savior?”

The moment comes rushing back, a permanent stain on my memories. The fear. The compressions that didn’t seem to be working. His wet salty mouth when I felt like all was lost.

I refuse to count it as my first kiss. It wasn’t a kiss at all. I was saving his damn life. But it was lips touching lips …

I lurch away, both physically and mentally. I can’t let him provoke me. “Pretty sad if you thought that was a real kiss, Murphy.”

I stand, broken glasses pressed into my palm. “You used to be so quiet before I saved your life. Let’s go back to you not talking to me.”

James rises from the grass as well, more of that amusement etched around his mouth. “I don’t think that’s going to be possible after today.”

“What’s today?”

He looks at me—hard. “You don’t know yet,” he says, surprised. A slice of concern flashes across his face.

“Know what?”

Dad calls from the porch, his voice boisterous yet still muffled by the distance.

I turn, then spin back to James. “What’s going on?”

“That … I think your dad should say.”

His hesitation drives dread into me. Dad wouldn’t have said yes. He wouldn’t have given into Murphy’s demands and the excessive cash offer. Not with what we have here. Not now. Dad’s life mission is to save as many dragons as possible. He wouldn’t concede to helping the races expand when they’re one of the reasons these wonderful creatures are being harmed, their lifespan cut in half.

I quickly tie Hort to a dragon post. We received one silver-plated pillar for Hort specifically and he nibbles on the metal like the youngling he still is.

Without another word to James, I stash my glasses in my back pocket and run. As I near the house, my vision focuses. One of the Murphys’ fancy metallic silver cars sits parked on the gravel drive, the ultimate status symbol gleaming in the sunshine. It appears out of place alongside our small old house, porch chipped, off-white paint peeling. My family aren’t fancy car people. Us Walshes aren’t even acquainted with fancy car people. Well, I guess we do know the Murphys. But they have only ever come here the once.

Anxiety builds in my belly.

I linger on the porch to shed my chest guard and rip off my muddy boots, frayed laces abandoned for quickness. The leather and metal clasps thunk against the wood. Right when I open the screen door, James waltzes in like he owns the place. Typical rich guy behavior.

I’m three steps behind him, rushing into my own living room to find our parents. There’s Mom, all gracious and warm honey grins. Jeffrey, Dad’s right-hand man and dragon trainer, clutching his hat, the one article of clothing that never leaves his person. Then Dad himself talking with the Murphys, both well shined like their car.

I smile, letting relief drown out my anxiety. Judging by the jovial scene, this could be good news packaged in metallic silver. I’m far too much of a worrier, as Mom keeps reminding me. Though no use wondering where I obtained that particular trait as she eyes the grass stains and dirt on my billowy white blouse. I look half-run-over. The embarrassment rushes back. A dragon hasn’t thrown me in a very long time. And I need to prove my skills if I’m to continue to care for Hort.

“Good. James somehow persuaded you to get off that dragon. Come.” Dad waves toward the little love seat, the only chair left unoccupied. No way am I sitting there next to James, squished together tight. Plus, Mom would kill me for ruining the upholstery. I can’t tell if the commotion of visitors devoured Dad’s awareness or if he’s just that used to me being a literal mess on two legs. Though at our entrance, everyone stands anyway. Crisis averted.

“Sorry, I’m a little mud—”

Before my mom can agree and direct me to change, James’s mom hugs me tight, no consideration for her fluttering robin’s-egg blue skirts, silver threaded at every seam.

“You remember Farren, our daughter,” Dad says, unworried that I might have destroyed an article of clothing worth more than a custom dragon saddle. Mom looks ready to apologize for the brown stain, but Mrs. Murphy is so unbothered it becomes a game. Whoever points it out first loses.

“How could I ever forget the girl who saved my boy’s life.” She reaches for me again and squeezes.

Not to stereotype, but I always found Aine Murphy a bit cold, the picture of how the wealthy of Hardsill dress and look, with metal embedded in every fiber of their coordinated outfits and noses held just high enough to gaze down on everyone else. But it seems when it comes to her son gratitude thaws her intensity. This is another weird consequence of saving your rival’s life. Gratefulness and warmth from the Murphys. In doing my job as spotter, I’ve single-handedly hurled our family relationship from colleagues to … acquaintances.

Over James’s mother’s shoulder I catch his dad glowering, that same pained look of disdain James has inherited. Though while James’s face reads aloof, his dad’s reads cruel. James may annoy me, but his dad scares me.

Mrs. Murphy finally pulls away and cups my shoulders. “I know you and James will get along well,” she whispers. “This will be good. So good.”

“What …?” I don’t know what to ask first. What are you doing here seems a tad rude. And yet, I’m about to risk it when Dad continues.

“James Murphy is going to be our new intern.”

The sentence clangs, off-key and sending wild vibrations down my spine. “Intern?” If there were any intern position, I should know about it, what with me being his daughter and the only “intern” we’ve ever had. Unless he means James is taking the summer hand position? We’ve hung up help wanted ads around town. I even pinned the flyer to the communal school board because I had this silly dream that’s how I’d gain a best friend and real confidant. It’s finally happening and in result I get … a Murphy. I cut to James who’s watching me intently, awaiting a reaction. This is why I’ll have to get used to talking to him.

Oh my god. Is this my fault? Did he only learn about the job because of my loneliness?

No, this can’t be happening. James couldn’t possibly want this. He doesn’t need the paycheck. James’s fame as a rider is only escalating. Plus, with each passing semester it looks more like James will win the one all-around scholarship position to Revers Academy, as Colm so rudely pointed out. So, how does this make sense for him?

Wait. Don’t think you can ever beat me in medical just by watching, that’s what I’d said to him. And James had answered he knew. He knew! In a few months the culmination of our rivalry for the Revers Academy scholarship ends. Come early fall we will perform before the head crafting teacher, Mr. Moore, and other recruiters. So, I know what this is—a ploy to finally win.

I don’t have many nightmares. This situation just catapulted into my darkest horrors.

“Yes, intern. We need the help.” Dad glances in the direction of the barn and then to the Murphys.

“I know James is looking forward to it.” James’s mother prods her son, wanting a response. Good luck with that. The first time I met James, we were twelve and a Sprinter broke their leg on his father’s dragon tracks and James stood stone-faced, watching. He’s at least part psychopath.

“We’re looking forward to it as well. We have a few breeds here that can be quite the handful.” Dad laughs in easygoing optimism. As if those dragons couldn’t kill an ignorant person.

“All copper, tin, and iron plated though,” James’s dad utters in disdain.

Everyone quiets. Though not wrong—we don’t have any upper-metaled dragons on the sanctuary—those words drip with condescension. While most of the world is constructed in iron, tin, and copper, it’s only bronze and silver metals that have proven health benefits. Simply put, why protect anything not worth their weight on the open market?

Maybe an even bigger question—why trust Hort’s care to us, and access to his silver, when we are but worthless copper-crafters who sacrifice our time to save insignificant dragons? Tension crackles through the room. This is the main reason I despise the Murphys. They always make sure we remember our status two stations below them.

Another piece slots into place. This wasn’t a choice. This wasn’t an “oh we forgot to tell you, Farren.” I look back to the Murphys. This was silver-crafters telling someone lower than them to do what they’re told. The unsaid rings as if it were shouted. Be thankful we even work with you. And for our own peace of mind, let our son onto your land every day so he can make sure you don’t do anything illegal, like bonding with our dragon, touching our silver, trying to climb to our level.

My blood boils. And for the millionth time I want to scream the truth.

“That’s right,” Mom inserts. “Only copper, tin, and iron. And yet still hunted down for mere sport and stripped of their metal.”

I whip my attention to Mom, shocked at her cutting tone. She notices me and wipes her hands with a loose cloth she always has hanging from her belt. I can tell she wants to throw it at me. Here the Murphys are insinuating we’re beneath them, and I’m covered in mud—playing into the part.

Damn it.

“I’d be happy to give you all a tour,” Dad says in perfect diffusion. “It’s been a while.”

Yeah, a while since Mr. Murphy and a horde of trainers and scalers traipsed through the fields, plotting out what each square foot was worth, what they were willing to offer. I still remember their faces falling one by one when my parents said no.

“Another time,” Mr. Murphy grumbles. Mom just insinuated his business is as bad as poaching, so yeah, I don’t see them wanting to stay for dinner. “If this is all settled, we should get going. Aine.” He pulls his wife toward the door. “James, come get your bags.”

I watch them leave, my head bloating like it’s being airlifted. It’s done and decided? Bags? I spin, taking the moment without the Murphys’ direct presence to get to the bottom of this. “Please tell me this is a joke?”

Dad’s cheery demeanor deflates. “We always knew taking in Hort meant someone from the Murphy tracks would check in on us. The Murphys think it makes more sense to have James stay with us while he’s healing. So, they asked that James intern all summer.”

“And by asked, you mean Aine mentioned the idea last week and then just showed up unannounced,” Mom says, not exactly bitter. Mom doesn’t do bitter, as she likes to remind me. But this has to be a close relative because that tone was at the very least acidic.

I was right. They forced us into this. But as my dad’s words echo in my head, I snag on another phrase.

“Stay with us?” I sputter. That wasn’t in the ad’s job description. “Where exactly will he be staying?”

While we’ve been talking, we’ve been making our way outside to say goodbye to the Murphys. As we spill onto the porch Dad jerks a thumb at the barn. “He’s going to live in the loft.”

Time liquefies. All normalcy deteriorates.

Live. In. The. Loft. At each word I pinch my arm. Bad news, I’m very much awake.

The loft is my favorite place, the gorgeous rustic apartment-like rooms atop the barn Jeffrey lives in, the room I can see from here. So close. So very close. Which means in some capacity I have to live with James Murphy. Not for days or weeks either, but months. Three months. This is worst-case-scenario bad.

Out of the corner of my eye, James awkwardly and one-handedly lugs a warm brown trunk out of the back of the metallic silver car. No one would put in this much effort for a prank. And James Murphy is not the joking type. His smiles only know arrogance. I can’t even imagine his laugh because after five years of knowing him, I’ve never heard it.

He’s truly chosen to give up his summer, to live here, in order to beat me. My dislike escalates into hatred.

“What about Jeffrey?” I wave a hand forcefully enough to fling some mud toward the man himself, who has been way too quiet about being evicted. “You’re casting him out after what, twelve years?”

Jeffrey, the best dragon trainer a girl could ask for, laughs, some secret embedded in the sound. “I’m not being cast out, Farren.” His eyes twinkle as he continues with, “Shelly said yes.”

My mind stills. “You mean—?”

“We’re getting married. Moving in together up the road into Mr. Flynn’s old place.”

For a single moment I forget everything else. I’ve been wanting Jeffrey and Shelly together since the day they met on the sanctuary. Giddiness bursts inside me and I holler, throwing myself into Jeffrey’s arms. He expects as much and catches me, spinning me around once before grounding me. And grounding I need because over by his parents James Murphy witnessed my twelve-year-old-girl-like excitement.

And great, now he’s eyeing me like I’m some sort of weirdo. Which isn’t new.

“Tell me everything later!” I demand of Jeffrey.

A warm smile accompanies a promise. “I will.”

I turn back to my parents. “I still don’t … What about Nity?” I whisper urgently as James’s mother talks to her son by the trunk of their car.

Mom sighs and looks at my dad. They haven’t had time to discuss this. They didn’t have a real warning or preparation. They’re as off-kilter as I am. Just doing a whole lot better at hiding it. “James cannot know. It will remain our secret,” Mom reassures.

Fear spikes through me. “How can we be sure? How—”

“Farren. We’ll discuss this later.” Mom’s expression flashes with desperation and then brightens like nothing is wrong as she meets Mrs. Murphy’s eye over my shoulder. “Sorry, what was that, Aine?” she says as Mrs. Murphy approaches. I don’t hear the repeated question, but Mom’s answer rings in bitter clarity. “Yes, we do in fact have a phone.”

It takes all my strength not to lash out. We’ve all had to pretend for our family. Dad fooling everyone with a nod and smile as he gets treated as lesser than. Mom playing the role of mother and wife and nothing else when she is everything—an accountant, a dragon rider, a talented metal-crafter. We let everyone think my father leads the family as a renowned veterinarian, and they forget my mother’s the one who runs the sanctuary. We’ve all learned to diminish ourselves. But never, never, do we have to do it in our home.

Dad tugs me into a side hug. “I know this is a lot, but I think it’ll work out. Why don’t you show him around?” he asks, like he just thought up the most brilliant of ideas.

This may be the problem with not spouting off at dinner every opinion I have regarding my peers. My parents live in a fantasy world where, because I’m polite and cordial, I get along with everyone. Fantasyland is about to burst into flames. Murphy will be the ignition.

In my head I mark the date. For it starts now with this—my parents learning I don’t just dislike some people. I have a nemesis. A nemesis who has every advantage in life and uses them all to play dirty.

Two weeks ago, I saved James Murphy’s life. And to pay me back he intends to ruin mine.

With the hug, Dad finally notices I’m dripping in dirt. “After you show him around, you should wash up Hort and then yourself.”

And that’s it. We’ve gone back to normal, reverting to the language of schedules and chores. Because to keep our secret we have to act normal, preach our plainness. Obeying a silver-crafter is part of that now. Living with James Murphy is a part of that now.

The life destroyer approaches then, footsteps crunching in the gravel confidently, trunk in hand. He doesn’t even glance backward at his parents.

“That was quick,” Mom says, some part of her empathic self wounded by the notion not everyone draws out their goodbyes like seven-course meals.

James’s parents do linger though, standing before the car. “Just one last thing,” Mr. Murphy announces, and his voice demands attention.

“Yes?” Dad says, ever-cheerful. The best of us at pretending.

Mr. Murphy shifts his weight and Mrs. Murphy cuts in. “We just want to make one rule clear. James and your girl will be …” She struggles to find her words. “Friends only.”

I almost object, spew right then and there that I will never be friends with James Murphy. But then Mrs. Murphy’s true meaning vibrates down to my bones. She means no fraternizing. She means …

Mr. Murphy grumbles, finally adding to the conversation. “We expect nothing inappropriate will happen. Metals shouldn’t mix.”

Sex. They are both referring to sex. The flush that flares from cheeks to roots is windburn bad. I sputter. “You don’t need to—” To worry, I’m going to say.

James beats me to an answer. And he does so by looking me in the eye and smiling, an unusual thing. So unusual it takes a second to reconfigure his features dressed up and actually friendly. He has dimples I didn’t know existed. Though, something is off. A split second later I realize why. That smile means one thing.

“I promise. That won’t be a problem.” Then he scoffs, indicating how much of a nonproblem this is.

I think I should be offended. Actually, I know I am offended. While this is a boundary I’m firmly for, my heart beats wild like a caged dragon. Because … well, because …

James keeps the smile, the confident, coy expression. It hits me then. Because that one rule isn’t hard. Not dating me, not even liking me, will be an easy thing.

Which means I’m officially, irrevocably, stuck with him.




CHAPTER FOUR

When the Girl You Like Hates You

JAMES

I just made the most difficult promise of my life. For the next three months I’m going to have to live with Farren Walsh and act like I’m not obsessed with her.

This was my idea in the first place, facilitated by my mom, and yet it all seems foolish now. What was I thinking? Of course I knew nothing could happen. I’ve known that from the beginning. Silver-crafters should be with silver-crafters. What you’re born into is where you belong. It’s the rhetoric of our entire society, shoved down my throat since I first manipulated iron at four.

Yet the weight of my father’s words sealed how screwed I am. I almost laughed as I lied about that not being a problem. Though I think I hid it well enough behind a scoff. But maybe I should laugh because it’s comical how bad my luck is. Finally. Finally, I’ve gained the courage to approach her. This summer I’d even have an excuse to talk to her about Hort. Now everything is on the line and I can’t mess up.

Fortunately—and I’ve never been happy about this fact until now—Farren Walsh hates my guts. Around her I always seem to say the wrong thing. Then I became her main competition for the Revers all-around scholarship, which pushed her from avoidance into hatred. Coming here just made it worse given the way she’s glaring at me. I’m reminded of a lost fifteen minutes. It’s pretty depressing that the only time I’ve been and will ever be mouth-to-mouth with her I was unconscious and on the brink of death.

But I had to come here if I want any of my dreams to be reality. If I truly want to be a dragon veterinarian, I have to learn the skills, and that starts with an internship under Dr. Walsh and then earning a medical degree at Revers.

My parents peel out of the gravel drive without even a wave. I imagine my father’s hard tone still questioning if this is really necessary. I adjust my sling. This broken arm of mine is the only reason I’ve escaped summer training with him.

“Farren will be happy to show you around,” Dr. Walsh says. In answer, Farren turns and trudges back to Hort in an exit that exudes unhappiness.

Mrs. Walsh opens her mouth, most likely to admonish her daughter.

“It’s fine,” I interrupt, grabbing the worn handle of my trunk. “Thank you both for having me. I truly appreciate it.”

“Ah, well, you’re welcome,” Mrs. Walsh says. She wears surprise like she doesn’t experience it often.

I follow Farren before she walks out of sight. Each step spells out how miserable she is. This all came quick. Needed to. However, it seems the Walshes haven’t pieced together her animosity for me. At least that means she must not bad-mouth me at home. That’s good, right?

Stop, I command myself. It doesn’t matter anymore. No psyching myself up to simply say hello. No wondering how to get on her good side. Because there’s no us and never will be. There can’t be.

Hort flaps his wings, spotting my approach.

“Calm, Hort,” I order, followed by a soft whistle so he knows I mean it.

His tail keeps swaying, which is pretty cute. He’s such a good dragon. The first I’ve trained since birth. The first to bring me home a championship. Guilt pierces me noting the outer ridge of his wing tied up in gauze. These last weeks are the longest we’ve been apart. Though as Hort tramples the pasture around him, it’s nice to see him on actual grass and dirt, surrounded by clean air. A place he can stretch those wings.

It’s beautiful here, sun-drenched and green. I’ve never been to the Walsh Sanctuary before, and I’m more than impressed. My father says these wide sweeps of coastal land need his guidance and money. That it’s only a matter of time before the Walshes concede and sell. But to house a dozen or so dragons, to maintain all this land? The Walshes aren’t struggling.

A glint of metal in the grass draws my attention and I bend to pick up one of Hort’s scales. Flipping it I find a small bit of silver, just a moment of his instinctual fear. A waste, my dad would think, since the silver doesn’t cover the entire scale. But here’s the thing. I haven’t seen Hort naturally shed a metaled scale in ages. A part of me forgot dragons naturally do that.

“Oh, I guess we have to collect those …”

I jerk, astonished by Farren’s contemplative tone. “You don’t collect them?”

“I mean sometimes, but …” She shrugs. “You know.” My frown must indicate my ignorance because she keeps talking. “Most scales won’t have crafting metal anyway.”

The implication strikes deep into my heart. Because the dragons here are happy. They have no reason to protect themselves with their metal, shifting into armor constantly like my family’s dragons do.

Suddenly, Hort’s scale feels like a hot coal in my hands, like I’m one of the scalers plucking it off him as he roars in pain. “Here.” I thrust the scale out to Farren. “Keep it.”

“There’s silver in there.”

An idea sparks. “You could practice with it.” I basically grunt the reply though. God, what is wrong with me? Why can I never be normal around her?

Farren eyes the scale, looking half-confused, half-curious. “And that would be okay with you?”

I want to say of course. I know Farren could become a silver-crafter. We’re born with a genetic disposition to crafting based on one’s parents, mainly our mothers, but like any talent, that trait never dictates a person’s entire capability. Farren just needs to bond with silver dragons and then practice crafting their metal. I’d be willing to teach her even, but my father’s outrage blazes in my mind. By handing over this scale I’m essentially allowing her to steal what he considers his property. And even though these rules keep people stuck in an unfair system, he’d argue it’s their own fault. Like not being wealthy and well connected is simply a personal problem.

“It’s okay with me.” I try to appear nonchalant, like it’s no big deal. Like I wouldn’t get hit for even suggesting this.

Farren pushes my outstretched hand against my cast. “You don’t need to look so nervous, Murphy. I know my place.”

“I—”

She changes the subject. “I’ve got to wipe Hort down. Then wash Daphine.”

I pocket Hort’s scale, hating a part of me is relieved she turned me down. “I can wash him.”

Her eyebrow arches. Damn, I love when she does that. They’re dark, unlike her blonde hair, and she can move them in such expressive ways. Without her glasses on they stand out even more.

“With one arm?” she asks.

“I’ll manage.”

Farren huffs out further skepticism as she unties Hort. Then unexpectedly, my dragon doesn’t barrel toward me. Instead, he nuzzles Farren’s neck.

I go stock-still. “He likes you?” I don’t mean to sound shocked—Hort is the sweetest dragon I’ve ridden, but picky with his affection. To be frank he doesn’t like anyone who isn’t a silver-crafter, and even then, it’s a fine line. When Hort bucked her off this morning, I’d thought Farren had been having a difficult time with him. That I would be needed to help facilitate his recovery. One more reason I begged to be here for the summer.

But it seems the opposite. I’m unwelcome and unnecessary.

Farren looks up. “Why do you seem so surprised? Because he threw me earlier?”

I don’t say anything. I don’t exactly know what to say.

“This morning was because of you,” she continues. “You shouldn’t sneak up on someone like that.”

“I didn’t sneak up on you.” I just didn’t go shouting her name. A mistake around dragons. They like calm and quiet as much as I do.

Farren takes Hort’s lead and starts toward the barn. “How did you convince my dad to take you?” Farren mutters under her breath.

I jog a step to keep up and pet Hort’s chin when he swings my way. “I’m likeable. To everyone except you it seems.”

She startles like I was not meant to hear her. “You know?”

“Know you hate me?” I try not to look dejected. Luckily, I’m good at that. Not letting an inch of what I’m thinking betray me. Living with my father taught me that well
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