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  to all the perfectionists out there—you're already enough









  
  Queen's Curse and Promise


Power and greed

Have turned your hearts black

Try as you might

Time won’t turn back



With our deaths

You have doomed them all

Our realm will crack

While rainbows fall.



Flowers

Wilt and turn to ash

Mountains

crumble and clouds will clash

Hunger

Strikes and buildings burn



Remember

Life is what you earn











Five hundred 

Years filled with gloom

But one by one 

Our magic blooms



One queen

To rule the night

And walk in day



One queen

To rule the land

And heal its wounds



One queen

To rule below

And free the souls



One queen

To rule the air

And calm the storms



One queen

To rule the sea

And rouse the waves



One by one

They will rise and rule

And cleanse the realm

From those too cruel
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  Chapter 1

Elsie

[image: image-placeholder]

From my tower window, I watch my kingdom slowly freeze to death, knowing I’m the only one who could save it, and the only one who never can. 
The irony tastes bitter as tea. Each snowflake that drifts past the glass is another small death, another flower that will never bloom, another child who will shiver through the night. The people below move like shadows through the white-shrouded streets, their breaths forming desperate clouds that dissipate as quickly as hope.
I press my palm against the frost-etched glass, and even through my gloves, the cold burns. The magic that courses through my veins pulses in rhythm with the falling snow, and I yank my hand away. I don’t want to think about the timing. I don’t want to notice how the winters started getting longer around the same time my powers grew stronger.
They pray for their princess to save them. If only I knew how.
I’ve tried everything I can think of. From studying every book in Father’s library, praying to deities who seem to have turned their backs on us, to even hiding in this tower as if distance could somehow help. But the snow keeps falling, and the cold keeps creeping deeper into the kingdom. Sometimes, in the darkest hours before dawn, I wonder if there’s a connection I’m too afraid to see.
Below, a mother hurries past with a bundle pressed close to her chest. A baby, I think, wrapped in every scrap of cloth she owns. She doesn’t look up at my window. None of them do. Not anymore. They’ve learned not to hope for miracles from the castle where their cursed princess hides like a coward. Despite all the help I give the farmers, it’s never enough.
The snow falls heavier now, and I wonder if tonight will be the night I finally find the courage to do something, anything, to help them. But what can one princess do against an endless winter? Perhaps the dragon ambassadors will have answers. Perhaps their knowledge of magic will be what saves us all.
But even as I hope, I can’t shake the feeling that the solution might be closer than I dare admit. Tomorrow I’ll wake again, and the snow will still be falling, and I’ll still be watching my people suffer while something inside me whispers truths I’m not ready to hear.

      [image: image-placeholder]I am a weapon disguised as a princess, and today, I might finally explode. I clench my fists, the familiar prickle of frost at my fingertips. Not now. Not today. With the dragon ambassadors arriving, I can’t afford to let the mask slip. One crack in my façade, and everything—my secret, my kingdom, my life—will come crashing down.
My reflection stares back at me from the ornate mirror, a portrait of perfection that took years to craft. Not a single hair out of place, my eyes carefully blank, my pale skin smooth as freshly fallen snow. My blue dress is perfectly fitted, without a speck of dust. Father would be pleased with the image if he bothered to really look at me. But beneath this flawless exterior, power thrums through my veins, a glacial current threatening to burst free at any moment.
Snow falls from my skin, and I shake my hands to get rid of it. I put on my light blue gloves to warm me up and stop the magic, taking deep breaths as I do. Finally, the prickling eases, though it is harder this year than it has ever been.
A knock sounds at the door, and I suck in a breath. I smooth down my dress, erasing the last remnants of any flecks of snow. “Come in.”
Anna pokes her head in and grins at me. She’s wearing her formal gown to greet the ambassadors, her brown hair braided into a crown. At only twelve, she’s still in the grip of tutors and nursemaids. Much to her chagrin and my delight. The longer I can keep her away from our parents, the better. “Elsie,” she says. “You look beautiful!”
I smile at her. “Thanks, Anna. So do you. Are your tutors bringing you to any of the negotiations?”
She shakes her head, her eyebrows furrowed as she pouts. “No, they’re so mean. I told them it should be part of my education. I think they just like telling me no because they’re unhappy old birds.”
“Anna! Don’t say things like that.”
She rolls her eyes. “Why? They can’t hear me. Besides, it’s true.”
I cover my mouth with my hand, preventing her from seeing my smile. She’s the only one I can semi-relax with, and even she knows nothing about my magic.
Anna lets herself into my room, sitting on my bed with a bounce. “What do you think they’re like? The dragons, I mean.”
I turn back to the mirror for one last check. “I don’t know. We should probably get down to greet them.”
She chatters on, ignoring me. “Laney told me that dragons are the ugliest creatures you’ve ever met.”
I huff out a sigh. “You know Laney can’t be trusted.”
“She knows so much!”
“If you say so.”
“She also told me I have to watch out or the dragons will eat me in my sleep.”
I grin, turning around and putting my hands on my hips. “That’s the first reasonable thing I’ve heard her say. Better be careful before they rip you apart for a midnight snack.”
Father pauses in the doorway. I can’t believe he walked all the way down here. My room is more isolated than the others, and it’s a trek from their quarters. “Elsie. I do hope you will not be so crass when the dragons are here. Our negotiations with them are critical to our kingdom. Anna, where are your tutors?”
My face blank, I incline my head. “Yes, Father. I will mind my words.”
A harried older woman comes to my door. “Anna, there you are. We must finish getting ready.”
“The old bat found me,” she whispers on her way out. “Bye, Elsie!”
My father stares down at Anna’s tutor. “Hilda. Is Anna too much for you?”
Hilda bows deeply. “King Alaric. Of course not.”
Father hums deep in his throat, and Hilda escapes with Anna while she still can. Smart lady. Father looks back at me, his critical eye roaming around the room and studying everything but me. “You remember to keep the curse hidden?”
“Always, Father.”
He nods once, then turns on his heels and stalks down the hall. The click of his shoes echoes until he’s gone. I clench my fists, allowing the anger to rise inside my chest. I grab my tiara and place it on the crown of my head while imagining how freeing it would be to let my powers loose to create a never-ending ice storm. See how Father likes that. Or the dragons.
My people, though, are already suffering. I could not do that to them. Their survival depends on the dragon ambassadors. Their natural knowledge of magic could stop the winters that grow longer every year. Crops can’t grow without sufficient spring, and our food stores become leaner with no end in sight.
No. This isn’t the time for tantrums and silly wishes. It is a time to put aside my own wants for the good of my people.
After all, I’ve kept my magic hidden for this long. What is a lifetime more?






  
  Chapter 2

Elsie
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The main section of the castle in Icewind Peak is bustling with activity. Servants practically run to get the last-minute touches into place. Elaborate ice sculptures decorate tables filled with foods native to our part of Arcanoria. 
Mostly a lot of fish.
I make it to the throne room, where Father and Mother are already standing at the bottom of the steps. Father originally wanted to welcome the ambassadors while sitting on his throne, but his advisor said we want to show respect. Make them like us. We were the ones seeking their help. Father wasn’t happy about it, but complied.
Mother’s lady-in-waiting fusses with Mother’s brown hair, making sure the elaborate up-do is perfect. Father snaps his hand as he’s fussed over by his butler as well.
“Mary,” Father says. “Get these infernal servants out of here. The ambassadors are going to be here any minute. We have to show our strength as a kingdom.”
I take my place next to my mother, standing still and unmoving.
“Yes, darling,” says Mother. She dismisses the staff, who scatter. The door swings open, and Anna and her tutor walk in, followed by Father’s advisor. The advisor’s face is unusually pale, while Anna looks delighted.
She stands beside me as I strain to hear the advisor’s whispers. “...unprecedented!”
Father’s face is stone as the advisor leaves. “Prepare yourselves. It seems they have decided to bring the Dragon Heir.”
“What do we know about him?” I ask.
“Nothing,” answers Father, his voice tense. “No one has ever seen the dragon heir.”
Outwardly, I remain calm, but inwardly, I’m excited. If we show him how bad it is, he’ll be motivated to help. Maybe the heir will even fast track and we’ll be able to start planting now. We’ve had to delay week after week, and now we’re practically into summer.
The doors swing open, and in march two boys carrying flags with the symbol of the dragon realms stamped onto dark green fabric edged in gold. Following the two boys comes a small band blowing bagpipes, wearing kilts in forest plaid.
Lastly, in walks a group of four strong men holding up a palanquin made of pure gold. The carriage part is ornately carved with dark blinds covering the windows. They slowly lower it to the ground, their muscles bunching under their thick shirts. Anna nudges me five times in rapid succession. “Elsie, it’s so cool!”
I hush her, though I agree. Usually arrivals are quieter, dignified. This is loud, brash. In your face. Instantly, I’m on edge. The palanquin doors swing open, and a man bows in front, holding out his hand. The one coming from the carriage is small, feminine.
Is the heir a woman?
My suspicions are confirmed when out steps the most beautiful female I’ve ever seen in my life. She’s wearing an emerald green gown, her auburn hair falling in waves down her back. She glances around, studying our castle, then each one of us one by one.
When her green eyes meet mine, my heart thunders.
A muscle twitches in my jaw, the only outward expression of my inner turmoil.
She’s gorgeous.
Striking.
Her eyes stare at me for one long second. I feel as if my soul is stripped bare in front of her and she can read every facet of who I am. The corners of her eyes crinkle as if she knows what I’m thinking, and she turns away to face my father. When her gaze leaves me, air rushes into my lungs as if I’ve been submerged under water.
My mind blanks completely. What just happened? My hands… They’re shaking inside my gloves. I curl my fingers into fists, trying to regain composure as frost threatens to seep through the fabric.
“Welcome to Icewind Peak,” Father says, his voice distant in my ears.
The woman, the Dragon Heir, nods with fluid grace. “I am Ember, Dragon Heir. I bring greetings from my realm.”
Ember. Her name is Ember. The irony isn’t lost on me. Fire meeting ice. I should be listening to the formal introductions, noting diplomatic details, being the perfect princess. Instead, I’m fixated on how the emerald of her dress makes her eyes burn like living flame.
This feeling... it’s unfamiliar. Unsettling. Like my heart has suddenly forgotten its steady rhythm. Is this fear? Admiration? Something else entirely?
Anna subtly elbows me, and I realize with horror that Father has gestured toward me, expecting me to speak. Everyone’s eyes are on me, waiting.
“I—” My voice catches. Pull yourself together, Elsie. “On behalf of Icewind Peak, we are honored by your presence, Heir Ember.”
The smile she gives me in return only scrambles my thoughts further.
“Thank you, King Alaric, Queen Mary. When my ambassadors informed me they would be descending to your kingdom, I knew I had to come along,” says the woman. She speaks with a brogue accent, and her voice is lilting. She brushes her hair to the side.
Father dips his head. “You are free to explore our kingdom as you please. Sven!”
At his command, Sven steps forward, a young man with dark brown hair. He bows to my parents, then to the Dragon Heir. “Sven has been tasked with accompanying you to wherever you desire,” says Father. “I have placed my utmost trust in him.”
Ember’s eyes twinkle as she looks over at the man. “Pleased to meet you, Sven. I’ll not be requiring your services.”
Sven’s eyes widen as he glances back and forth between Father and Ember. There’s never been an ambassador who’s turned down Sven. Usually, they request more than just his help. My father’s neck turns a shade of purple.
Ember waves her hand. “No, I require a member of your family. I am royalty, and will need to know how your royalty functions.” She gestures to my mother. “Are you available, Queen Mary?”
Father’s skin is shaded up to his ears now. “Excuse me—”
“I see, she’s busy,” says Ember. She grins at Anna. “Young princess, you must be with your governess.”
Her eyes land on mine, a knowing look in them. “In that case, it falls to you, Princess Elsie?”
Anna squeaks beside me, and I covertly step on her toes.
Ember’s eyes twinkle as she faces my father. “I request Princess Elsie to guide me through your kingdom.”
“But,” says my father. He cuts his sentence off, a tic in his jaw. He’d never lash out at the ambassadors, but I notice it. “Seeing as Princess Elsie is finished with her tutoring, that is acceptable.”
“Perfect.” Ember smiles with a glint in her eye. “Show us to our rooms. We have traveled long to be here to assist you.”
I don’t miss the way she emphasizes the fact that they’re doing this as a favor to us. Father snaps, and a servant rushes over. She leads the dragon party out of the throne room. My shoulders remain tense. Something is brewing. I can always tell with Father. It’s like an itch between my shoulder blades.
“Out. Everyone. Now,” he says, his voice firm. “Except Elsie.”
Ah. I was right. I steel myself, waiting.
“You get to spend time with a real dragon!” exclaims Anna as her tutor drags her away. “Tell me everything, Elsie!”
I don’t even grin at her as the door shuts behind her. In seconds, the room is clear, leaving just my father. He steps closer to me, glaring. “Now you listen here, daughter. You keep your magic and your hands to yourself. Do you understand? I don’t care if she’s the dragon heir. I will send you away, just like I did Jane. We cannot have our kingdom show any weakness. I did not spend years fixing the alliances your grandfather broke just to have them crumble because of your curse.”
I curtsy low. “I will be the perfect princess.”
He laughs, a cutting sound that pierces my heart. “You will never be perfect, but at least you can be useful. Get out of here.”
“Yes, Father.” I turn and stride away, making sure my steps are even and graceful. No signs of weakness. No signs of fear.
As soon as I’m in my room, I lock my door. Unable to calm down, I stand in the center, heaving, clenching my fists.
Jane was a friend from the village. She and I developed a friendship years ago when her mother worked at the castle. Then it turned into something more. The day Father found out, I thought I was going to die. Especially after I saw the way his eyes burned into me. The next day Jane was gone, and I vowed to never have any relationships again. Friend or more. Remembering my fear, I scream, whipping my hand around. An icicle flies from it and pierces my wall.
Ugh.
I’ll have to fix that before anyone sees it.
I collapse onto the floor, dropping my head into my hands. How in the world am I going to stand being near the Dragon Heir for days? If I feel unhinged without even talking to her, how can I survive?
Lock it away. That’s what I have to do. For the sake of my kingdom, for the sake of my people.
For the sake of my heart.






  
  Chapter 3

Elsie
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The next day, I ask for breakfast in my room early. If I have to be escorting a dragon heir around all day, I need to be at my peak. 
If only I had slept better last night.
Nightmares of losing control of my magic in front of the dragon heir kept me tossing and turning until dawn shone through my window.
The maid knocks on my door, walking in after my response. I stare blankly at her as she eyes the new decor on my wall that covers my mishap from yesterday. It’s just a plain piece of paper with no drawings on it at all.
She places the tray beside me, and I wave her off after thanking her tersely, but still politely. None of the servants know about my magic, either. It’s too dangerous. Father said they would spread the news like fire, and we’d never hear the end of having a cursed princess. If I survived, that is.
The Council might even try to take the throne from Father. They're advisers handpicked by my father, or who bribed their way in. Though they would love a chance to seize the crown from Father and declare themselves in charge.
Father will never let that happen.
I bite into my food, careful to keep any crumbs off my dress. While I eat, I plan for the day. The Dragon Heir, I avoid thinking her name, wants me to show her around the kingdom. I glance outside. Slight flurries are falling from the sky. I grin. Perfect. She can see how frigid it really is.
Although, does it snow in the dragon realms? We don’t have much information about them. Most assume they nest on the mountain peaks, which would be freezing. We’re the highest city in Arcanoria, and winters here are brutal.
Not that I mind the cold. We’ll see if the dragon heir does.
Speaking of which, I check the carved wooden clock on the wall. It’s time. With a sigh, I stand and study myself in the mirror one last time. No food in my teeth, no hair out of place. Perfect as expected.
I leave my room and head downstairs to the meeting spot. The dragon party should be there any minute now. When I make it to the throne room, I’m surprised to see not a soul there. Confused, I glance at the clock at the far end. Yes, I’m on time.
I walk to the bottom of the stairs and wait.
Five minutes later, I’m still waiting.
A pair of servants rush by, whispering urgently. I catch the words “bread riot” before they see me. After a quick bow, they flee.
Ten minutes later, nothing. I clench my jaw. Should I find them?
Finally, at twenty past our appointed time, the dragon heir bursts in through the doors. She’s wearing a deep green dress again, but this one is in a more practical cut. Her wild hair flows behind her as she strides in. “Och, sorry I’m late, dear. We were eating and then couldn’t find our way in this blasted castle.”
“No trouble at all,” I say, my voice smooth.
Her eyes narrow as she studies me. My pulse quickens before I surreptitiously slow my breathing. “Of course not. Let me introduce you to everyone.” She points to the man behind her. He’s tall, with dark gray eyes and ashy blond hair. “That’s Jeremy. He’s the Dragon Ambassador. And these are the twins, Talia and Tansy.”
Two women step out from behind Jeremy, identical down to their matching outfits, simple but elegant dresses in deep purple. The fabric drapes gracefully, with a subtle sheen that suggests expensive silk. The only difference between them is their hair. One wears it in an intricate braid, a complex pattern that weaves strands of chestnut brown into a rope-like structure cascading down her back. The other lets hers fall loose around her shoulders, the same rich brown waves framing her face. Their expressions mirror each other perfectly: slight smiles that don’t quite reach their eyes as they assess the room with identical watchful gazes.
Ember points to the one with the braid first. “Tansy assists Jeremy with all his diplomatic duties.” Her finger moves to the one with loose hair. “And Talia helps keep me organized, though she’d tell you it’s more like herding cats.”
“It absolutely is,” Talia says with a wink. Her voice carries a musical lilt similar to Ember’s, but softer. Both sisters have striking amber eyes that seem to glow.
“We’re honored to meet you, Princess Elsie,” Tansy says while her sister nods in agreement.
“The honor is mine,” I say, keeping my tone even. Despite their identical features, there’s something different in how they carry themselves. Tansy stands straight-backed and proper, while Talia has a more relaxed posture that matches Ember’s casual attitude. “I trust your quarters are satisfactory?”
“Oh yes,” they answer in unison, then share a look and laugh.
“Though we got a bit turned around trying to find our way here,” Tansy adds. “Your castle is quite the maze.”
“I’m sorry about that. It was built decades ago and hasn’t changed since. It is a pleasure to meet you all,” I say, inclining my head. “Thank you for introducing them, Dragon Heir.”
“No need to be so formal, Elsie. Call me Ember.”
“Thank you. We do not have any knowledge of what the protocols are for a Dragon Heir.” I incline my head.
Ember’s eyes light up at my question, like I’ve offered her the perfect opening. She gestures at the large windows that line the eastern wall of the throne room.
“Would you mind if we walk while we talk? I’ve been cooped up all morning, and dragons aren’t meant to stay inside for long.”
I nod and lead her toward the main doors. The twins and Jeremy follow at a respectful distance behind us.
“A Dragon Heir,” Ember begins, her voice taking on a more formal cadence, “is essentially the second-in-command of all dragonkind. I serve as the voice of our monarch when they cannot attend diplomatic functions, like this one.”
Servants rush by us, ignoring as we walk through the hall.
“I command the royal guard during peacetime and lead our forces when needed, with the monarch’s blessing, of course.” She flexes her fingers as if imagining holding a weapon. “I oversee the training of our elite warriors.”
“So you’re primarily a military leader?” I ask, keeping my voice neutral despite my surprise.
Ember laughs. “That’s just one aspect. I also serve as a liaison between dragon clans and territories. I mediate disputes that don’t warrant the monarch’s attention, mentor young hatchlings with leadership potential, and represent the interests of all dragons to the crown.”
We turn a corner, and I notice cold seeping through my gloves. I quickly tuck my hands into the folds of my dress.
“The most important duty,” says Ember, “is being ready to assume throne duties temporarily if our monarch falls ill or is absent. I’m essentially a living repository of dragon lore and magical knowledge.”
Information about the dragon realms and how they govern aren’t widely known in Arcanoria. It’s fascinating to learn more from the source, so to say.
She stops walking and turns to face me directly. “But there are limitations. I cannot issue royal decrees or change laws. I must defer to the monarch on matters of succession and major policy. I cannot form independent military alliances. Of course, without a queen, the Elders are in charge of that for now.”
Her green eyes seem to search mine for something. “It’s a position of considerable responsibility with limited authority. I must accomplish objectives through influence and relationship-building rather than direct command.”
“That sounds challenging,” I say, genuinely intrigued.
“It is.” Ember’s smile returns. “But it also means I get to travel to beautiful kingdoms and meet fascinating people like you, Princess Elsie. What’s on the itinerary?”
“Today, I’d like to show you the village farms first. They are the ones most affected by the weather changes.”
She raises her eyebrows. “Is that what you’d really like to do?”
My back stiffens. “What else is there?”
She smiles and shakes her head. “Naught for now. Lead on.”
A nagging itch crawls up my spine, like a forgotten word hovering just beyond reach. As I skirt past the huddled group, their whispers fade behind me while I trudge toward the castle’s looming entrance. My fingers brush reluctantly against the heavy wool coat hanging by the door. Father insists I wear a coat outdoors for show even though I love the cold.
I drape it over my shoulders, already dreading the familiar discomfort. Within seconds, beads of sweat begin to form along my hairline, and the thick fabric clings to my arms like an unwanted embrace. “It’s cold. You’ll want to wear a coat.”
Ember laughs, the sound rich and full, sending a shot of desire straight to my belly. “We’ll be just fine. Cold doesn’t bother us.” Her smile doesn’t quite reach her eyes. For the briefest moment, there’s something else behind it. Something lonely.
I turn, but not before I know she catches the surprise that flashes in my eyes. No one’s ever said that. Usually, I hear phrases like, “I hate this snow.” “I hate this cold.” “Why do I live here? I should move to Hibiscus Island.”
The dragon party follows me outside and down the pathway. “We’re headed to the farm nearest the city first. We can borrow some horses to travel to the next one.”
“No need,” says Ember breezily. “We’ll fly there.”
“Ember,” hisses Jeremy.
She tosses her hair back. “I’m not riding a horse when I can fly.”
“As you wish,” I say. “I will ride while you fly.”
“Nonsense,” she says. “You can ride with me.”
“Ember!” exclaims Jeremy. “We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves. Villagers will hunt us down!”
Ember snorts and opens her mouth, but before she can say anything, I interrupt. “The villagers are scared, yes. My father thought about hosting a parade for your arrival, but many protested, refusing to come outside if he did. You will not have to worry about your safety.” I point to the knights following us. “They will keep you safe.”
Ember bursts into laughter as if I’ve said some great joke. “These knights will protect us?”
“Ember!” exclaims Jeremy again.
Ember rolls her eyes, which I barely catch, and pastes a smile on, turning to me. “Of course, Elsie. Thank you for your consideration. We trust you with our safety.”
“We are happy to join you on horseback,” says Jeremy with a slight bow.
“Excellent,” I say. I turn on my heel and head out the grand wooden door. The stable is close to the castle, and the gravel crunches under my feet as I lead us there.
“So, Elsie. How old are you now?” asks Ember.
I don’t understand how it’s relevant, but I answer anyway. The phrase “keep them happy” runs through my mind nonstop. “I will be twenty-two this year.”
“Ah, a wee baby then?”
My shoulders stiffen, and I glance at her. “Excuse me?”
She smiles sweetly with full red lips while Jeremy glares at her. “Do you need me to repeat it?”
“I am not a baby. I am a grown adult, thank you very much.” I twist on my heel and quicken my pace. Immediately, I regret my actions. But then her laugh rings out, a sound like a chorus of bells. Damn her. Keeping my temper in check, I open the stable door. I walk straight to my horse, Starlight. Her coat is deep brown, and she’s the only horse that will tolerate me. The rest sense my curse and keep away.
I don’t blame them.
The stable master provides horses for the crew, and my face stays straight at his struggle. It seems the horses sense the dragons underneath their skin.
“I told ye, Jeremy. Horses will never let us on them.”
An idea pops into my head. “Prepare the sleigh, Lorian,” I say, the command in my voice.
He bows quickly, then works fast to hook up the horses to the giant wooden sleigh next to the building. It has two benches, though they only fit two people each. It’s been in the family for generations, used for royal outings. It should fit all of the dragons, and no one except me will have to ride a horse. It’ll be easier to stay distant, too.
I grab a saddle for my horse when Ember puts a hand out to stop me. Her fingers brush against mine. I suck in a breath at the searing warmth flowing from her, shaking off the touch as soon as possible. “You’ll ride with us,” she says decisively.
“There’s only room for four.” My voice is steady despite the roiling in my stomach.
“Nonsense. Talia was going to stay, anyway. She has correspondence to take care of for us,” she replies with a small smirk.
Talia sighs with relief. “I’m off, then.”
Ember waves her away. She flashes me a wicked smile, gesturing to the sled. “Shall we?”
There’s no excuse I can give without being completely rude. I sit down first, not surprised one bit when Ember sits next to me, while Jeremy and Tansy sit behind us.
Lorian hands me the reins, and without any warning, smacks the horse nearest him on the flank. The horses whinny and move.
We glide down the stone pathway to the city. It’ll take about twenty minutes to get to the farms from there. Ember purses her lips, eyes wandering over the landscape. I do the same, looking at my home with fresh eyes.
The castle is large, having been in Icewind Peak for centuries. Over the years, it’s needed to be fixed up, but the bones have stayed intact. It’s on the highest hill of the peak, with a stone walkway leading to the city section. Though these days, the city is less and less crowded. I’m not even sure it qualifies as a city at this point. In the past, it was bustling with residents and traders from cities all across the realm. Since we’ve had little to offer for trade, our visitors have dwindled.
“How many people live here?” asks Jeremy as I guide our sleigh.
Tansy scratches on a paper with a quill, taking notes. I glance away and keep my answer short. “Around three thousand.”
“Hmm,” says Ember.
I don’t know if it’s good or bad, so I continue to guide the sleigh down the main road, watching the horses’ hooves kick up fresh snow. Buildings loom on either side, their windows dark and empty. Snow piles on wooden window ledges, untouched. No one’s bothered to sweep them clean in months, maybe years.
We pass the bakery where I used to buy treats as a child. Its painted sign hangs crooked now, the cheerful bread loaf faded to a dull brown. Icicles dangle from the awning like crystal daggers.
“Not many shops open,” Ember says, her breath visible in the cold air.
“No.” I keep my eyes forward. A cat darts across our path, ducking into an alley between two abandoned houses. Their roofs sag under the weight of snow, wooden beams groaning. “Most traders stopped coming when the snow started.”
Jeremy leans closer. “And when was that?”
“It worsened three years ago.” The words taste bitter. I remember the day the first unseasonal snow fell. Father said it would pass. It never did.
We roll past the old marketplace square. Empty stalls collect snow where vegetables and meat once filled every surface. A lone figure hurries across the cobblestones, head bent against the wind. Their footprints are the only marks in the fresh powder.
“The cold drove many away,” I say, though they haven’t asked. “Those who stayed...” I trail off, watching a mother hustle two small children into a shop. One of the few still operating, its windows glow with warm lamplight. “They adapted.”
Ember shifts beside me, her heat bleeding through my coat. “And what about those who couldn’t adapt?”
I don’t answer. We pass more abandoned buildings, their walls weathered gray. Some have collapsed entirely under the endless snow, leaving gaps like missing teeth in the street’s smile. What used to be a jeweler’s shop is now just a pile of timber and stone.
The hair on the back of my neck raises. I pause, glancing around. I catch red eyes in a window, but when I look again, no one is there. Uneasiness settles in my stomach, but I ignore it. Nothing’s there, after all.
The horses’ hooves clomp on the stone as we near the edge of town. Ahead, the farms wait, buried under white. Behind us, the city shrinks, a hollow shell of what it once was.
A few citizens bow to us, but the rest run and hide when they see my company. Someone must have told them what the dragons look like; the ones in the sleigh could have been dignitaries from any city. The servants know better than to spread gossip, but it couldn’t have been anyone else.
I grip the reins. I’ll have to tell Father when the dragons leave. The tantrum he’ll throw to find out who will be catastrophic. I look at Ember out of the corner of my eye. Maybe I should tell him now. He wouldn’t dare act like that with the dragons around.
She catches me looking and winks. My cheeks heat, and I turn away, my pulse pounding. Her look lingers like a brand. I came to show her how broken we are, but instead, I’m the one unraveling.
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The road to the farms gradually turns from stone to dirt. There’s been an ongoing project to pave the entire stretch, but with the freezing temperatures, it’s been hard to dig. The sleigh pulls up to the first farm, run by a man named Gareth. He’s lived here for the past 15 years, but every day he tells me he wonders if it will be his last. What’s the point of planting seeds when the spring rains never come? If no seeds are planted, no food is grown, and stomachs become emptier. 
I stop the horses and tie the reins, hopping out of the sleigh. Ember waits, staring at me expectantly.
“Well, aren’t you going to help me out?” Ember asks.
My face remains carefully blank as I offer her my hand. She gracefully accepts it, and the moment her skin touches my gloved hand, it feels like I’m about to burst into flames. The urge to throw off my coat to cool down overwhelms me, but I know I cannot. I can’t risk these villagers wondering why I do not shiver.
Ember’s eyes widen slightly, and it makes me feel better knowing she’s just as affected as I am. That this isn’t a common occurrence for her. I drop her hand like a hot coal and gesture to the house. “This farm belongs to Gareth. He grows carrots and beets.”
We walk up the short dirt path to his house, and I knock on the wooden door. It creaks open, revealing the farmer behind it. He smiles when he sees me. “Princess, what brings you here?”
I step aside to show him the dragons behind me. “We have dignitaries here who would like to see your farm. Could you tell us a little more about what’s going on?”
“Yes, yes. Just let me grab my coat,” he says. He disappears inside before returning, now wearing a thick coat, gloves, and a scarf. He leads us to his farmland, squatting down and scratching the surface with his gloved hand. “Still just too hard.”
“What sort of crop do you grow here?” Jeremy asks.
The farmer glances up at him, confused. “Nothing. The ground’s too hard.” He stands and stomps on the ground. “It won’t take the seeds.”
Deliberately, I fold my hands in front of me. “Feel free to test for yourselves.”
Gareth eyes me. “Folks are angry. If things don’t change soon, someone’s going to break something. Or someone.”
Ember tilts her head at Jeremy, and he and Tansy immediately start examining the soil. While they work, Ember asks the farmer more questions. I tune out, watching the snow on the distant mountains drift down. What I wouldn’t give to be out there, alone and away from all of this. Somewhere I could just be myself and not worry about anyone’s expectations.
The neigh of a horse jolts me from my daydream, and I mentally chastise myself. I know better. When dignitaries are present, I must stay attentive, ever wary of any slip-up, especially on my part.
I turn my attention back to Ember and the farmer. She seems satisfied with his answers and pats him on the shoulder. She calls to Jeremy and Tansy. “To the next one.”
I climb into the sleigh and grab the horses’ reins. Ember sits next to me, a little closer than before. Discreetly, I inch toward the edge of the sleigh. She watches me with a sly smile, as if she knows what I’m doing. Instead of meeting her gaze, I stare at the horses, waiting for Jeremy and Tansy to sit. Once everyone is settled, I get the horses moving.
This one is owned by a woman who lost her husband to disease years ago. She has four children and does her best to manage the farm alone. As we approach her house, I spot a horse with a cart hitched to its back. My heart sinks. I’ve seen this too many times before.
Quickly, I tie the reins and rush to the door. I knock, and a small child opens it.
“Hello, Lily. Is your mother home?”
The woman, Moira, comes up behind Lily. She smiles at me and bows.
“Princess Elsie, I’m afraid you’ve caught me at a bad time. You see, we’re packing up.”
Peering inside, I note the lack of decor and chests stacked near the door.
“You’re leaving?” I ask.
She glances away from me, staring into the distance. Her face is sad, but resolved. “I’m sorry, Princess Elsie. I cannot stay here and watch my children starve. We’re headed to Runevale. My uncle has a farm there and said he could help us out.”
“I understand,” I say, though my mind is whirling. Another farmer gone. Another crop lost. Thankfully, it’s the treasurer’s job to calculate it. I doubt we can afford to import food for everyone.
Ember steps forward. “Would you tell me more about your land?”
Moira raises an eyebrow. “If you’d like. Come on in. I can talk to you while I pack. We’re leaving before dark. Otherwise, I’d sit with you.”
“Nonsense,” Ember says. “We’d love to help. Right, Princess Elsie?”
It’s the last thing I want to do, but I incline my head. “We would.”
“Perfect,” Ember says.
We follow Moira inside. The second I step past the threshold, I shrug off my coat and heave a quiet sigh of relief. Ember watches me, her eyes narrowing as she bites her bottom lip. I ignore her as Moira explains what she needs to do, and we all jump right in. Ember asks her questions while we work, moving easily through the motions. Her eyes, though, keep drifting to the door, like someone afraid of being left behind.
Methodically, I pack away Moira’s home into the chests. Time ticks by as I listen to Ember interview her while I fold blankets and clothes. Some of the questions don’t surprise me, such as when during the year she started planting, and when she would have planted if she had stayed. Others are a mystery, like whether she heard a crow or an owl first when she woke up.
Moira pauses her answers. “Lily, get down from there and help.”
Lily, who had been watching out the window, reluctantly leaves her post and helps me wrap up their dishes. “The man in black with red eyes is out the window again.”
“Who?” I ask. I look outside and see a shadow in the distance. A chill runs up my spine.
Lily shrugs, then talks about how much she hates sharing her doll with her baby sister, distracting me from the mysterious figure.
Our conversation wanes, and Ember joins me. I’m wrapping up the last of the cutlery. A wooden fork snags on my glove, and I freeze. Carefully, I extract it from the fabric.
“Easier to take those off, aye?” asks Ember, nodding at the gloves.
“No,” I say simply. Not at all. If I take them off, there goes my meticulous image that I’ve worked hard to maintain all these years. Without meaning to, or wanting to, I would encase this entire house and everyone in it in ice.
The chests are full, and we help Moira load them onto her cart. She loads up her children, wrapping them in a blanket. “Thank you, Princess Elsie. Sorry we couldn’t do more. My babies are my priority.”
I raise a hand to wave goodbye. “I understand.”
She tugs the horses toward the road, their hooves leaving trails in the dirt and snow. If only Father had agreed to ask the dragons to come sooner. His stubbornness in refusing to see the problem has made it worse. How many more families will leave before no one remains but us? King Alaric, ruler of one wife and two daughters, and a ton of snow.
“It grows late.” Jeremy stares at the sky, a grim expression on his face.
“Aye,” says Ember absently, her eyes still on the retreating carriage.
My stomach grumbles, and Ember whips her head at me. “Time for food?”
I incline my head. “If you prefer. I can take you to the rest of the farms, if not.”
An eyebrow inches up. “Ye’d rather show me farms than eat?”
“Yes, if that’s your preference.”
Ember watches me for a second before barking out orders at Jeremy and Tansy. “Get the sleigh ready. We are to eat in the city.” She faces me. “I don’t need to see more. We will return to the castle.”
My shoulders relax with relief. That means I can get away from her. One more meal, then freedom.
Well, as free as I can be.
I guide the sleigh through the snow-laden streets. If Ember can’t help us, no one can. And if she leaves… I’ll freeze before I let her see me break.
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In the city, Jeremy stops in front of the last bakery still open. We park the sleigh next to the crumbling building. 
“What would you like to eat?” he asks.
“They have fantastic pastries here,” I say. “Ones with eggs, cheese, and potatoes. They’re very filling.”
Jeremy and Tansy hop off the sleigh and head inside, the wooden door scraping against the floor as it opens.
“This place could use some work too,” murmurs Ember as she studies the building.
“Yes,” I reply. “It’s hard to find someone able and willing to maintain it in these trying times. The endless winters have caused more and more people to leave. In case you hadn’t noticed, Icewind Peak isn’t bustling like it has in the past.”
I want to tell her how most villagers are kind and generous. How there are lights in the sky at night that we celebrate on the winter solstice. But I also want her to help us.
Ember folds her arms and taps her fingers thoughtfully. She says nothing more, and we sit in silence for a few minutes. In the alley, a man pounds on a boarded door. “No more hoarding!” he shouts. Knights grab his arm, dragging him home.
The city isn’t just crumbling. It’s cracking.
I’m about to ask Ember a question about what they can do for our farms when one of the city dwellers approaches us. He sneers at Ember. “So, you’re the dragons, then?”
Ember smiles serenely. “Yes.”
“Nasty monsters,” says the man, spittle flying from his mouth. “Eating my sheep and goats.”
Ember’s smile widens. “I don’t prefer snacking on livestock anymore. I find my tastes have grown toward more humanlike creatures.” She bats her eyes at the man, and he turns pale, mumbling about needing to check on his goods. He skedaddles without a backward glance.
I sigh and turn to her. “They’re already afraid of you. You don’t have to amplify it.”
Ember lifts her eyebrows. “Excuse me?”
Heat rises to my cheeks, and I add, “If it pleases you, Dragon Heir.”
She bursts out laughing, but it’s a shade too sharp. “Don’t worry. I saw his intentions from a mile away. People feared me before I ever earned it. If I hadn’t said anything, he would’ve tried something worse. I know his type after all my years, and I’m not in the mood to be stabbed.” She glances down at her gown. “Especially wearing this nice new dress.”
“Well,” I say sarcastically, “if it’s for the sake of the dress...”
She just grins at me.
Jeremy and Tansy choose that moment to come barreling out of the bakery, their arms full of bags. They climb onto the sleigh and hand out pastries like it’s a party. I refuse to take one until Ember stares at me and tells me to eat. Reluctantly, I take the egg-and-potato pastry and nibble at it. I really don’t like eating in front of others.
“Tell me more about your city,” Ember asks between bites of food.
I swallow my morsel and glance around the street. “This used to be bustling. Back when my father was a child, there were more people than apartments and houses. Now, it’s the opposite. Without the crops to feed those who live here, people have decided to move on. No money to buy goods, no goods to buy. We haven’t had a grand market or the festivals for every solstice for about five years now. One of the cabinet members tried to keep them going for the children, but it’s been hard to generate interest.”
Ember nods, staring up at the sky. “Hmm. I wonder, when did the winters start?”
I purse my lips, thinking. “As long as I can remember. For my whole life, they’ve been growing longer.”
“Hmmm,” says Ember, taking another bite of her pastry. “Curious. What are the worst winters like?”
“The worst ones?” I ask. “I’d say this is it. It’s waning now, but a couple of months ago, it was awful. It snowed for days on end. We’re used to snow up here, obviously, but this wasn’t just a few inches that stopped after a day. It crushed the roofs of houses. I can’t even count how many people we lost to the chill. It took weeks to create pathways through the city and farm roads.”
“Why not ask some mages?” Ember asks.
I shake my head emphatically. “My father refuses to use any type of magic. He believes it is a curse, a view shared by the villagers. Because of that, he won’t hire a weather mage to clear the snow or even lessen it.”
“And that’s why he called us?”
“Yes. Dragon magic is, in his eyes, a force of nature and not something to fear.”
“Curiouser and curiouser.” Ember turns to Jeremy. “What are your thoughts?”
He scratches his chin, staring out into the distance. “I highly doubt it’s a curse. Unless your father has had some interesting relationships with witches, it’s most likely something else.”
“Show me the rest of the city,” Ember demands. “Then we’ll go back to your castle.”
I gesture with my hand. “As you can see, there’s not much more to it.”
Ember waves her hand around. “Humor me.”
I nod graciously, though all I wish for is to return to my room. I guide the sleigh through snow-laden streets, tugging the leather reins as the horses' breath clouds the winter air.
“That was once our grand square,” I say, pointing to an expansive ice-covered plaza now eerily silent. My voice catches as I remember my grandmother’s tales of musicians playing while children danced and merchants hawked colorful wares. Now only wind whistles between the abandoned stalls.
We pass rows of homes with sagging roofs and boarded windows. Outside one cottage, a thin column of smoke rises from a chimney, one of the few still inhabited. An elderly woman meets my gaze before retreating inside.
“These storefronts used to bustle with trade,” I say, gesturing toward empty buildings with faded signs. The dragons exchanged glances, their expressions unreadable.
Jeremy, Ember, and Tansy talk among themselves about the city and their ideas. Tansy continues to take copious notes. I listen with half an ear, thinking about what Jeremy said, that it couldn’t be a curse. My father has never directly said it, but I know he believes the endless winters are my fault. If he thought sacrificing me would stop them, he would have done it by now.
I navigate the horses to the old library, which is now crumbling and empty. Most of the tomes have been looted and sold off in order to buy food. I come to a halt in front of the chipped wooden doors that are more holes than doors at this point.
“This is the library,” I say. “Or what’s left of it.”
“Is there anything in it?” Jeremy asks.
“No,” I reply. “Hardly any books remain.”
Ember stares at the building. “I’ve been here once before, a long time ago when I was a child. I can’t believe this is what it looks like now.”
I lift my eyebrows in surprise and stare at Ember. “You’ve been to Icewind Peak?”
She just grins at me and doesn’t answer. I grip the reins a little tighter, annoyance rushing through me. Will this dragon ever answer any of my questions?
I drive around the rest of the city. “There’s really not much else to see,” I say.
“That’s fine,” says Jeremy. “We just need a good layout of the land.”
“What for?” I ask. How can that help them fix the endless winter?
Ember just shrugs. “Only time will tell.”
Fine, keep your secrets.
The sun slipped behind jagged mountain peaks, painting the snow in amber and shadow. I pulled the reins leftward, turning the sleigh back toward the looming silhouette of the castle. “It’s time to head back,” I say, glancing up at the sky.
“Why?” Ember asks. “Is there something to be afraid of at night?”
I study the slate-colored clouds and make a noncommittal sound. If she will hoard her secrets, then so will I. Besides, as far as I know, the rumors of creatures that come out at night to eat you are a myth. The hair on the back of my neck raises, and it feels as if someone is staring me down.
A warm hand rests on mine, and I jolt. “Easy now,” says Ember. “We need to know what’s going on before we can assist in any way.”
“You’ll help then?” I ask, my voice too hopeful. I cringe.
“We’ll discuss that in the castle. Now, will you tell me why you search the skies?”
My shoulders tighten, and with any luck, she won’t notice. “There have been reports of... people... flying in the sky. I believe they’re vampires. My people do not need to be picked off one by one for some vamp’s meal when they’re already having such a hard time.”
Ember’s eyes widen, curiosity sparking even more. “Well, let’s head back to the castle then. I have much to discuss with your father.”
I tug on the reins, directing the horses toward the castle, hope thrumming in my veins. I don’t know what scares me more, that she can’t help or that she’ll stay long enough to see all of me.
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I hand the horses off to the footmen, and they take care of the sleigh and the animals. “Extra oats for both of them tonight.” 
The footman nods, and I pat each horse on the nose. For once, they don’t shy away. “You did so well today.” I know they couldn’t have been excited to cart around dragons.
The dragons wait for me outside the stables, and I go to them. Together, we walk up to the castle.
“Where is your father at this time?” asks Ember.
“It’s near dinner,” I say. “He should be in the great hall, eating with my mother and sister.”
Ember looks like a cat that just found a bowl of cream. “Let us join them then.”
For some reason, my heart races. I don’t know what is going to happen, but something is up. We head into the great hall, and I take my seat next to Anna. Ember, Jeremy, Talia, and Tansy all sit down as well. Ember whispers to Talia, and I’m guessing she’s updating her on the events of the day since she wasn’t there with us.
I glance at Anna, who is giggling and lightly kicking my foot with hers.
“How was it?” she whispers. “Did you see them turn into dragons yet? Was it fun? Are they your new friends?”
“Anna!” I exclaim. “I just showed them the farms.” I wince slightly. “We had another farmer leave.”
Anna’s face falls. “Another one? But where will they go? And what about their families?” She bites her lip, looking troubled. I’ve told her countless time how important our farms are. “Elsie, shouldn’t we be doing something to help them stay? Maybe sending supplies or...” She trails off, but I can see the wheels turning in her young mind.
“We’ll figure it out,” I say. “How were your studies today?”
She makes a face. “Boring. I’d much rather have been out with you. The dragons must have been so interesting. Just think of the things they’ve seen, and the places they’ve been.”
“We didn’t talk about any of that,” I say with a small smile. “They were busy asking questions about the town and the winters.”
She pouts and wrinkles her nose. “These winters suck.”
“Anna!” I say sharply. My hand balls into a fist under the table. The need to protect her races through me. “Mind your language.”
I glance at Father to make sure he hasn’t heard, but he’s too occupied talking with his butler. My hands relax, and I slowly let out a breath. Thank the abyss. Anna shouldn’t be punished for a mere slip of the tongue.
“It’s true, though.” Anna picks up her fork. “They’re making it harder for food to grow. You told me so yourself.”
I catch a snippet of the conversation between Father and his butler: another family left besides Moira. Another farm empty. An echo to Anna’s sentiments.
The servants bring out our dinner. Another helping of mutton and root vegetables, seasoned with only salt and pepper. The meat sits in a pool of thin gravy that does little to mask its gamey flavor.
I push a turnip around my plate with my fork. Next to me, Anna does the same. We used to have such variety at our table, with oranges from the southern kingdoms, exotic spices from across the sea, fresh greens from our own greenhouses. Now, everything tastes similar.
“The food seems...” Ember pauses, clearly searching for a diplomatic word. “Simple.”
“The mountain passes were frozen for months,” I reply. “Now that it’s thawed, we’re waiting for someone willing to come through. What you see is what we can produce ourselves or had stored.”
Jeremy picks at his plate. “No fruit?”
“Not for months now.” I take a bite of mutton, trying not to grimace at the tough texture. “The last merchant convoy that tried to reach us got stuck in the ice. We lost both the goods and three good men rescuing them.”
Talia leans forward. “And your greenhouses?”
“Frozen solid,” Anna pipes up. “Even the glass cracked from the cold.”
I notice Ember watching me closely as I force down another bite. The meat might as well be leather. Our cook does her best, but there’s only so much you can do with the same ingredients day after day.
Father clears his throat. “We manage well enough. A true leader shares in their people’s hardships.”
I resist the urge to point out that we still eat better than most in the kingdom. At least we have meat every day, even if it is tough and bland. Many of our people subsist on porridge and whatever vegetables they can coax from the frozen ground.
The dragons exchange glances, and I can see the concern in their expressions. This isn’t just about one disappointing dinner. It’s about survival. If we can’t break this endless winter soon, these meager meals will become a luxury even we can’t afford.
Father raises his glass. “Dragon Heir, we want to welcome you to our dinner table. Please, help yourselves to whatever you see.”
Ember’s emerald eyes catch mine, and for a heartbeat, time stands still. Heat blooms beneath my ribs like a struck match, spreading outward until even my fingertips tingle with warmth. My heart thunders in my chest. For a second, her smile fades, replaced by something haunted. But with a blink, the mask returns. I wrench my gaze away, finding sudden fascination in the patterns of my half-eaten food, but the ghost of her stare still burns against my skin.
Father continues. “I trust you found Princess Elsie’s tour satisfactory. Now that you know our dilemma, are you willing to help us?”
Ember smiles serenely. “Princess Elsie did a wonderful job showing us your city and its farms. We have not arrived at any conclusions yet, though we do require a room for research and study.”
Hope flashes in my father’s eyes. “So you will help us then?”
“We need to conduct more research first,” she replies, “before we agree. We also will interview each of you individually.”
“My daughters have nothing to do with this,” Father says, the outer corner of his eye twitching.
“In matters such as these, you can never rule anything out,” Ember counters. “We will question each of you without another’s presence.”
Father’s hand tightens on his glass, but he nods in acceptance. “There is a study room in the east wing. You are welcome to use it.”
My stomach roils. That’s near my quarters. I don’t know why he couldn’t have given them the library since it’s much closer to the main halls and their rooms. No, that’s not true. I know why he didn’t. That’s where Anna studies with her tutor, and it’s occupied most of the day. The east study room is the only one that’s open. The others are closed from disuse.
I glare at Father, my jaw clenched. He narrows his eyes at me. A warning. I give him a slight nod, showing I understand: no venturing out of my room to see what they’re doing. I am to keep to myself and stay away from them.
The rest of the dinner continues pleasantly. Conversations are kept to a minimum. Anna chatters on about her friend Laney and the lesson she learned today. I listen with half an ear while my thoughts churn.
I thought coming into the castle would get me away from the dragons. But now they’ll be in a study room two doors down from mine. I must remain vigilant. There can be no suspicion of my powers at all. For the sake of my life.
Father’s butler rushes into the hall and leans close to Father, whispering to him. After a moment, Father’s face reddens, and he nods.
“Mary, girls,” he says, nodding to the dragons. “I’ll be going now. I have urgent matters to attend to. Have one of the servants show you where the East Wing study room is.”
Abruptly, he stands, pushing the chair back with a screech, and walks briskly out of the hall, his butler scrambling to keep up.
When he’s gone, Ember turns to me. “Princess Elsie, will you take us to the room?”
I nearly choke on my food. Why would she ask me instead of just asking a servant? Anna squeals in delight. Swallowing my food, I say, “Yes, I will. When would you like to go? Tomorrow?”
“As soon as possible,” says Ember. “The sooner we start working, the sooner we can figure out what’s wrong with your farms.”
“Perfect,” I say, dabbing my mouth with a napkin. “I’m ready whenever you are.”
She glances at our plates and lets out a wry laugh. “At least let us finish eating.”
Internally, I roll my eyes. I never said right now. Out loud, I say, “Of course, Dragon Heir.”
Anna is practically bouncing up and down in her seat. She leans over to me and whispers, “Elsie, see what you can learn about them. Ask them if they really do eat humans. I need to know.”
I grin and whisper back, “If they eat humans, don’t you think I’d be their first snack?”
Her giggle echoes through the chamber, breathing life into the dull castle walls that could spill a thousand secrets. I smile at her. “Now eat your food. I promise to tell you whatever I find out about dragons.”
“You’re the best, Elsie,” she says.
I smile into my food, shaking my head slightly. I hear a soft noise from the dragons and glance up, my gaze caught by Ember’s. She watches me thoughtfully for a moment before smiling. “We’re almost ready. Thank you for escorting us.”
“Of course, Dragon Heir,” I reply. “It is my pleasure.”
No one ever said I wasn’t good at lying.
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