
		
			[image: FIRE POWER by Mir Benitz. Two rival dragon riders stand back to back, holding their helmets. Red dragon wings and racing flags decorate the scene.]
		
	
		

		
			About the Author

			Mir Benitz writes about imperfect people adventuring into love. Also, dragons. She is an eclectic reader, a haphazard gardener, and an overly ambitious carpenter. At various points in her life, she has worked as a high school English teacher, a college instructor, a janitor, an editor, the executive director of a writing nonprofit, a landscaper, and an extra in one movie. She lives in Western Pennsylvania with her husband and houseplants.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			FIRE POWER 

			 

			 

			 

			Mir Benitz

			 

			[image: Mountain Leopard Press logo]

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			Copyright © 2026 Mir Benitz

			 

			The right of Mir Benitz to be identified as the Author of

			the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the

			Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

			 

			Cover design by Alice Clarke. Cover illustration © Vic Cavalieri

			 

			First published in Great Britain in 2026 by Mountain Leopard Press.

			An imprint of Headline Publishing Group Limited.

			 

			Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may

			only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with

			prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production,

			in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

			All characters in this publication – other than the obvious historical characters – are fictitious

			and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

			Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

			eISBN:  978 1 0354 3788 7

			 

			Ebook by CC Book Production Limited

			 

			Headline Publishing Group Limited

			An Hachette UK Company

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			www.headline.co.uk

			www.hachette.co.uk

		

	
		
			

			Contents

			About the Author

			Title Page

			Copyright Page

			Dedication

			The Silverscale Grand Prix: Day Six

			Prologue

			The Silverscale Grand Prix: Day One

			1

			2

			3

			4

			The Ekenberg Farm

			5

			The Silverscale Grand Prix: Day One

			6

			7

			The Silverscale Grand Prix: Day One

			

			8

			9

			10

			The Silverscale Grand Prix: Day Two

			11

			12

			The Ekenberg Farm

			13

			The Silverscale Grand Prix: Day Three

			14

			The Silverscale Grand Prix: Day Four

			15

			The Pillar School

			16

			17

			The Silverscale Grand Prix: Day Four

			18

			The Silverscale Grand Prix: Day Five

			19

			20

			

			21

			22

			23

			The Silverscale Grand Prix: Day Six

			24

			The Silverscale Grand Prix: Day Six

			25

			The Silverscale Grand Prix: Day Seven

			26

			The Silverscale Grand Prix: Day Seven

			27

			28

			The Ekenberg Farm

			Epilogue

			Acknowledgments

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			To the artists. Do what you do.

		

	
		
			

			The Silverscale Grand Prix: Day Six

			Standard Western Class Final

		

	
		
			

		

	
		
			

			Prologue

			Asta Ekenberg stood at the edge of the track at Horizons Raceway, waiting out the last few minutes until it was time to strap herself on to Carmine’s mountainous back and race the Silverscale Grand Prix. The racecourse – with its mountains and scrambles, its canyons and watery trenches – was aglint with magic illusions, shimmering as if they were made of burning motes of fire. The other winged dragons and their riders were assembling behind the starting line, restless with anticipation. Stretching around and above them, the lofty stands of the Horizons Raceway were packed with thousands upon thousands of spectators. The crowd rumbled with a sound like a stoked furnace.

			Asta rubbed her arms to ward off the brisk night air penetrating her race suit. Was it actually the spectators making that sound? It seemed just as likely that it was coming from her. Something was on fire inside of Asta, burning her from the inside out.

			This was it, she told herself. Only one more decision to make.

			Whoever won this race tonight would leave this tournament rich beyond their wildest dreams. Asta had two choices: confirm the worst suspicions of everyone who had ever doubted her – Dr. Isley, her parents, Felix – or prove them all wrong. The thought of what lay ahead glowed hot in her throat, her stomach. If this race didn’t get started soon, she would be the one breathing flames, not her dragon.

			Asta tried to push the thought of Felix out of her mind, but it was impossible not to think about him. He was, after all, the reigning Silverscale champion, and his two-­story-­tall face was currently beaming over the raceway from the enormous screens that encircled the white spire in the middle of the course. The Needle, as anyone who knew anything about racing called it.

			

			On the judges’ deck, just below the screens, Asta could see tiny dark-­suited figures consulting with one another and adjusting the focus on their binoculars. One level down from the judges was the VIP deck, a privileged perch from which Felix’s parents, Peter and Sofia Seraphin, and the other owners and muckety-­mucks could watch the biggest race of the year.

			The giant screens were not for the benefit of the occupants of the Needle’s decks. They were for the masses in the stands, whose roaring voices were at this moment preventing Asta from forming a single cohesive thought. The live feed of the race on the Needle screens was a guarantee that the fans wouldn’t miss seeing a rider get crushed to death under their dragon in high definition. Racing fans loved to have their hearts broken.

			But for their hearts to break, they had to fall in love first, which was why right now those gargantuan screens were lit up with the visage of Felix Seraphin, defending champion.

			The camera pulled back to show Felix in his trim race suit, light glinting off his metal knee brace. Felix held his black-and-gold helmet against his hip with a relaxed arm. His smile was broad, easy and beguiling. His dark, fine hair looked windswept, its soft waves blown back from his temples. The camera moved slowly around him in an arc, and he followed it, burnt-­hazel eyes twinkling. Here was the celebrated son of a racing dynasty, claiming what was rightfully his.

			Asta bristled. The Seraphins had always thought of Silverscale as their territory, their race, meant to be won by someone in their family. As far as they were concerned, the other teams were only there to keep things interesting. The man on the screen exuded the confidence of a crown prince, but he had no idea what lay ahead for him. None of them did.

			The half of the screen that wasn’t taken up with Felix making bedroom eyes at the camera showed slow-­motion footage of him on his dragon, Essie, as they crossed the finish line at last year’s Grand Prix final. This was followed by a montage of highlights from their racing season – that incredible leap across the chasm at the Dracodromo de Los Valles; Essie bursting through a fire hedge with Felix tucked tight behind her black neck; the two of them coming out of a river trench, shedding water and steam like freaking gods.

			

			Underneath all this, a caption with Felix and Essie’s name and ranking unspooled in a glimmering graphic. To the right was his family’s racing shield with a many-­winged seraph in the top right quadrant, one set of wings stretched above its sublime head. Statant golden dragons stood in opposite corners. An eight-­pointed star filled the bottom left quadrant. The shield was crested with a jeweled crown, as if declaring the Seraphins kings over every other racing house. The arrogance of that family truly knew no bounds.

			‘Asta, it’s time.’ It was Gem, Asta’s cousin and self-­appointed manager, holding out her plain gold-­colored helmet, which, unlike Felix’s, was free of any family shield, crest, or ornament. Gem attempted a smile, and Asta laughed ruefully at his spoiled-­milk expression.

			‘You look like you’re going to puke, Gem.’

			‘I might.’

			Asta gestured to the helmet. ‘Need a bucket? It’s watertight.’

			‘Gross.’ He pushed it into her hands. ‘Come on, it’s time.’

			Asta rode light. She wore no high-­tech sensors, carried no electric crop. There were no gyroscopic saddles for Carmine. The dragon himself hadn’t been painted with sponsor logos because Asta had no sponsors – a fact that was painfully evident in the bareness of her pit. She couldn’t afford the seemingly infinite array of cleats, shoulder spikes, and blinders that other teams always had in stock. Carmine wore a simple leather harness, saddle, and bridle, but no muzzle. He had one set of spikes, one set of leg guards, and a blinkered hood for the wind. Heck, Asta was still wearing the same jumpsuit her mother had sewn for her out of heavy farmer’s canvas when she was eighteen. It was a present when she got into training school – a peace offering.

			She wished her parents were here, cheering her on from the stands, but that ship had sailed. She had disappointed them one too many times.

			

			She wondered if Felix’s parents would cheer for her tonight. Probably not. Their first and only priority, after all, was Felix, their champion son. She had never been anything to them but a pesky little neighbor girl who had, for a few years, weaseled her way into their lives. Before she’d ruined everything. Like she always did.

			Asta jumped down from the track into the pit. The pit smelled like the pits always smelled: like dragon piss, aerogrease, and leather. Charm peddlers were at work somewhere nearby, and the incense of their overpriced ministrations wafted through the air as they blessed the riders and dragons in other pits. There were no such activities in Asta’s pit. She could neither afford enchantments, nor did she believe in them. Charms were for people who wanted to win without working for it. This was one point she and her mentor, Hummer Bruce, saw eye to eye on.

			‘You don’t win by having some asshole blow smoke on a dragon,’ he liked to say before a race. ‘You win by having nothing to lose.’

			Asta stood in front of Carmine, whose rust-­colored scales were speckled with highlights of brighter reds and blues. The steel shoulder spikes attached to his leather harness gleamed in the lights of the raceway. He was waiting for Asta to climb into the saddle and take up the reins, now hanging loose on his neck. She looked into his silver eyes, which always seemed to see right into her heart, and took her dragon’s jowls in her hands. He pushed against her chest, and she held his head like a cellist cradling their instrument in the quiet before the curtain lifts. Finding a loose scale on his neck, she pried it off and tossed it away to the pit floor, eliciting a contented sigh from the dragon. The jets of his breath made her thighs prickle with heat.

			‘You ready, buddy?’ she asked, her voice soft so that only he could hear.

			Carmine rumbled like an impatient earthquake and nipped at the sleeve of her race suit.

			

			‘Okay, okay,’ she laughed, preparing to mount. ‘Point taken.’

			She pulled her helmet on, tucking her blonde braid inside. The pads around her cheeks, skull, and neck felt tight and secure. She buckled the strap under her chin and ratcheted it tight. She lowered the visor, checking the seal with her fingers. Satisfied, she wriggled her hands into her gloves. Gem strapped the Number 99 armband, a tracking chip and trigger light embedded into it, to Asta’s right arm, then he boosted Asta into the leather saddle and stretched to fasten the tethers to her belt.

			‘Good luck out there, guys,’ Gem said, reaching up to squeeze Asta’s leg just below the knee.

			Asta prodded Carmine’s scaly side, slick with the greasy jelly that the pit crew had coated him in to reduce drag. The dragon hesitated with his haunches still in the pit, causing the crew to duck and curse at his enormous twitching tail. He turned his snaky neck back toward Asta until his eyes were level with hers. His neck frill flared, then settled.

			‘You have to trust me, buddy,’ Asta whispered to him. ‘It’s the only way.’ The dragon scrutinized her once more with his silver eyes and then finished climbing out of the pit with a flap of his massive wings.

			Asta looked from one end of the raceway to the other. The spectators were a hazy, monolithic blur, their voices a steady hum. They wouldn’t care if Asta Ekenberg and her dragon won or lost tonight, so long as they got a good show. And she would certainly give them that.

			To Asta’s surprise, the cheering from the stands seemed to crest as she and Carmine walked on to the track. Natalia Bruce appeared at Asta’s side on the back of her bronze-­headed dragon, Vulture. She shouted to Asta over the noise.

			‘You’re a freaking superstar, Ek! There are going to be a lot of disappointed people out there when I beat you.’

			Asta tensed at Nat’s words, but she had to admit that she enjoyed the attention. Since they had arrived in Hallium City five days ago, Asta and Carmine had made more than a few enemies, but Asta hadn’t realized until this moment just how many fans they had won over. She looked up at them – the throngs of people on every side – and felt them looking back at her.

			

			Asta lifted her hand to acknowledge the crowd and caught a glimpse of the gesture mirrored on the big screens. The crowd went wild, their voices pulling Asta under their riptide. She wanted to laugh. And cry. So many people. So many. And all, every one of them, expecting something of her.

			She hoped they would forgive her.

			Felix, who had been prancing Essie up and down the track, waving to his adoring fans, turned and looked in Asta’s direction, but he had his visor down, and she could not see his face through its mirrored surface. Behind Felix, the screens displayed a triumphant photo of him from last year’s podium, the Silverscale trophy raised in his hand. A single word took form over the image. It read ‘Unbeatable.’

			That was a lie. Felix Seraphin wasn’t unbeatable. He had too much to lose. But Asta? Asta had already lost everything. Nothing and no one could stop her now.

		

	
		
			

			The Silverscale Grand Prix: Day One

			Registration
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			The hotel lobby was bustling with riders and trainers, owners and reporters. Wearing identical collared shirts of blue and gray, Silverscale staff dashed about frenetically with clipboards and forced smiles. Asta had to push her way inside the hotel past mobs of fans trying to catch a glimpse of their favorite racer. The security guard at the door hadn’t believed her at first when she told him that she was a rider here for registration. He had let her in reluctantly, but she could still feel his eyes on her as she made her way to the sign-­in table.

			All around her, everyone was talking and hugging each other and taking pictures. It reminded Asta of the first day of camp, the one time she’d been. The Seraphins had somehow convinced her parents that every child should go to camp at least once. They’d probably paid for it, too, Asta now realized. It was a swanky dragon camp with daily lessons and posh cabins. There’s no way her parents could have afforded it. She remembered getting off the bus and it feeling just like this – like everyone knew each other except her. Asta barely registered that the guy at the table had said something to her.

			‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘What?’

			The registration guy gave her a look that, if it were a color, would have been acid yellow. ‘Name and age,’ he said, slowly and deliberately, like he thought she might not be capable of understanding such big words.

			‘Oh, sorry,’ she said again. ‘It’s Ekenberg. Twenty-­two.’ She didn’t know what her age had to do with anything.

			The guy at the table looked through several sheets of paper on his clipboard, flipping them with mounting impatience. He went back to the beginning and looked again but with no more success. He scowled at Asta and extended his hand across the table. ‘May I see the passport, please?’

			

			‘I don’t—’ Asta panicked. ‘I don’t have it with me.’

			The man put the clipboard down on the table with what appeared to be his last ounce of patience. ‘Why are you wasting my time? You can’t register without a passport.’

			‘But I didn’t even leave the country. Why would I bring my passport?’

			‘Not for you, cupcake. For the dragon.’

			Asta’s face burned.

			Suddenly, Gem was at her side. ‘Here, here – here it is! Sorry, there was a thing with the trailer. But I’m here.’ He handed a bundle of papers over to the man at the table. ‘The dragon’s name is Carmine. Standard Western Class. Six years old.’ Gem set down the duffle bag that was slung over his shoulder. ‘I told you to wait for me,’ he said to Asta under his breath. He was sweating, his brown curls plastered to his temples.

			‘Sorry,’ Asta said, relieved that she was no longer required to continue her conversation with the rude man at the table. She turned around to get a better look at the hotel.

			Huge plate glass windows made the boundary between Hallium City and the hotel feel almost permeable, like the sidewalk trees, girdled in iron, might drop their brilliant autumn leaves, gold and red and orange, directly into the foyer. Asta was mesmerized by the constant motion of the traffic zipping between block after block of skyscrapers.

			Through the windows behind the hotel’s bar, Asta could just glimpse the outline of the raceway looming on the other side of the river. It was enormous. Like a live volcano sitting on the edge of the city. Out on the sidewalk, people in suits elbowed their way past the gawking fans and hurried on their way without so much as a cursory glance at the spectacular view of Horizons Raceway. In fact, they seemed to find their surroundings entirely unremarkable. But Asta couldn’t stop staring.

			

			All season, she had been traveling from one corner of the country to the other trying to get here – but the only races she could afford to enter were podunk, backwater affairs. Registration was usually just a folding table outside the track. If they had anything that could be called a track at all. At the Welton Falls tournament, the racecourse had been constructed in the middle of a field. The spectators, rowdy and half drunk before the first race even started, sat on dented old bleachers that looked as if they had been salvaged from the local high school.

			They didn’t even have any illusionists to dress up the course. What you saw was what you got. The fire hedges weren’t wrapped in magic to disguise them as fire-­breathing imps or dragon’s eggs. They were just regular old propane tanks hooked up to piping on a wood frame. The scramble was a steep plywood ramp with old tires screwed to it.

			And forget about fancy accommodations. Most of the time, she and Gem rented a scuzzy motel room somewhere in the rough vicinity of the race. At least most of the venues had stables for the dragons, but Carmine had spent his fair share of nights shut up inside his trailer.

			Asta couldn’t hold it against the security guard at the front door. She wouldn’t have let herself into this place either. The décor in the hotel was chic and modern – a far cry from the ruffled curtains and wobbly wooden chairs of her parents’ farmhouse. Everything was straight lines and geometric blocks of color: the lights hanging from the cavernous ceiling, the concierge desk staffed with uniformed attendants, even the artwork hanging on the walls. The couches looked like slabs of stone, blocky and slate black. They had no backs, so that the hotel’s well-­dressed patrons had to perch rather than sit. Asta was suddenly very aware of the unkempt state of her favorite sweatshirt, its blue chevron turned gray by too many washes, the red sleeves threadbare at the cuffs, and the deep pouch held together with safety pins. When she put it on this morning, she was thinking only of comfort – it was a long drive from Port Veracruz. Now, she felt like she had stepped onstage without her costume.

			

			At least the sweatshirt was warm. She had been surprised by how much colder it was in Hallium than it had been in Port Veracruz, which lay along the coast. It reminded her of being back home in the mountains.

			‘Asta Ekenberg?’

			At the sound of the voice, Asta’s shoulders tensed. She turned to see Dr. Isley standing four feet from her, his salt-­and-­pepper goatee twisted into an expression of surprise and befuddlement. Of all his former students, she was probably the last one he expected to see standing in line to register for the Silverscale Grand Prix.

			‘Dr. Isley,’ Asta said. ‘It’s nice to see you.’

			It wasn’t. If anything, it was bringing up some very unpleasant memories.

			The last time Asta had seen this man, he had been rescinding her scholarship and kicking her out of the Pillar School. Technically she’d been expelled because of the fight, but Pikki had fought her right back, and Pikki hadn’t been sent home. The real reason Asta had lost her spot at the best dragon training college in the country, though no one said it outright, was Felix. What she had done to Felix. He was the future of racing, after all. He was to be protected at all costs. Even if the cost was Asta.

			She hadn’t seen Felix since that day. Her eyes drifted around the lobby, half afraid and half hopeful that she would spot him standing beside one of those blocky couches, charming the pants off everyone within spitting distance, totally at home in this madhouse. She had been building up this moment in her mind for years, and she just wanted to get it over with. She needed to see his face, then she could feel whatever it was she was going to feel and get back to focusing on the tournament.

			‘So you’re . . .’ Dr. Isley glanced over to the table where Gem was bent over a map with the registration guy. ‘You’re racing?’

			‘Yup.’ Judging by the look on his face, Asta guessed that Dr. Isley wasn’t exactly thrilled to hear this. Pillar was supposed to be the only legitimate path to Silverscale. But here she was, a Pillar reject who had somehow qualified for the Grand Prix anyway. She hoped it kept him up at night.

			

			Dr. Isley ground the heels of his hands into each other. He used to do that, Asta recalled, when a student asked a question he didn’t know how to answer. ‘Well, good luck to you. I must, uh . . .’ He pointed vaguely to a knot of students gabbing by a wide staircase that led up to the mezzanine.

			This was the big trip of the year for them. Asta remembered missing it because she couldn’t afford the Grand Prix tickets and refused to let Felix pay for her to go. She remembered the other students coming back to campus chattering about the races they had seen.

			This year, she thought with a waxy smugness, those students were going to go home chattering about her. She was going to make sure of it.

			‘Who was that?’ Gem asked, handing Asta a lanyard with her credentials attached. Asta Ekenberg. Riding ‘Carmine’. Unaffiliated. Below the words, a red stripe. On the other side was the Silverscale logo with a fire-­breathing dragon, the year worked into the shape of the flames.

			‘That,’ Asta said, ‘was Dr. Marvin Isley.’ She gazed after him, the bitterness of his name curdling on her tongue.

			‘Wait, that Dr. Isley? Head-­of-­School Dr. Isley?’

			‘The very same.’ Asta continued to watch him, her heart heavy, as his clutch of students laughed at something he said and let themselves be herded up the stairs.

			Gem was the one person Asta had thought to call after she’d been expelled from Pillar. She couldn’t bear to go home and face her parents. So she’d called her cousin in Port Veracruz and begged him to come get her.

			On the train ride from Pillar, with all her stuff shoved into trash bags at her feet, Asta had told Gem everything. He had done the dutiful-­cousin thing and hated whoever she hated and taken her side in all matters. He had helped her find a stable in Port Veracruz where Carmine could lodge. And he’d never once implied that she should go home and apologize to her parents.

			

			She’d only meant to stay with Gem for a few weeks while she figured out what to do, but technically, his apartment was still listed as her mailing address.

			‘Dude.’ Gem looked after Dr. Isley with appropriate cousinly scorn. ‘That’s super awkward.’

			‘No kidding.’

			‘Well, it’s going to be even more awkward when you win.’ Gem picked up his bag and slid the registration packet into one of its large pockets. ‘Come on. Let’s get settled in.’

		

	
		
			

			2

			The riders and the dragons were lodged in abutting quarters. There were eight separate housing units in the complex, spread out from one end of the avenue to the other. Each stuccoed unit had a long row of stables standing back to back with a row of rooms for the riders on the other side. Asta and Gem were in Housing Unit 8, Room 6. They put Carmine in his stall and went around the other side of the building to get settled in.

			Asta couldn’t believe how elegant the room was. Long, silver-­gray tiles glinting with flecks of mica like dragon scales covered the floors, wall to wall. A slate-­colored carpet patterned with scrolling vines marked out a sitting area by the window. Two black leather chairs faced each other over a low, glass-­topped table. In the far corner of the room was a small kitchen area with a vase of white and red tulips on the counter. Beside the flowers, a miniature illusion of Asta and Carmine, shimmering faintly with magic, raced in place. The detail on the illusion was incredible. Asta in her embroidered red suit was tucked down in the saddle; Carmine’s wings were fully extended, beating mightily, and his legs stretched out with each stride. Any minute, Asta thought, they would leap off the edge of the counter and become airborne. But they never did. They just ran and ran.

			Gem nodded, impressed. ‘This must be how rich people live.’

			Two beds with black headboards stood against the far wall. The bedding looked like it had been ironed. Asta threw down her bag and jumped on to one of the beds, face-­planting in the luxurious pillows. She bounced right back up, eyes bright.

			‘Gem!’

			

			He was running his hands over the counters in the kitchen like he was thinking about buying the place. He looked up at her.

			‘We’re here,’ she said in a reverent tone.

			He crossed his arms, a proud smile on his face. ‘You got us here.’

			Asta climbed off the bed to examine a square door mounted in the wall about eye level between the two beds. She unlatched it and swung it open. Almost before she realized what was happening, Carmine snaked his head through the opening, splaying his neck frill in satisfaction.

			Asta grinned. ‘Hey, buddy!’ Carmine began his inspection. ‘Nice, huh?’

			‘God, what reeks?’ Gem said.

			‘Can’t handle the smell of a stable, city boy?’

			‘Do we have to keep that thing open?’

			‘Yes,’ Asta said. ‘I’m not leaving Carmy alone over there.’

			Carmine snorted loudly at his name, a hint of smoke in the jets of his breath.

			‘No fair. Two against one.’ Gem picked up his bag and set it on his bed.

			‘It’s us against everyone. Isn’t that right, buddy?’ Asta said, reaching up to tickle the feathery tuft, the color of redcurrant wine, that sprouted under Carmine’s chin. He churred happily. ‘You like this place? All we need to do is win that prize money, and I can build us one of these to live in all the time. How about that?’

			The dragon booted her shoulder playfully with his nose.

			‘Okay, then you have to be a fast dragon. Can you do that? Are you so fast? Are you?’ She grabbed his curved, gleaming horns and wrestled his head back and forth. He made a show of fighting back, though he could have tossed Asta across the room with a flick of his neck if he wanted to. ‘Yes, you are. You are so fast.’

			‘You could build more than that with the prize money,’ Gem said, half to himself. ‘You could build a freaking empire.’

			‘Maybe I will,’ she said. Carmine’s horns had left shiny little flakes on her palms, and she wiped them on her pant legs.

			

			It was an unbelievable amount of money. The little purses that she and Carmine had won at their tournaments this past year had barely been enough to pay for food and lodging. She hadn’t even been able to pay a regular crew. Luckily, Hummer Bruce, the head of a rather infamous racing family and Asta’s unofficial mentor, had seen fit to use Asta’s pit as a training ground for whichever of his surly nieces and nephews needed some whipping into shape. Once they got good at it, they crewed for Natalia, the star Bruce racer and Hummer’s great-­niece. Someone like Felix – who considered the Bruces the lowlifes of the racing world – would have taken treatment like that as an insult, but to Asta it felt like generosity.

			It certainly wasn’t a posh arrangement, but it worked. Hummer had brought her on as Nat’s training partner – making Asta an employee, not an official Bruce racer. She didn’t wear their crest or get the benefit of any of their invitations to the good tournaments. Even Torque, Asta’s crew boss and the designated wrangler of the apprentices, was on loan from Hummer. If he was needed by the Bruces on any given weekend, Asta couldn’t race, and that was that. Still, Asta never once complained. If it weren’t for Hummer, crass and pigheaded though he was, she wouldn’t have been able to race at all.

			Asta liked Torque and he liked her, but she was done allowing him to work for her on Hummer’s dime. After this, she was going to offer him a full-­time job. He could name his price. All she had to do was beat every other world-­class rider who had come here dead set on beating her.

			Simple.

			And it did feel simple to Asta. It felt inevitable, like the prize was already hers, even though no woman had won in the Standard Western category in over fifty years. Even though she was coming in without finishing her training at Pillar, without a sponsor or a racing house to back her. Even though she would be taking the track at the Grand Prix in a race suit her mother had made for her when she was a teenager. Even so, Asta knew she was going to win. She needed to.

			

			It was perhaps the only true advantage she’d ever had over Felix. He had a pit crew the size of a small army. His gear was top of the line. And he was brilliant on the track. He always had been. Everyone expected him to go home with the trophy again this year. It was basically his birthright. The Grand Prix had been won by more Seraphins – going back six generations – than by any other racing family in the history of the tournament.

			To the outside observer, it might seem like this was Felix Seraphin’s race. But Asta knew better. Felix Seraphin had every advantage a person could ask for, but he didn’t have what she had. He didn’t need to win.

			‘I like your confidence,’ Gem said with something less than complete enthusiasm. He was unfolding and refolding his clothes as he put them into the dresser. He always got extra fussy whenever he was about to start nagging. ‘Just remember, Asta, all we really need is a sponsor for next season. Make a splash, and you’re set. You don’t need to win the whole thing for this tournament to be a success.’ Gem, in his capacity as her manager, had been trying to convince Asta of this fact ever since they qualified for Silverscale. He wanted to temper her expectations, keep her grounded.

			But what Gem didn’t know was that Asta didn’t have the luxury of waiting for next season.

			She had spent everything she had and then some getting here. She’d even had to borrow money from Hummer to pay for the entrance fee and the lodging. Gem, who pestered Asta constantly over the state of her finances, had been surprised when she pulled out the wad of cash to cover the fees. He’d questioned her about it, and Asta had snapped at him, making up some lame excuse.

			‘It’s old prize money from last year that I forgot to put in the bank. Sue me. You know I suck at money.’ Asta had felt guilty about lying to her cousin, but she wasn’t about to tell him she had borrowed it from the Bruces.

			It was better that he didn’t know. He didn’t need another reason to worry. Gem had been happy when Asta told him, a few weeks after leaving Pillar, that she had gotten a job with one of the oldest racing families in the country. But as soon as she mentioned, as casually as possible, her training partner’s name, his face had blanched.

			

			‘Natalia Bruce. As in, those Bruces. The street racers.’ Under Hummer’s father, Old Bruce, the family had only ever been tournament racers. Granted, even on the track they had been famous for bending the rules to the breaking point, but in street racing, there were no rules. Hummer had made a side business out of hosting street races in Port Veracruz on the weeknights between tournaments. Street racing wasn’t a strictly legal pastime, but it was lucrative. Especially once Hummer got the bookies involved.

			Asta had tried to sound nonchalant. ‘Yeah, those Bruces. So what?’

			‘Aren’t they dangerous?’

			‘Don’t be such a goober. They just say that for the headlines.’

			Asta hadn’t been frightened by the reports like Gem was. It wasn’t like street racing was that much more dangerous than track racing. The newspapers loved to run stories about the casualties littering the streets after each race – riders crushed against walls, gored by spikes, or killed by a fall – but the body counts at tournaments could be just as high. People apparently found whisking the dead and injured off the track in little white ambulances a tidier, more comfortable prospect than scraping them off the sidewalk in the dead of night.

			As soon as the sun went down, Port Veracruz police began patrolling the streets, hunting for Hummer’s races. Every now and then, by dumb luck, they would stumble on one and make some arrests. Somehow, there was never enough evidence to charge the Bruces with anything, and no one spent more than a night in jail after a roundup. The Bruce family kept racing the tournaments, but since taking to the streets, they had become outcasts among the other old racing houses, who had never cared for them in the first place. Hummer wore their scorn as a badge of honor.

			Her first week in Port Veracruz, Asta had asked around about the street races. She wanted to see one for herself. But no one seemed to know anything – or else they wouldn’t say.

			

			In the end, it was Hummer who had found her, not the other way around. He walked up to her on the street as she was leaving Gem’s apartment building one day and just introduced himself.

			Like most dragon riders, he wasn’t a tall man. The years had hunched his athlete’s posture, and his face was blotchy from sun exposure. He’d worn a shapeless green bucket hat and a few days of unshaven scruff. Until he said his name, she’d thought he was a street vendor selling umbrellas or something.

			It was a dumb way to get his attention, he’d told her, asking questions all over town. But lucky for her, he’d recognized her name from that little incident at Pillar. Asta had blushed, hot with shame, but he’d said it almost admiringly. His niece, Natalia, needed someone to train with, someone with a little college learning. Would she be interested? He could pay her some, but more importantly, he would teach her how to win.

			So, swapping Pillar’s sprawling training grounds for the back alleys and abandoned warehouses of Port Veracruz, Asta’s training had started again. For a change of scenery, sometimes Hummer would take them down to the piers at midnight to train, leaving tomorrow’s fishermen to wonder about the talon scratches in the wood. Instead of Dr. Isley’s classroom lectures on the history of the sport, or Mr. Carle’s mnemonics for perfect riding posture, Asta had Hummer and his sister Tru shouting foul-­mouthed instructions at her and Natalia as they flew straight off the end of the pier, over the jetty, to splash-­land in the ocean.

			Nat and Asta were friends almost immediately, but the competition that emerged between the two dragons bordered on animosity. The only time Asta ever saw them play together was in the ocean. It was hard, some nights, to convince them to come back out of the water, but as soon as they hit solid ground, Carmine and Vulture returned to their usual sniping.

			Asta had started training with the Bruces over three years ago now. Hummer Bruce was a hard man, but Asta know how much she owed him. If he hadn’t taken a risk on her, a heartbroken kid who had tanked her one chance at a real racing career, and trained her right alongside his own niece, Asta never would have gotten to Silverscale. In a way, Asta was glad she had borrowed the money from Hummer to pay for this tournament. She was glad to have something that she could actually pay back.

			

			But in order to do that, she had to win. She had to.

		

	
		
			

			3

			Asta tossed a few toiletries from her suitcase on to the nightstand by her bed. Her race suit, she hung in the closet. She paused to inspect its tucked waist, the zipper up the front, the tight cuffs on the sleeves and legs. The poor thing was showing its age. Once she started her own racing house, she’d finally get a new kit. She had even been daydreaming recently about designing her own logo. Something less stodgy than the pretentious shields of the legacy racing houses, she thought.

			But the thought of replacing the jumpsuit did make Asta a little sad. She remembered the night she’d spent bent over the dorm bathtub, her first week at Pillar. She had been required to treat the suit with fire retardant before she could race, but Asta was determined not to look like a farmer’s daughter and had taken it upon herself to dye the ugly khaki canvas as well. The red dye had unfortunately stained the tub, too. Every day, the pink line on the porcelain reminded her that she was an outsider, a wannabe, a pretender.

			Asta took the cuff of the left sleeve in her hand and ran her fingers over a small bit of flame embroidered in vibrant orange and yellow thread. Her mother’s handiwork. Why she bothered with this one tiny embellishment when the rest of the suit was so plain, Asta never knew, but she felt surprisingly sentimental about it – this little vote of confidence from her mother, who had always been so discouraging of Asta’s dreams to ride. The dye job that night in the dorm hadn’t touched the bright colors of the thread. If anything, it made the embroidery glow even hotter. Whenever Asta found a patch that complemented her little flame, she would buy it and sew it on to the suit. She made a point to add a patch for each tournament she raced in on her way to Silverscale. The fading red of the dyed canvas was now a backdrop to embroidered scales and dragon’s breath, talon scratches and billowing smoke. She was a walking map of her own ambition.

			

			Asta wasn’t embarrassed of her homemade suit anymore. It reminded her that she had gotten herself here, all on her own.

			She placed her helmet, boots, and gloves in the bottom of the closet. Carmine watched, curious and attentive. Asta didn’t have a whole lot else in her suitcase: a few changes of clothes, socks and underwear, a hairbrush, and a gently tattered postcard with a picture of Tess Curie, the only woman to have won the Silverscale Standard Western Class, kissing her trophy. Asta propped the postcard on her bedside table against the round base of a black ceramic lamp.

			Carmine withdrew his head into his stable, and Asta heard someone chattering to him on the other side in lilting tones. She climbed onto her bed so she could look down into Carmine’s stall. A narrow-­shouldered woman with a black, chin-­length bob stood near the door of the stall, cooing to Carmine.

			‘Oh my god! Yixin!’

			Yixin turned her head from side to side, hair swishing, trying to figure out where the voice was coming from.

			Asta waved to draw her friend’s attention.

			The other woman laughed with delight. ‘Asta la vista!’ Asta beamed back at the old inside joke. ‘May I?’ Yixin asked Carmine politely and slipped into his stall. He lumbered over to one side to let her through. Yixin ran up to Asta, but the best she could do was reach her arms up to the hatch, wiggling her fingers in greeting.

			Asta reached an arm through and squeezed her hand. ‘Yixin, I can’t believe you’re here!’

			‘Official and everything. See?’ She stepped back and lifted her lanyard. It had a blue stripe, but Asta couldn’t read the words from that distance.

			‘What does it say?’

			

			‘Oh!’ Yixin exclaimed and turned the lanyard to herself. ‘Wang Yixin, DVM. Silverscale Staff, Dragon Medical.’

			‘My goodness, Dr. Wang, I apologize! I didn’t realize I was talking to such an important person.’

			‘I know! Now, if anything happens to this big boy, you come to me first thing. He’s my baby! Aren’t you?’ Yixin ran her fingers down Carmine’s throat, and his eyes went droopy.

			Back when Yixin was only the junior vet at the Seraphin Estate and Asta was just the neighbor kid getting in everyone’s way, Asta used to follow Yixin around, asking endless questions about the difference between caring for drakes and westerns and whether wild dragons could be tamed. She’d made her explain every injection, salve, and exercise she prescribed for her patients. Yixin had answered Asta’s questions in full, just as excited to tell someone all the things she knew as Asta was to hear them.

			‘Some baby,’ Asta huffed. Carmine was the size of her father’s old tractor. He even emitted the same random belches of smoke when she ran him too hard. ‘Do you know how much he eats?’

			‘Are you a good eater?’ Yixin cooed. She turned her full attention to Carmine, who slumped on to his side to give Yixin free access to his belly and the soft spots under his forelegs. ‘I always said you would be.’ She slid her hands over his scales, and Carmine began to hiccup and smoke.

			‘Hey, cuz,’ Gem said. Asta turned back into the room. ‘I’m going to check out the pit, see if any of the crew is there yet. I’ll meet you back here at – five thirty? The welcome dinner is at six. Then the opening ceremonies.’

			‘Sounds good.’ Asta pivoted back to Yixin, who was straining on her tiptoes to see into the room. ‘That’s Gem. My cousin-­slash-­manager.’

			‘Hi, Gem!’ Yixin shouted through the hatch, waving with both hands although Gem couldn’t see either.

			‘Oh – uh, hi!’ Gem called back hesitantly. He returned his attention to Asta. ‘I’ll see you later.’

			

			‘Hey, Yixin,’ Asta said once Gem had left, ‘I have been feeling like a fish out of water ever since I got here. As a vet, you’re professionally obligated to help fish when they’re out of water, right? Do you want to show me around?’

			‘Yes! Come along on my rounds! I’ll show you everything, little fishy.’

			Asta grabbed her sweatshirt from the leather chair by the window and hurried around to the stables.

		

	
		
			

			4

			‘Welcome to Horizons,’ Yixin said as they walked through the main entry tunnel into the raceway.

			‘Oh, wow,’ Asta said.

			Somewhere in the back of her mind, she remembered promising herself that she would not say those exact words, knowing it would make her sound like a country bumpkin on her first trip to the big city. So much for that.

			But who could blame her? The sight was incredible.

			On TV, the overhead shots of the racetrack made it look like a tidy microcosm of some mythical land – mountains and valleys and rivers and fiery passes tucked neatly under the containment dome – but down here on the ground, Asta felt like she was in another world. The entire city of Port Veracruz could probably fit inside this oval. The tiered grandstands that encircled the track only amplified this impression, with thoroughfares and side streets dividing the seats into little suburban neighborhoods. The seats were all but empty now, but by the opening ceremonies tonight, they would hold tens, if not hundreds, of thousands of people. By the first qualifying heats tomorrow morning, the stands would be packed.

			The center of the track was busy with cranes hoisting pieces of the course into place for the drake races. Asta watched one crane swivel over the terrain, a heavy ten-­foot ramp hanging from its cable. The mountain was already built, its peak higher even than the upper stands.

			Tonight, all this would serve as the backdrop for the opening ceremonies. The illusionists were testing out their designs for the event: a fanciful host of long-­dead legendary riders and their dragons, sparkling with magic, who romped up the scramble path and paused to look out majestically over the stands. One of the dragons leaned back and let out a silent roar, and a jet of glittering fire burst from its open jaws before the illusion froze and reset.

			

			Each day of the series, the course would be rebuilt as the races alternated between the drakes and the westerns. Drakes were stockier than westerns – wingless and brutish. Their fences were lower, and the drake courses included tunnels, which the western courses didn’t. But the westerns could fly, and that’s what the crowds came for.

			In the dead center of the track was the Needle, its white pinnacle a stark focal point. The Needle was the only part of the course that never changed year to year, race to race. It was the one constant at Silverscale. Mountains might be built up and torn down again. Course designers might bring in fire hedges, steel plateaus studded with wooden posts, river trenches with an actual current, or anything else they dreamed up. But there, in the middle of everything, stood the Needle. Everyone ascribed their own meaning to it. Tradition. Balance. Aspiration. But to Asta, it was just one more obstacle between her and the winner’s podium.

			High above the top row of seats and the upper walkway rose a scintillating, magical dome forming the upper limits of the course. The magic was tuned so that any dragons who neared the dome, though suffering no physical harm, would feel like they were in excruciating pain and turn back. The containment dome was more or less transparent, but it made the famous Hallium skyline across the river twinkle with magic, as if millions of fireflies were floating up from the city streets.

			Yixin looked at Asta’s expression and beamed with pride, as if she had built the track herself. ‘Do you like it?’

			Asta’s eyes welled with tears. ‘I can’t believe I’m here.’ She thought of all the times she’d sneaked downstairs after her parents were asleep to turn on the TV for a fleeting glance of this place, how many times she’d built it out of tin cans and cardboard, and raced plastic farm animals in it. And now she was here. At last.

			

			‘I have intake inspections to do,’ Yixin said. ‘Wanna come with? No pressure. You can stay here looking with your googly eyes all day if you want.’ Yixin imitated Asta’s wide-­eyed look of wonder.

			‘No, I’ll come,’ Asta laughed, with one more shameless look at the glory of it all. ‘I should probably check in with my crew anyway.’

			Yixin went to join several other medical staff loitering by the side of the track. Asta held back, looking down at the row of dragon pits, sunk several feet below ground level, that lined the outer edge of the track along the straightaway. During a race, pit stops were frenzied affairs – a flurry of equipment changes, regreasing, or slapdash first aid – with the goal of returning the dragon and its rider back to the track in seconds. The dragons stood on hydraulic platforms in the center of each pit. These platforms could be raised and lowered to allow the crew full access to any part of the dragon’s body before rushing beast and rider back out on to the track. But with the first race still a day away, the energy in the pits was muted and methodical rather than frantic.

			Asta spotted Gem by one of the pits halfway down the row. His cardigan, with its cacophony of multicolor stripes intersecting at odd angles, was unmistakable. He was sitting on the edge, his legs dangling over the side. Several of their makeshift crew were at work stocking the pit.

			Asta’s crew boss grunted a greeting as she approached. Torque – whose real name Asta thought was Brandon, or Ronan, or something like that – was a muscly, pot-­bellied man of about sixty. He had rich brown skin and a wide face with a jutting jaw. At that moment, he had Carmine’s leather harness on his bench and was prying out one of the rivets.

			Asta crouched beside her cousin, fingertips on the ground to steady herself. The sun beat down on the gravel track, and the surface was warm under Asta’s hands. Afternoons like this made it easy to forget that summer was truly gone now, but the sun offered only a short-­lived reprieve. By morning, the ground would be white with frost, and the cold would be just this side of bitter.

			

			‘How’s it going down there, chief?’ Asta asked Torque.

			‘Aces,’ Torque said. ‘Beats working out of someone’s trunk, waiting for the cops to bust the race.’ He chuckled, and some of the other crew chimed in with their agreement. They had all crewed for Hummer’s street races at one point or another, hauling their gear around from checkpoint to checkpoint in pursuit of their racers. The pits at Silverscale were luxurious by comparison.

			Gem looked around nervously. ‘You really shouldn’t talk about that stuff here, guys.’

			Torque shrugged. ‘What are they going to do? They can’t get you for reminiscing.’

			Gem gave a wan smile. ‘I guess.’

			‘Nobody cares, Gem,’ Asta muttered. She did wish sometimes that he was capable of playing it the least bit cool, at least in front of Torque.

			‘People absolutely care,’ Gem answered, his voice tightening with his escalating worry. ‘Street racing is illegal.’ It was hopeless. He had always been like this. True, he’d probably stopped Asta from breaking her neck at least once a year since they were kids, but it did make him something of a drag sometimes.

			‘Brother,’ Torque said, leaning his elbow on the wall next to Gem. ‘It’s thinking like that that keeps the little guy down. People die doing legal things every day, but the authorities don’t give a rat’s ass. The rules ain’t there to keep us safe. The rules are there to keep us in line.’

			‘I hate lines,’ Asta said, adjusting her balance on her toes. ‘They make me want to push whoever’s in front of me.’

			Torque laughed. ‘That’s my girl!’

			Asta shrugged off her cousin’s disapproving frown.

			‘Oh, great,’ Torque sighed, rubbing his sandpapery chin. ‘Here come the white coats.’

			Asta looked up and saw Yixin approaching with her clipboard and checklist. She had, in fact, put on a white coat. ‘Oh, that’s just Yixin. Yixin, this is my crew.’

			

			‘What do you mean “just”?’ Yixin peered over her clipboard into the pit. ‘I’m coming down, guys.’ They made way as she lowered herself.

			The minute her feet hit the floor, Yixin was all business. ‘Show me what you’ve got,’ she said, her dark eyes locked with Torque’s. ‘And don’t try and pull anything over on me. I know all the tricks.’

			‘Wouldn’t dream of it, sweetie,’ Torque said.

			‘Better not, babycakes.’

			Asta watched Torque’s face vacillate between chagrin and something like respect.

			Yixin inspected the food containers, the harnesses, the liniments, the aerogrease, and the topical analgesic. She opened an unlabeled jar and sniffed it. The smell made her squinch her eyes shut in pain, and she sneezed. It was the Bruces’ trademark irritant – they liked to break it out at the end of a long night of street racing to perk up the dragons.

			‘You can’t have this. It makes the dragons too aggressive,’ she said. ‘I’m putting down that it was discovered in your pit. You will be re-­inspected before the race, and it better not be here. And if I find out you used this on Carmine, I will disqualify you first, and then I’ll hunt you down and make you eat the whole can. You got it?’

			‘Yes, ma’am,’ Torque said, waiting until Yixin’s back was turned to scowl at the crew. Whoever had left the contraband out in the open would have hell to pay.

			‘Otherwise, you’re in good shape. For now. Good luck out there, guys. And be good to Carmine, you hear?’

			‘Loud and clear,’ Torque answered.

			Gem reached down to help Yixin out of the pit. ‘Thanks for that,’ he said in a low voice. ‘I hate that stuff.’

			‘Me, too,’ Yixin whispered back, ‘mystery man.’

			‘Oh, sorry. I’m Gem.’

			Yixin’s face lit up. ‘Gem! Cousin Gem! I know you! We met through the wall hole.’

			

			Gem started to answer, stopped, and shook his head. ‘That sounds very—’

			‘It just happened. Did you forget? You’re the hole guy!’

			Gem gave a baffled laugh.

			‘She’s messing with you, Gem,’ Asta said fondly. ‘She knows exactly how that sounds. Honestly, Yixin.’

			Yixin smiled innocently. ‘What?’

			‘You’re incorrigible.’

			‘How would you know? You never even tried to corrige me. Maybe you should let the hole guy try.’ She laughed as Gem floundered for a response.

			A persistent beeping sound behind them was getting louder and louder. Now someone was shouting at them to move.

			It was the track crew, clearing the way for a crane dangling a bulky section of a vertical wall as it backed slowly down the track.

			Yixin clutched her clipboard to her chest. ‘We’re moving! We’re moving!’ She made for the fence that ran behind the pits, separating them from the stands. Gem and Asta followed briskly, but Asta kept her eyes on the crane, conscious of how easily it could crush her with its rolling tracks.

			‘Asta, watch out!’

			But the warning came too late. She turned her head at her name, and her right temple slammed into someone else’s head, sending a flash of bright white pain across her vision. She grabbed her head and swore. Whoever she had just headbutted was doing the same.

			‘Asta la vista,’ Yixin scolded, running up to her and pulling her hand away to inspect the collision site. ‘That is no way to greet an old friend.’

			Asta looked, and there he was, bent over in pain as he felt out his bruise with his fingertips.

			Felix Seraphin.

			A hundred different emotions exploded inside of Asta simultaneously.

			

			It was really him. Those were his squarish hands. That was his dark, fine hair. His shoulders. His everything.

			There was something different about him, though. She couldn’t put a finger on it.

			Maybe it’s that his hair was longer than it had been at Pillar. He brushed back the soft, dark mass of it to prod the place of impact. Maybe it was his two-­day beard or the fact that he was starting to look more like his father. Maybe it was that his boyhood had evaporated, leaving a full-­grown man behind.

			No, that wasn’t it. Something was off. She didn’t know how to describe it. He looked like a walking advertisement. He was dressed head to toe in black-and-gold Seraphin-­branded leisurewear, the family crest blazoned over his chest and on the side of the pants by his hip. But that was normal. There was something in his expression that bothered her.

			When Asta thought of Felix – which was more often than she’d like to admit – she always seemed to picture him as he was when they last knew each other, usually with that stupid grin on his face, the one that meant he was about to dare her to do something neither of them should be doing and neither would regret. Even though she had seen him on television and in the magazines in the intervening years, she had subconsciously expected him to reappear as the light-­hearted, bright-­faced young thing he had been when he vanished from her life. But that was not who was standing in front of her. There was a palpable heaviness about this man’s expression that she didn’t recognize. Had she done that to him?

			Asta’s heart sank. What kind of an idiot was she that she thought seeing him again would check a box and finally free her of that weight she had been carrying for years? This was Felix. There’s no way this was ever going to be easy.

			‘Hey, Asta,’ he said, wincing.

			‘Hi.’ It was all she could manage.

			It seemed appropriate, somehow, that after all this time, their meeting should be accompanied with blinding pain. After all, their parting had been.

			

			The track crew had run out of patience. ‘Get out of the damned way,’ someone yelled. The four of them – Gem, Yixin, Asta, and Felix – retreated to the far side of the pits. They stood with their backs to the chain-­link fence and watched without a word as the crane crawled by, filling the air with its earth-­shaking grumble.

			It was bizarre standing next to Felix again, close enough that the heat of his shoulder warmed Asta’s against the chill of the raceway’s shadow. For more than three years, thoughts of him had haunted her – unrelenting cycles of melancholy, anger, and guilt. He was an idea that she wrestled with, a spur to her pride and a cautionary tale. He had almost ceased to be a real person to her.

			But here he was, right beside her. If she wanted to, she could reach out and touch him. What then? Shake him, probably. Finish the fight that they had barely begun before tragedy struck. After that day at Pillar, something had clamped shut in Asta. Bitterness and resentment had been building up in her like dry brush. Asta longed for the spark that would ignite it at last. She wanted to reach right out, grab Felix by the shoulders, and make him admit what he had done to her. She wouldn’t, though. Because whatever accusation she might make against him, she feared his would be worse. She had not meant to hurt him, but she had.

			As soon as she could be heard again, Yixin beamed at Asta and Felix. ‘It’s a reunion!’ She turned to Gem. ‘They used to be the two peas in a pod. Like this.’ She tucked her clipboard under her arm and put her two fists together, thumbs touching.

			Gem looked at Asta, his eyes asking for guidance. But Asta dropped his gaze. With a shrug, he extended a hand in greeting. ‘Hi again, Felix. We met once at the farm. I’m Gem Manar, Asta’s cousin.’

			Felix reached in front of Asta to shake hands with Gem, forcing her to press herself against the fence to avoid the brush of his shoulder. The smell of him blindsided her. It was sunshine on rich earth
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