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          IF THE ARMOR FITS, WEAR IT

        

      

    

    
      Dassia Temperton had a secret, well, not a secret so much as an enthusiastic reinterpretation of facts. Facts that, under scrutiny (and a thorough background check), might be considered “fraudulent to the kingdom.”

      If anyone found out Dassia’s secret, she would be a dead man. Well, to be more precise, she’d be a dead woman disguised as a man, playing the part with counterfeit stubble and borrowed boldness. Dassia’s secret was approximately forty-five pounds of metal cinched to within an inch of her ability to breathe.

      It wasn’t Dassia’s fault, really, if people insisted on seeing a beard on her face where there was only strategically positioned contouring and shadow. It wasn’t her fault that people wholeheartedly accepted the forged birth certificate she had presented them without so much as holding it up to a candle. Honestly, who was she to shatter their comfortable delusions that she was a man worthy of knighthood? After all, correcting people was exhausting, and she had a strict personal policy against unnecessary exertion.

      For years now, she’d been a knight in the Queen’s army under the title Sir Dassian “the Bold.” Though “the Bold” was a generous interpretation of “One Who Nodded Enthusiastically At Orders Then Found Creative Excuses To Avoid Them.” Her greatest act of courage probably involved once telling Captain Corbin Montoyo his new mustache looked “quite distinguished” rather than “like a deceased squirrel seeking refuge on his upper lip.”

      The truth was that being orphaned as a child was tragic for Dassia in a storybook way, the kind that drew soft eyes and a few pity coins from passing merchants. But being an orphaned twenty-three-year-old woman, with no banner to claim, no surname to lean on (she had chosen herself a last name the way people chose a pastry, random and hoping it would not crumble in public), and no inheritance to cushion the fall, was an entirely different beast. It was a beast she had to fend off with convincing swordplay. Even when her hands shook from all the nerves.

      Dassia adjusted her carefully padded shoulders. Too flat was suspicious, too padded was also suspicious. Everything could be super suspicious when you were committing fraud with your entire existence. She triple-checked that her fake beard shadow was still doing its job and then strode vigorously and purposefully through the castle corridors. She was careful to steer clear of any small talk, giving off the same solemn urgency one used to avoid plague carts.

      A cluster of Dassia’s knightly coworkers had already started congregating together, cheerful as a sunrise, absolutely delighted to be receiving more orders from Captain Montoyo. But Dassia knew knightly duties were just castle chores wrapped in honor: carry a parcel, inspect a creaky stair, guard a hallway, and comb the knots from the queen’s dog’s fur, which, for the record, was a yapping nightmare of a creature that had once looked at her with the knowing eyes of a being who could smell the fraud on her.

      The knights filed one by one into the meeting space, the castle’s grand ballroom, though calling it ‘grand’ these days required either nostalgia or willful blindness. The crystal hanging from the vaulted ceiling saw to that.

      Dassia’s gaze drifted upward, as it always did, pulled by a habit she couldn’t shake. The chandelier hung there, massive and inert, its facets dull as river stones. Dead. She’d heard the stories approximately one million and two times: how it had once blazed with colors that would make a rainbow feel inadequate, how its light had filled every corner of the ballroom with warmth and brilliance and actual, honest-to-gods magic. How it had gone dark the day the dragons came.

      That had been nearly twenty years ago. Before her time. Before she’d been anything but a starving toddler picking through market refuse. Now the crystal just hung there, an oversized paperweight over their knightly heads, commemorating the day dragons tore into the castle, mortally wounded the king, and cleaved the royal family into pieces. The dragon portal was sealed now. Things stayed much quieter because of it. Dassia appreciated quiet. Quiet meant fewer opportunities for someone to notice she was definitely not supposed to be here.

      Dassia cleared her throat and refocused. Right. Blend in. Be knightly. Very knightly. She squared her shoulders, careful not to overdo it, and widened her stance.

      Captain Montoyo clapped his meaty hands together, the sound ricocheting through the empty ballroom. “Right then, lads! Since we’ve got three new recruits joining our illustrious ranks, let’s go around and share a bit about ourselves. Build some camaraderie, eh?”

      Camaraderie. Wonderful. Fantastic. Dassia bit the inside of her cheek to keep from visibly wincing. She’d rather build a fortress wall with nothing but a rusty teaspoon than endure this circle of man-sharing. These little exercises were like walking through a field of hidden traps while wearing lead boots and a sign that said “please ask me invasive questions until I die.” The more people talked, the more questions bubbled up like unwelcome gas after bad ale, and those nasty, pointed little daggers called questions were what eventually gutted even the most beautifully crafted lies. Hers especially. Every personal anecdote could be a tripwire in her carefully constructed minefield of masculine mediocrity.

      The knights positioned themselves in a loose semicircle. Dassia wedged herself strategically between a bulky knight named Shorvant (a human mountain whose conversational repertoire consisted entirely of grunts and whose personal fragrance suggested he bathed in onion soup) and Sir Garrett Hollis (whose jawline could cut glass and whose smile had a documented history of causing swoons across all genders in equal measure). Dassia had chosen this spot with careful calculation: Shorvant’s overwhelming presence would help her fade into the background, while Garrett’s blinding charisma ensured that no one would waste their attention on the unremarkable knight beside him. They could feast their eyes on all that… perfection. Not that Dassia herself noticed such perfection. Not that she eyed it at every available opportunity. Professionally speaking. In case she ever needed to describe “devastatingly handsome” in a royal court.

      The men shifted their weight, some eager, the poor, deluded fools, and others wearing expressions that suggested they’d rather be literally anywhere else. Dassia always felt a kinship with that second group but never risked admitting it out loud.

      “I’ll start,” Montoyo announced as if anyone had been waiting with bated breath. “Grew up in the capital, son of a blacksmith, joined the guard at sixteen…” He proceeded to praise himself in several detailed installments, occasionally pausing for dramatic effect.

      Dassia fixed her expression into an approved mask of ‘Yes, Captain, riveting,’ complete with a furrowed brow, periodic nods, and a slight head tilt to suggest deep engagement, while her soul quietly left her body.

      Around the circle they went. One of the new recruits was built like an ox and seemingly twice as intelligent, and he talked at length about his family’s proud military tradition. Dassia nodded at appropriate intervals while mentally calculating how many more of these introductions she’d have to endure before she could escape to the kitchens. There was a sugar tart hidden behind the pickled vegetables with her name on it. Well, not literally her name. That would be evidence.

      At some point, Sir Brennan launched into an exhaustive tale about his father’s valor and his grandfather’s valor and presumably his great-grandfather’s valor, going back approximately nine generations of valorous valoring.

      Another knight recounted how he’d heroically “lost a finger,” a tale that, between the dramatic pauses, sounded suspiciously like a drunken bar fight rather than the noble duel he was definitely implying.

      Blah blah blah. Swords. Blah blah blah. Glory. Blah blah blah something something chivalry. Dassia had stopped listening three ancestors ago.

      Dassia retreated deep into her happy place, which was not a meadow or a memory, but the chocolates she’d snuck into the royal kitchen to make the other day, and honestly, if that wasn’t a valid form of meditation, nothing was.

      Mmmm. Ahhhh. Dark chocolate ganache infused with just a hint of orange zest and cardamom, rolled in cocoa powder until each truffle resembled a small, precious stone. Delicious. Delightful. Divine. The chocolate had been rich and savory, almost obscenely smooth. It had yielded under the gentlest pressure of her teeth. The ganache had melted immediately, flooding her mouth with that deep, complex bitterness that good chocolate always carried. Not sweet, not yet, just pure and dark and earthy, like the universe had decided to reward her for existing. Then the orange emerged, bright and singing, cutting through the heaviness like sunlight through velvet curtains. The cardamom came last, warm and mysterious, leaving a gentle spice that lingered at the back of her throat like a secret she barely had time to⁠—

      “Sir Dassian?”

      Dassia’s head snapped up so fast she nearly pulled something. Every eye in the room had turned toward her.

      Cool. Great. Nothing suspicious about the knight who’d been visibly zoned out during mandatory bonding time.

      “It’s, um, your turn to tell the tale of the burning desire of your youth, lad,” Montoyo said.

      “Ah, yes. Well.” Dassia cleared her throat, dropping her voice to that lower register that had become second nature now. Her mind flashed unbidden to memories she kept locked away. Her real backstory. The girl’s orphanage in Greywick had no burning desires, only burning fevers that took children in the night. She’d learned early that small girls who didn’t cry, didn’t speak, didn’t draw attention sometimes got overlooked long enough to slip another day’s worth of stale bread into their pockets. She’d hidden in the coal cellar for three days once, emerging black as soot, just to avoid⁠—

      “There’s not really much to tell, Cap.” Dassia kept her voice steady. Bored, even. “Grew up in the northern holdings. Learned swordplay from the garrison commander who owed my father a favor.” Lies. All of it. Pretty, polished lies she’d rehearsed until they felt almost true. Dassia’s real combat training had been a rigorous program of dodging grabby merchants at The Gambling Goose while balancing five bowls of questionable stew in her hands. That, and sneaking away to the fields to observe the blacksmith’s customers practice.

      She had studied swordplay the way others studied manners; it demanded care and the sobering understanding that failure was very messy and very public. The day she finally held a real sword and proceeded to study it more than she slept, she stopped being the same Dassia. People, she’d noticed, were wonderfully respectful when you carried a blade that looked large and expensive, and downright reverent once they realized you actually knew what to do with it.

      But that truth had no standing in this grand ballroom. Dassia could hardly list her genuine qualifications: stuffing boots with the right amount of cloth to appear much taller. Learned swordwork by copying drunken knights’ outside taverns. Repeated said swordwork in abandoned alleys until her arms begged for mercy and she told them to shut up because they weren’t done yet.

      “Solid stock, the northern folk,” Montoyo nodded as if he’d received a detailed report rather than Dassia’s absolute void of information. Bless him and his complete lack of curiosity.

      Mercifully, gloriously, he directed his attention quickly to Garrett, the next target in the circle of mandated masculinity. Dassia could have wept with relief. She cried on the inside instead.

      Garrett didn’t seem bothered by the attention. Of course, he didn’t. He always enjoyed any conversation that gave the room time to appreciate how bright and straight his teeth were. He was halfway through some modest recounting of a border skirmish, and Dassia was very busy not noticing the curve of his mouth, the way his hands moved when he spoke, moving smooth and effortless, like everything else about him. She was succeeding somewhat admirably at this task when Lieutenant Varak, Captain Montoyo’s second-in-command, burst through the door.

      “Captain! A word.”

      Montoyo excused himself, and the two men stepped just outside the ballroom doorway. Their voices carried because Varak had never mastered the concept of a whisper.

      “—from the royal kitchens, sir. Head cook is furious. Says the pilfering has definitely been happening for weeks now. And then with the recent testimony submitted…”

      Dassia’s stomach dropped like a stone down a well. No, her stomach dropped like a boulder off a cliff. No, her stomach dropped like an entire castle collapsing into the sea. (She’d never personally witnessed such architectural catastrophes, but the sense of impending doom surely felt structurally similar.)

      Could they be talking about her? She’d been so careful with her kitchen raids for years now. Always alone, always at precisely calculated hours when the staff took their breaks. But then Sir Perfect Jawline had mentioned his inexplicable preference for snacks that were salty over sweet last week, and suddenly Dassia had thrown years of meticulous self-preservation directly out the window just to prove a point about chocolate. Brilliant strategy. Absolutely top-notch thinking from the woman who’d successfully impersonated a knight for years but couldn’t resist showing off her confectionery skills to a very handsome face.

      “—and we have a key witness…”

      The world narrowed to a pinpoint. Slowly, mechanically, like a rusted weather vane, she turned toward Garrett. The memory of his laughter as she’d nearly upended a jar of vanilla, which cost more than her monthly stipend (not that she’d been catastrophizing about that detail for days and days), now seemed less like a treasured moment and more like Exhibit A in her imminent court-martial.

      She’d even shown Garrett, Gods and ganache, what had she been thinking?, the ridiculous silver spatula embedded in the marble slab near the ovens, that absurd piece of kitchen décor the staff treated like sacred scripture. Whenever Dassia pulled on it, it always felt so cold and hollow. But apparently, the dead metal was destined to awaken one day for the right individual, according to “ancient kitchen lore.”

      “Would you like to try pulling The Spatula of Destiny out?” she’d said to Garrett that night, grinning like a child with a wonderful, stupid secret.

      She’d laughed, truly laughed, like a person who had feelings and showed them. Especially as Garrett wrapped his fingers around the silver handle and gave it a theatrical tug. The spatula hadn’t budged, naturally. It was welded or bolted or whatever “permanently affixed to immovable stone” actually meant. Pure dead weight, waiting for a magical special someone that definitely didn’t exist.

      “Alas,” Dassia had declared to Garrett in her best imitation of the kingdom’s more pompous nobles. “It appears you are not the chosen one.”

      “Tragic, truly tragic.” Garrett shook his head with exaggerated sorrow, though his eyes sparkled with mischief. “I had such tremendously high hopes of being the… what sort of legend are we talking about, exactly? Because I feel I should know what I’m missing out on. For the record. In case anyone asks why I look so devastated.”

      “I think whoever pulls it out gets promoted to head cook immediately. Or gets their wish granted. Or something equally delusional,” Dassia said. It was pure nonsense, obviously. But it was also the kind of warm, silly nonsense that made her chest ache in that particular way that meant she was enjoying herself far too much.

      Montoyo’s voice echoed, cold and clipped. “Garrett, I need another word.”

      The words snapped Dassia right into the present. She was back in the drafty ballroom, far from that stolen kitchen night. Her hands, hidden behind her back in her usual convincingly-knightly pose, had gone cold.

      Garrett strode toward Montoyo with the easy confidence of someone who had everything to gain. The kind of man who only looked out for himself. Even now, he wouldn’t meet her eye, despite Dassia’s very obvious attempt to drill a hole through his skull using nothing but the focused power of her accusing glare.

      The remaining knights resumed their idle chatter, but Dassia couldn’t hear any of it over the roaring in her ears. Through the doorway of the ballroom, she caught a glimpse of Garrett’s profile as he spoke to Captain Montoyo. His hands moved in that earnest, smooth way of his, probably explaining how he’d heroically discovered a dangerous kitchen-raiding criminal mastermind who posed an existential threat to the entire royal pantry.

      Of course. Of course. This was the same man who’d giggled like a schoolboy when they’d crept into those kitchens together. The same idiot who, after she’d spent hours crafting chocolates that actual nobility would have paid small fortunes for, had declared with his perfect, traitorous mouth that stale tavern pretzels were still far superior. In retrospect, that should have been her first clue that Sir Perfect Jawline possessed the discernment of a moldy old boot.

      Garrett returned quickly to his spot in the semicircle, wearing an expression Dassia couldn’t quite parse. Was that guilt? Satisfaction? Indigestion? Either way, the absolute coward of a man seemed to find the floor, ceiling, and middle distance fascinatingly worthy of study, anywhere but Dassia’s increasingly murderous glare.

      Captain Montoyo trailed Garrett back into the ballroom, his jaw set in that particular way that meant someone was about to have a very bad day.

      “Sir Dassian!” His voice rang out like a gavel. “With me. Now!”

      The other knights shifted about, suddenly fascinated with the architectural marvel that was the floor. Dassia followed Montoyo into the narrow corridor outside the ballroom, her mind racing. Garrett had been with her in the kitchen. Garrett had laughed as she’d taken the vanilla. And Garrett had apparently decided that career advancement trumped whatever fleeting camaraderie they’d shared. Not that she blamed him. Really. Who wouldn’t trade one chocolate-making impostor for a shiny new patrol leadership position? Perfectly sensible career move. She might have done the same, except she’d never had anyone to betray in the first place, which was, come to think of it, probably why she’d been stupid enough to risk everything for someone who smiled at her.

      Stellar judgment, as always, Dassia Temperton.

      She was in deep, deep… burnt sugar.
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          SPILL THE COCOA BEANS

        

      

    

    
      Captain Montoyo paced the hallway outside the castle’s grand ballroom, his boots making that particular squeak against the stone that always reminded Dassia of mice being slowly crushed to death. Pleasant imagery for a Tuesday.

      “Sir Dassian, you’ve always been an exemplary knight,” Montoyo said, the words tumbling out in a rush, as if he wanted to get through the pleasantries before delivering the blow.

      Dassia fought the urge to check behind her for this alleged “exemplary knight” he might be addressing. Exemplary at what, exactly? Exemplary at holding a sword without accidentally stabbing herself during ceremonial formations? Exemplary at a few decorative sword flourishes to frighten off robbers? Not that any of that mattered now that her brilliant career was about to be extinguished over some cocoa beans and a pretty smile.

      Montoyo’s mustache twitched. “I’ll get to the point, lad. We have information that you were seen in the kitchens, where ingredients have been going missing for weeks. And I have credible testimony placing you in the kitchens after hours.”

      Credible testimony. From the one person she’d stupidly trusted with her late-night kitchen raids. The same man who couldn’t tell the difference between fine chocolate and horse feed. The same man with eyes that should have come with a warning label: May cause poor decision-making in otherwise sensible knights.

      This wasn’t even weeks of pilfering for Dassia. It was years. The sole change in circumstance was Garrett and his stupidly charming smile, the one that apparently functioned as if it bore the queen’s seal. She’d been an absolute fool to trust him, and now here she was, about to pay the price in whatever currency the kingdom used for career-ending disasters.

      “I think it’s time we had a look at your quarters, Sir Dassian.” Montoyo planted his feet and folded his arms, every inch the commanding officer.

      The words landed like a blade between her ribs. Dassia’s carefully constructed world, the one held together with theatrical makeup, strategic padding, decent swordplay, and an almost supernatural ability to avoid direct questions, was about to be torn apart by whatever evidence she’d forgotten to hide under her mattress.

      “My quarters?” Dassia kept her voice steady, her practiced lower register, faithful as armor. “I can’t imagine what you think you’ll find there.”

      Besides the obvious, she thought bitterly. Her brain helpfully provided an inventory. Sugar in the hollowed spine of a military tactics book, unread but wonderfully convincing on a shelf. Chocolate chunks in the false-bottomed trunk. Gods and ganache. How many had she taken last week? Three? Five? She’d stopped counting somewhere around definitely too many. And then there was the other stash. The powders. The pins. All the inconveniently feminine evidence of her real life, just sitting there like a confession waiting to happen.

      “No need to think about finding something, lad.” A smile crept across Montoyo’s face, the kind that made Dassia’s throat tighten. “We’ve actually already conducted the search.”

      What the truffle?!

      The corridor seemed to tilt sideways. Montoyo reached into the leather satchel slung across his shoulder. Dassia watched his thick fingers disappear into the bag with the distant dread of someone watching their own execution from a really excellent seat in the audience. Montoyo withdrew a cloth bundle, then another, then a third, laying them out on the narrow window ledge with the care of someone presenting evidence at a trial.

      He unwrapped them one by one.

      Three vanilla pods, slightly shriveled but still fragrant enough that Dassia caught their sweet, woody scent even from where she stood. A small burlap sack that she recognized immediately—the sugar, probably half a pound’s worth. Two chunks of dark chocolate, the expensive kind from the southern trade routes. The kind she actually knew how to temper properly, thank you very much. But thank you not very much for it being discovered this way…

      Dassia’s throat burned. She would not cry. Sir Dassian the Bold did not cry over betrayal, even if Dassia Temperton wanted to find a dark corner and melt into stonework over it. Sir Dassian probably challenged his accusers to a duel at dawn, or whatever real knights did when they weren’t busy impersonating themselves and making catastrophically poor life choices.

      Then Montoyo laid out Dassia’s makeup. The powders and pigments she used to conjure a beard that definitely, absolutely did not exist on her actual face without significant artistic intervention.

      Montoyo loomed over the evidence. “Care to explain?”

      Dassia had to think of something. Anything. People got executed over more minor things than this. She’d heard stories, mostly from other knights who were trying to scare each other, but still. The point stood.

      “The powders are medicinal,” Dassia invented. “For razor burn and scar concealment. Helps keep the face properly… intimidating.”

      Montoyo gave a firm, approving nod. The man was actually buying it. Dassia’s brain filed this away under: Things That Should Not Have Worked But Somehow Did. “And what of the stolen kitchen supplies, Sir Dassian?”

      Sweet merciful cocoa, how was she going to explain the theft? Come on. Think. Think.

      Unfortunately, her brain, normally a reasonably functional organ, had apparently decided to take a break. Possibly permanently.

      Dassia’s gaze slid past Montoyo’s increasingly impatient mustache, now twitching with intensity. She desperately sought inspiration from literally anything other than her own catastrophically empty head. One of the notice boards Montoyo insisted on putting in every available corridor offered its usual tapestry of tedium for knights: patrol assignments (boring), border disputes (dangerous), tax collection escorts (boring AND dangerous). Dassia’s eyes caught on something. There, half-obscured by a notice about grain quotas, a faded parchment with edges curling as if even the paper was trying to escape its own contents: Dragon Slaying Promotional Assignment - Volunteers Desperately Needed - Glimmerglass Peak.

      Everyone knew about dragon assignments. Knights left for those, and their armor came back entirely empty, if it came back at all. Montoyo kept posting the notices because technically someone had to try, but no one with half a brain volunteered unless they were desperate or suicidal or… You know what? Desperate did seem to be Dassia’s current emotional state.

      “I was practicing,” Dassia heard herself say. The words launched from her mouth before her brain could slam on the brakes. A rush of adrenaline flooded her veins.

      Montoyo’s eyebrows climbed toward his receding hairline. “Practicing?”

      “Stealth, sir.” Dassia gestured toward the notice board, her hand surprisingly steady despite the way her pulse hammered in her throat. “The dragon posting, sir. I’ve been training for it. A bit unorthodox, but I thought if I could move through the castle undetected, into the kitchens, past the guards, it would prove I had the skills necessary for a covert approach.” She gestured vaguely toward the notice board, as if that explained everything. Nothing said “reasonable career advancement” quite like volunteering to be flame-broiled by a creature whose hobby was collecting knight-shaped ash piles.

      “You’d risk everything for one of the last beasts left in the kingdom?” Montoyo asked.

      “Everything! That’s for certain.” Dassia’s voice climbed an octave despite her best efforts.

      “Why, lad?” Montoyo asked as dust motes froze in the shaft of light beside them, as if also captivated and unsure where this was all going.

      “Because dragons have such keen senses.” The words tumbled out faster now, gaining their own terrible momentum. “I needed to test whether I could move about without being noticed.”

      It was possibly the stupidest lie she’d ever told, and she’d once convinced a tavern keeper she was the illegitimate son of a duke (to avoid a tab she couldn’t pay).

      “You were training, of course.” Montoyo’s tone shifted, suspicion giving way to something else. Hopefully not more anger. Hopefully something in the neighborhood of believing this absolute garbage.

      “I’ve been borrowing items from the castle.” Dassia forced her shoulders to relax, clasping her hands behind her back to hide their trembling, “and placing items back with the utmost gentleman-grade stealth. There have been hundreds of items like this, but always returned, I assure you.” She tried to keep her voice level, even as her mind screamed that this was insane, that she should just confess about the chocolates and take whatever punishment came. But confessing meant questions. Questions meant scrutiny. Scrutiny meant someone might look too closely at Sir Dassian the Bold and realize he had slightly too-soft features and had never once joined the other knights when they visited the bathhouse.

      Montoyo studied Dassia for a long moment. His mustache had stopped twitching, which was either very good or very, very bad. “Sir Dassian, why didn’t you come and talk to me about this directly?”

      “I wanted to be certain of my capabilities before presenting myself to you, sir.” The lies were flowing more easily now, each one building on the last until she’d constructed an entire architecture of fabrication. It was honestly impressive, if not terrifying. “Didn’t want to waste your time if I couldn’t handle the reconnaissance requirements.”

      Montoyo’s face transformed, his eyebrows lifting like drawbridges to make way for what could only be described as genuine approval. “Initiative,” he said, as if discovering a rare coin in a pile of horse droppings. “Actual bloody initiative.”

      He stepped closer, close enough that Dassia could count the breakfast crumbs trapped in his mustache. “It’s about time someone around here actually tried to go above and beyond with the posted job duties,” he said, slapping Dassia on the back in approval.

      “Well, you know me,” Dassia heard herself say with a confidence that must have been borrowed from someone far more competent. “Always… initiating… those things.”

      Someone needed to stop her from talking. Anyone. A convenient earthquake would do.

      “By the gods,” Montoyo said, “Sir Dassian the Bold, this is exactly what I needed to hear today.”

      The words didn’t make sense. Dassia had just confessed to theft. Well, no, she’d technically just confessed to unauthorized kitchen access while claiming it was dragon hunting preparation, which should have sounded completely unhinged to anyone with functioning ears. And yet here was Montoyo, looking at her like she’d just handed him a gift wrapped in gold-leafed foil.

      Montoyo grabbed Dassia’s shoulder with one of those meaty hands of his, and she had to lock her knees to avoid stumbling backward. “The Queen’s been breathing down my neck about someone to slay that dragon-damned Glimmerglass beast every fortnight. Says it’s making the kingdom look weak to our neighbors who are coming soon for the big ball. Merchants are refusing to travel. The crown’s losing revenue. The Queen’s been very vocal about this one.”

      The Queen. The actual Queen knew about this assignment. The numbness in Dassia’s hands spread up her arms. Her brain was doing that thing where it tried to process information and just made static noises instead.

      Montoyo turned back toward the notice board, reaching up to tear the dragon posting free from its pins. The parchment crackled in his hands like it was as terrified as Dassia was. “The assignment is officially yours, lad. And I’ll throw in not just the promotion but a bonus of three hundred gold crowns on successful completion! Thanks again, mate.”

      Dassia’s brain stuttered to a halt. Three hundred gold crowns. She did the mental arithmetic twice because surely she’d miscalculated, but no, that was enough money to… actually, she couldn’t even finish the thought. That was life-changing money. That was never-steal-chocolate-again money. That was also, very possibly, dead before she could spend it money.

      “That’s… very generous, sir,” she managed, her voice thin as watered-down cocoa.

      “Generous?” Montoyo threw back his head and barked a laugh that sent his mustache quivering. One of the crumbs finally made its escape, flying directly toward Dassia’s face. “You’re the one doing me a favor on this if you survive. The Queen’s been making my life a living nightmare over this situation,” Montoyo continued, apparently mistaking her strangled tone for emotion of the patriotic variety. “I knew I could count on you, Sir Dassian the Bold.”

      Dassian the Bold…

      Maybe Dassia was boldly insane. Or perhaps just garden-variety stupid with delusions of grandeur, the kind that would get her name recorded in some dusty tome as “Sir Dassian the Briefly Bold.” But also, assuming she somehow survived—which was a big assumption, admittedly, given the whole fire-breathing situation—this could be her ticket to the sort of cushy command position where one’s primary occupational hazard was paper cuts. She could even assign Garrett to clean the royal stables during festivals, not that she was petty enough to imagine his perfect face contorted in disgust as he shoveled manure in the heat, of course. It was a flawless plan, really, if one simply ignored the dragon.

      The dragon. Right. Dassia’s pleasant little revenge fantasy lasted about three heartbeats before her brain helpfully reminded her that dragons were, in fact, still dragons. The kind with teeth the size of shortswords and a documented preference for roasting knights in their armor like chestnuts.

      “Dismissed, Sir Dassian. And congratulations, lad!” Montoyo’s enthusiasm ricocheted in her skull like a bell being thrown down a stairwell.

      Dassia’s body, proving itself smarter than her brain, executed something vaguely salute-adjacent and pivoted away before her face could betray just how spectacularly she’d doomed herself. Her legs steered her down the corridor while her brain continued its meltdown. Somewhere in the back of her mind, a tiny voice was screaming. But she was choosing to boldly just ignore it.

      The empty ballroom swam into view, all those earnest faces still arranged in their semicircle. Garrett stood exactly where she’d left him, examining his fingernails with intense fascination.

      Dassia wasn’t sure which beast was worse: the fire-breathing dragon waiting at Glimmerglass Peaks or Sir Garrett Hollis himself, the jawline-blessed bastard who’d just fed her to Captain Montoyo to save his own perfectly sculpted hide.

      At least the dragon would probably be honest about trying to kill her.
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          SMITTEN OR DRAGON-BITTEN

        

      

    

    
      The promotion quest Dassia had so nobly volunteered for was, on paper, refreshingly simple. Slay the Glimmerglass Beast terrorizing the northern villages. Return to the capital with proof of death. Collect a heroic sack of gold from her grateful employer. Simple. Clean. The kind of task that, assuming Dassia didn’t die horribly, get maimed, or accidentally reveal her gender while changing bandages, would finally give her enough coin to disappear into a comfortable life. One where she could finally retire from her knightly charade and open that chocolate shop she had always dreamed of.

      Just this one tiny quest that could possibly kill her in any number of inventive ways. Dragon fire, obviously. That was the headliner. But the supporting cast included claws, teeth, the impact from being swatted mid-air like an irritating fly. Falling from a great height after being swatted mid-air like an irritating fly, then falling from a great height after being swatted mid-air like an irritating fly… The list went on, and Dassia’s brain, ever helpful, had organized each entry from “catastrophically fatal” to “somehow even more catastrophically fatal.”

      She tried to focus on the three hundred gold crowns. She could taste the freedom in that number, could practically feel it dissolving on her tongue like the finest ganache. The number glowed in her mind like a beacon, beautiful and terrible. Three hundred gold crowns.

      Dassia had been wandering through the northern territories for days now, the landscape offering nothing but variations on the theme of “barren.” The villagers she’d interviewed about the dragon’s whereabouts had been spectacularly unhelpful, though she couldn’t exactly fault them for being preoccupied with not dying from mundane things like hunger. Fair point, villagers. Fair point.

      After exploring the nearby territory in excruciating detail, Dassia had arrived at a conclusion: the Glimmerglass Beast was proving to be more complicated than “slay and collect.” For one thing, the beast wasn’t where it was supposed to be. How was she supposed to maintain her knightly façade when the beast wouldn’t even do her the courtesy of showing up for its own slaying? Honestly. Common courtesy. Was that too much to ask from a creature of terror?

      After a few more painful days of hiking with several blisters in places that would make a royal physician blush and the royal apothecary weep into his ointments, Dassia heaved aside a stone at the entrance to the abandoned cave she’d finally been assured housed the terror of the north. It had been lighter than she had expected. The stone skittered pathetically down the side of the mountain, which, Dassia noted, was exactly the trajectory her career prospects were currently taking. The cave was warm, oddly homey for a rock hollow, yet the quiet mocked her. No beast. No glory. Just cave. Just silence. And just Dassia standing there like the punchline to a cosmic joke nobody had bothered to set up.

      “Wonderful,” she muttered, her voice echoing back at her with unnecessary enthusiasm. She took off her helmet and adjusted her breastplate, which pinched in all the wrong places. Another inconvenience of pretending to be built like a man rather than a woman with actual curves that armor designers definitely didn’t account for.

      “What’s so wonderful, darling? Do be a dear and share now…” someone asked from the shadows of the dark cave. The voice was unmistakably female and also… quite dramatic.

      The lush, over-enunciated voice reminded Dassia of the traveling thespians who swept into the castle with their theater troupes, declaring everything fateful while allergic to understatement.

      Dassia’s heart tried to escape through her throat. “Who goes there?” she called out.

      No one replied.

      Okay…

      Perhaps she had just imagined the eccentric voice, driven to hallucinations by thin air and even thinner prospects. Yes. That was it. Completely normal. Nothing concerning about hearing confident voices in dark caves that could be traps when hunting dragons.

      A glimmer soon caught her eye, interrupting her daydream about the eighteen different ways she could explain her current failure to the queen when returning empty-handed (option twelve involved a convenient plague that she’d survived but would require her to fake some very convincing boils).

      Dassia crouched behind a boulder that offered three-quarters of adequate cover (a generous estimate), sword drawn at what she hoped was a threatening angle rather than the “I’ve practiced this pose in a lot of training sessions” angle it probably was.

      The glimmer shimmered again.

      At first, Dassia couldn’t tell what it was. A trick of light, perhaps. Her brain finally surrendering to altitude sickness after days of breathing nothing but disappointment. But no, there it was: an honest-to-legend dragon emerging from the dark with glittering wings. It was about human-sized, standing tall on two legs, and its scales were so stunning they made Dassia’s armor look like it had been “polished” by a raccoon with a grudge. Such shine. Such iridescence. A mosaic of colors. Her own reflection probably would have looked ashamed if it could have seen itself in those scales. The dragon flexed claws that looked razor-edged… and also freshly polished, dotted with what looked like tiny hearts. Dassia’s gaze darted between the creature’s glimmering scales and the cave entrance, calculating whether she could reach the exit before those delicate claws proved more lethal than decorative.

      “Well, well, well, I’m Etchling of the Glimmerglass Peaks. It’s an absolute pleasure to dazzle you, darling, yes, hello, you over there crouching in the corner. It’s me. Be prepared to meet the iconic.” The dragon’s voice floated about the cave like expensive perfume as she stepped into the light. Small curlicues of vapor formed punctuation marks in the air, each one a tiny masterpiece of atmospheric drama. It was almost as if the dragon was waiting with an unspoken expectation of applause from Dassia.

      It was an odd thought to have before one died, but Dassia couldn’t help but wonder if dragons practiced their dramatic delivery in front of reflective surfaces too. Dassia certainly rehearsed her “manly knight voice” to increasingly unimpressed puddles. This dragon seemed to have star-performer theatricality baked into its bones.

      Wait. How did this dragon even have a voice with perfect projection, keen dramatic emphasis, and stage-smooth sparkle? The dragon literally sounded like the castle entertainers who could turn a single sentence into a scene-stealer.

      “Holy fudging sugar.” The words slipped out before Dassia could stop them. “You can actually talk, dragon?” she asked, mentally adding “theatrically conversational dragons” to her list of things they’d conveniently omitted from knightly training. Right between “how to pee in full armor” and “what to do when your fake mustache starts peeling off during a royal audience.” The curriculum, she was beginning to suspect, had some gaps.

      “Of course I speak, darling. What were you expecting? Guttural roaring?”

      “But… how do you speak, dragon?” The question escaped before her brain could stop it. Probably should have led with something more commanding. Something more knight-like. Well, too late now.

      The dragon shrugged, the gesture somehow both casual and deeply theatrical. “I’m pretty much self-taught and positively dripping with vocabulary.” The dragon beamed, wings fluttering like costly silk fans. “Now, onto more pressing matters. Have you come to ruin my complexion? Because I did just exfoliate, dear, and my scales are practically filing a grievance with my nervous system at the very thought of a bit of combat damage.”

      Dassia’s laugh exploded out before her brain could remind her that knights don’t giggle like schoolgirls. And dragons, even human-sized skincare-devoted ones, don’t typically appreciate being laughed at by their would-be slayers. Dassia’s professionalism had apparently taken the day off. Possibly the week. Possibly for the rest of her life.

      “I’m Sir…” Dassia began, then realized introducing herself by her fake name to a creature she was supposed to kill seemed like adding unnecessary paperwork to her inevitable court-martial. “I’m certainly here on an important quest.”

      “An important quest? How wonderfully, deliciously vague,” the dragon said, bobbing up and down like the words had their own gravity. “Not slaying, conquering, that sort of tedious violence knights tend to do? Hmmm?”

      Dassia cleared her throat, forcing her voice lower, more authoritative, less “frightened chocolatier in a tin suit.” “Knights are here to protect. And as a knight, it has come to my attention that there have been reports from the villagers that you’ve been destroying crops, dragon.”

      “Please, call me Etchling, we’re both civilized, darling. Second, I’ll have you know I was merely trying to fix the town’s heinous scarecrow arrangement. The composition was so wrong that it made abstract art look literal. My aesthetic sensibilities were screaming.”

      Dassia stared at the dragon. Her sword now hovered at an angle that suggested neither attack nor surrender. Just pure confusion. “You… were critiquing their scarecrows?”

      “Oh, for scales and sequins’ sake, someone had to.” Etchling preened, her scales catching the light like polished gemstones. “The scarecrow in the eastern field was wearing a hat that clashed horribly with the harvest colors. It was practically a hate crime against color theory. My scales were practically filing a formal complaint with the universe every time I flew by. I couldn’t bear it any longer. Things may have gotten maybe just a tiny bit heated in the process. But I believe when the mob came, I only scorched one particularly heinous toupee. You must admire my restraint.”

      “What about the livestock you herded away?” Dassia heard herself ask, still trying to keep pace with the fact that this dragon was… aggressively not the dragon she’d prepared for. Her training had covered “mindless beast.” It had not covered “interior decorator with attitude.”

      Etchling’s tiny nostrils flared with indignation, smoke curling upward in perfect spirals of offense. “Browns next to blacks, darling, it’s a big aesthetic no-no. I couldn’t stand it. I was being emotionally dry-cleaned and hung out to despair.” The dragon shuddered delicately, sending a small puff of smoke spiraling upward.

      “And the bit where you set fire to the mayor’s prized tapestry on display at the community center?” Dassia questioned.

      “I was trying to do those provincial dolts in town a favor. Honestly, their artistic sensibilities are stuck somewhere between ‘medieval plague chic’ and ‘just rolled in the mud couture.’ Everyone hated that tapestry. Don’t worry, I had confirmed with the local gossip in town first,” Etchling said, the very picture of injured innocence.

      “You really want me to believe that?” Dassia said dryly.

      “Why not, darling?” Etchling tilted her head. “Though I’ll note your skepticism for the record. It’s charming, truly.”

      “Why not? Why not? Well, you’re a dragon for one…” Dassia said, as if that should have been the end of the argument.

      It wasn’t.

      Etchling’s jewel-toned scales rippled through a variety of colors as she drew herself up to her full (slightly unimpressive) height. “Oh, I’m sorry, was I supposed to be the mindless beast you could slaughter? How terribly inconvenient for you that I might actually have a, gasp, personality.”

      “I guess… I’m sorry? I just thought…” Dassia ran her free hand through her tangled hair, her fingers catching on a knot that had taken up permanent residence somewhere near her left ear. Endless days of trekking and sleeping in ditches, just to end up here. Apologizing to the dragon she was supposed to slay. The universe had a sense of humor. A terrible, twisted sense of humor. This was no monster. Etchling was far more breathtaking than beastly.

      The dragon placed a dainty claw against her chest scales, theatrically wounded. “Now, don’t pretend to be like those mindless townfolk, their taste is as refined as a potato rolling down a staircase. I expect better from someone with your tragically underutilized sense of style, darling.”

      Dassia bit her lip. Gods and ganache, she couldn’t exactly slay a beast whose chief offense was an aggressive commitment to aesthetics. But she also desperately needed the promotion. She needed the gold. She needed the excuse to finally walk away from this ridiculous life of pretending to be someone she wasn’t.

      Dassia sighed heavily, and the movement jostled her travel pack enough that several small, misshapen chocolate truffles tumbled out onto the cave floor. They rolled across the dirt, leaving faint cocoa-dusted trails like tiny chocolate fugitives making their escape. Dassia’s heart did a little flip. Oh fudge. Her secret. Her one true love. Just sitting there on the cave floor. Dassia’s authentic self was pouring out in a sloppy, undeniable flood, and she had the grim certainty this dragon would make a meal of it. A meal of her, to be specific.

      Etchling’s enormous gold eyes fixed on Dassia’s emergency stress-eating provisions. Etchling’s eyes widened. Then, Etchling’s eyes continued widening, as if she were watching a magic trick unfold.

      “What, pray tell, are these little delights?” Etchling asked immediately. “Please tell me those are what I think they are.”

      A truffle sat there next to the dragon like a sacrificial offering. Dark chocolate with a dusting of cocoa powder that had somehow survived in her pack. (It was wrapped in waxed parchment and tucked in the coolest part of her satchel, because Dassia was nothing if not thorough about chocolate preservation.) She’d made them herself in the royal kitchens when the head chef wasn’t looking. Couldn’t help bringing them with her. Priorities. Chocolate priorities. Some things were just non-negotiable.

      Etchling stared at the truffle. Then at Dassia. Then back at the truffle.

      Dassia’s cheeks warmed despite the cave’s chill. “Oh. Those are just chocolate truffles.”

      “Just? Just?” The dragon delicately sniffed, nibbled with the precision of a jeweler examining a diamond, then released a sigh that could’ve wilted flowers, her whole body melting into chocolate-induced bliss. “If you meant to kill me, darling,” she purred, “this is a far kinder method. Obesity suits me just fine when something as delicious as this is involved. I’m prepared to become absolutely legendary in my plumpness with these.”

      Dassia’s mouth twitched into something between a grimace and a smile. Her face seemed confused about what expression to settle on.

      “What’s wrong?” Etchling asked, sounding like she was about to faint onto a piece of furniture that definitely wasn’t there.

      Dassia’s sword arm, apparently staging its own rebellion against career advancement, lowered completely. “You’re, um… significantly different than I was expecting. Not that I’m complaining!”

      “Well, well, well…”

      Dassia stood there calculating the odds of death by dragon versus death by superior officer disappointment.

      “You’re not what I expected either, darling. Against all observable evidence and my professional expectations, you actually seem interesting. I mean, for one… you actually crafted these little morsels of chocolate divinity?” Etchling’s eyes sparkled with newfound respect as she edged closer, consuming a second truffle, leaving faint scorch marks on the wrapper where her enthusiasm had gotten away from her.

      “Yes, I made them.”

      “Yourself? With your own claws—sorry, hands?” The dragon examined her talons with theatrical despair, apparently mourning her own inability to wield a whisk.

      Mercifully, the dragon didn’t seem to want to eat Dassia. She only wanted to eat Dassia’s truffles, which was, if anything, painfully relatable.

      “To be honest, making them was probably not the wisest career move for someone pretending to be a knight and desperately needing a promotion to stay afloat,” Dassia admitted. She had no idea why. But to be even more honest, their conversation was flowing like Dassia’s private fantasy of sisterhood, no awkwardness, all honesty, no bracing for betrayal. It felt like they were simply siblings, getting along as if it came standard, like nobody had ever needed armor to survive a conversation. “I’ll admit it. I’m a full-time fraud and part-time person who is winging it aggressively. A knight in theory, a disaster in practice.”

      “Don’t worry. Silver’s not your color anyway,” Etchling assured her. “It washes you out completely. Positively cadaverous. And, darling, if you desire to clank around in this medieval tin can rather than prance about in whatever frothy confections the other village women are parading in, who am I to judge? I appreciate rebels. I’m one myself, tragically fabulous and devastatingly misunderstood.”

      “Ah,” Dassia said, because apparently that was her response to emotional revelations. They were absurdly mismatched in their scales and steel. Yet they were also eerily alike. “So we’re both, in our own ways, a letdown to our species? Wonderful.”

      “I always read stories about the mystical human world when I was a youngling. Snuck through the portal between our realms far too often. My kind practically branded me an artistically eccentric oddball. Probably didn’t even miss me when the portal between realms was sealed.”

      Etchling and Dassia were a dragon and a knight, opposites by design, twins by circumstance, both sidelined by their own kind’s idea of ‘proper.’

      “What, precisely, is the recommended course of action for this matter? What do two outcasts like ourselves even do?”

      It was, Dassia noted grimly, a loaded question with enough weight to crush a small village. Or at least crush whatever was left of her certainty about anything anymore.
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          OH, WHAT A KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      “It’s a great question, dear. What do two lovely outcasts like ourselves even do?” Etchling paused theatrically, one talon tapping her chin like the queen’s royal seamstress contemplating last season’s hemlines.

      Dassia waited for the answer. Which was probably a mistake, because waiting implied Dassia had some kind of plan here, and Dassia very much did not. But the thing was, she didn’t really want to kill this dragon now, not when the creature was staring at her like that, like Dassia was a culinary miracle worker rather than a fraud in ill-fitting armor.

      “Um. I don’t know, what do we do?” Dassia asked. The words came out tangled, her hands making a vague gesture that meant absolutely nothing. Great. Very bold and knightly.

      “I’ll tell you what we do…” Etchling’s voice swelled through the cave, echoing off the walls like she’d been rehearsing this moment her entire life. “We do chocolate!”

      “Chocolate?” Dassia repeated.

      “For fire’s sake, now you’re talkin’!”

      “But what about⁠—”

      “Yes, what should we talk about? Let’s talk about the basics. First things first, your ganache-to-shell ratio is adequate,” the dragon declared, making “adequate” sound like a war crime. “But the tempering, oh, the tempering, my sweet confused human. It’s as if you’ve invited chocolate to a waltz and then stepped on its toes the entire night. Stomped on them, really. With boots. Muddy ones. It’s chocolate made by someone focusing on survival rather than transcendence.”

      Of course. The dragon had decided the crisis here was strictly culinary. Not the whole “A knight was sent to kill you” situation. Not the fact that Dassia was a woman pretending to be a knight. No. The real emergency was Dassia’s fudging chocolate technique.

      “Scales and sequins, dear, what were you thinking when you made these? Walk me through it all. I need to know everything.” Etchling’s voice was sister-soft, the kind that said Tell me everything and I’ve got you in the same breath. Dassia had always filed that kind of care under “other people’s lives who weren’t orphans.” Feeling it aimed at her was unexpectedly tender.

      “I was just thinking about not starving on a long march,” Dassia said, chin lifting slightly.

      Etchling swirled a talon through the air like a conductor who had very strong opinions about tempo. “Food should never just be functional. It should also be an experience. A journey. A moment of transcendence in an otherwise tragically drab existence. I know you agree, dear.”

      Dassia opened her mouth to protest, because apparently dragons invited that sort of response, but she found herself momentarily tongue-tied. Critiqued by a dragon. About chocolate. While on a knighting quest. The administrative absurdity of it all threatened to overwhelm her.

      “You know what else? What the real problem is?” Etchling said, licking cocoa powder from her gleaming talons with precise little flicks of her snake-like tongue.

      Let’s see, what the real problem was. Maybe that Dassia had no idea what to do with this glimmering creature who’d seen through her disguise and read her like a pamphlet? That she actually liked this glimmering creature more than most humans she’d ever met? Gods and ganache. That last thought was going to require some unpacking later.

      “Your real problem is the taste is there but the art is not. Look, your piping work is an utter travesty. Did you use a stick, sweetness?” Etchling held up a misshapen truffle between two talons, tilting it this way and that like a jeweler examining a gem.

      “A spoon handle,” Dassia said honestly, feeling her cheeks warm. “The royal kitchens don’t exactly leave their good equipment lying about for someone like me to pilfer.”

      “Oh, I could teach you where to find proper resources, you know. I do keep my ears and eyes on these things, dear. I consider it a civic duty.” Etchling tilted her head, those golden eyes shimmering with what looked disturbingly like enthusiasm. “There’s hope in the form of me. I’m here to help, darling.”

      “Really?” The word escaped before Dassia could stop it, and she realized with some horror that her legs had simply and willingly folded beneath her. She sat, her armor creaking in protest, but the rest of her apparently all in on this chocolate education scheme.

      “I could teach you a great many things.” The dragon had settled across from Dassia, tail curled around her feet like a cat’s, looking absurdly pleased with herself. “You’ve stumbled upon the Holy Grail. A font of confectionery wisdom. You’re welcome for myself.”

      Before Dassia realized what was happening, she and Etchling had shared more truffles together; by which Dassia meant she watched a dragon consume half her emergency rations while she calculated the precise caloric deficit this would create in her three-day return journey.

      Then, Etchling produced her own shard of obsidian from along the cave’s edge and was using it to demonstrate proper chocolate tempering on a flat rock she’d heated with a controlled burst of flame.

      Dassia found herself leaning forward, actually taking notes on a piece of parchment she’d meant for recording her “heroic dragon-slaying report.” The irony was not lost on her. It just wasn’t stopping her either.

      The dragon was both a great teacher and a gifted performer. Etchling did a fantastic impression of a bumbling chocolatier, complete with theatrical swooning and a few smoke rings shaped like crying faces. Dassia couldn’t help but applaud several times. Etchling seemed to adore that fact, her scales practically glowing with satisfaction.

      Dassia’s cheeks ached from smiling. Actual smiling, not the careful expression management she employed around the other knights. Then, somewhere between Etchling’s dissertation about cocoa butter crystallization and the importance of proper molds, Dassia’s mission had morphed from “slay the beast” to “discuss all the finer points of chocolate making with this very knowledgeable dragon.” Her quest had been hijacked by confectionery. She wasn’t even mad about it. It felt like sisterhood, but with a common language, namely the language of chocolate, spoken fluently and without shame.

      Etchling approached it all like an art form, explaining how different cocoas produced different flavor profiles, how adding a pinch of salt could enhance sweetness, how the snap of properly tempered chocolate should sound like breaking a thin sheet of ice. Dassia was taking notes like her life depended on it.

      Hours passed. Actual hours where Dassia sat cross-legged on cold stone, listening to a dragon explain the molecular structure of cocoa butter like it was the most riveting subject in the entire kingdom.

      And it was. That was the problem.

      “And, if you really want to elevate your craft,” Etchling spread her wings slightly, as if bestowing sacred knowledge required the proper wingspan, “you need to source single-origin beans, darling. None of this mixed nonsense they peddle in the capital markets. That’s not chocolate, that’s an insult.”

      Dassia caught herself nodding along, genuinely absorbed, which was an alarming lapse in vigilance, before her brain helpfully shoved the forgotten quest back into her face like a tavern bill she’d been avoiding.

      “Etchling, hold on, there’s still one really big problem,” Dassia blurted out, because apparently her survival instinct had woken up from its nap and was now panicking about the schedule. Holy sugar. Dassia was supposed to be killing a dragon, not discussing bean provenance.

      “I know. I know. Don’t worry, dear. You can always buy something more flattering for an artisan chocolatier with my help. That armor is doing absolutely nothing for you.” Etchling waved a dismissive talon, as if Dassia’s impending professional crisis was merely a fashion emergency.

      “No. Etchling, I’m kind of sort of… supposed to be killing you, remember?” Dassia said, more as a reminder to herself than an actual threat, as she plucked one of the last truffles and finished it off in one big bite.

      Etchling’s golden eyes narrowed with surprising perception. “Darling, we’re having a moment. A glorious, chocolate-scented moment. Don’t ruin it with violence.”

      By sunset, they’d sketched an entire floor plan on the cave’s ground. Dassia stared at their dirt-drawn blueprints, at the careful markings for “select customer seating” and “chocolate workshop,” and even the pretentious little area Etchling had labeled “tasting salon” and “sugar glass working station.” This was happening. This was actually happening. Dassia was planning a business with a dragon.

      “Now,” Etchling inhaled with the gravitas of a herald about to announce the end of an era, “here is the most important question of all.”

      Dassia braced for the dragon-sized issue between them: the logistics of a human-dragon business partnership and the inevitable mob with pitchforks.

      “Should we call the shop Scales & Sweets? I’ve been workshopping names in my head, and that one has a certain… panache.”

      “We can’t name it that. It sounds like a fish market…” Dassia couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled up, bright and unguarded. The sound echoed through the cave, and Dassia realized with a jolt that she couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed like this. Not the careful chuckle she deployed at Montoyo’s terrible jokes or the practiced guffaw she used when the other knights made crude comments she didn’t understand but pretended to appreciate.

      When had she last spent hours doing something just because it made her laugh? The question lodged itself in her chest like a stone. Years of survival meant every action served a purpose: every conversation calculated, every gesture rehearsed, every moment spent maintaining the elaborate fiction of Sir Dassian the Bold.

      But this? Sitting in a cave with a flamboyant dragon, sketching impossible dreams in the dirt while debating whether Scales & Sweets sounded far too fishy? This was the most ridiculous, impractical, completely pointless afternoon she’d ever spent. And sweet merciful cocoa, it had been glorious.

      “What about an innocent name like Simply Sweet?” Dassia asked.

      “We’re way off track. Naming is an act of creation; we’re choosing who we’ll be together, darling. Let’s go back for a moment. Scales & Sweets could mean justice scales, not just fish or dragon scales, dear.”

      “The name’s not right. It’s too much chivalry and not enough chocolate.”

      “That’s it!” Etchling exclaimed. “Chivalry & Chocolate. That’s the name of our chocolate shop. It’s perfect! You’re perfect!”

      Dassia had never been called perfect by anyone. It felt like the sort of ridiculous, tender praise you’d get from actual family. She stared down at the crude floor plan, at Etchling’s absurdly elaborate notation system, and let out a long, resigned sigh.

      “If we really start this Chivalry & Chocolate shop together, then people will…” Dassia trailed off, because her mind had reached the part it preferred to avoid.

      “People will come from villages away just to glimpse a dragon who’s chosen the path of pastry over pillaging,” Etchling stated, practically radiating theatrical certainty. “I’ll be even more famous than I am now.”

      “Are you utterly and absolutely mad? They’ll come to kill you if we’re not very, very, very careful.”

      “They’ll come to draw my portrait,” Etchling insisted. “There’s a difference, dear. I’m very drawable, both of my sides are good. Possibly my back, too. I’ve never checked.”

      “You are utterly mad.” Dassia was smiling again. Her face was doing that without permission a lot now.

      “Right back atcha, darling.” Etchling’s wink should not have been possible for someone with reptilian eyes, and yet she made it look effortless.

      After tugging out a distressing amount of hair and having six more nervous breakdowns for good measure, Dassia finally asked, “So, we’re really doing this, aren’t we?”

      “You do seem to like running away from your responsibilities, dear,” Etchling pointed out. “And I definitely do very much like chocolate. Some might say I’m obsessed with chocolate. They are correct.”

      “Should we shake on it, then?” Dassia extended her hand. “Business partners?”

      “To Chivalry & Chocolate… and beyond!”

      Etchling placed her surprisingly warm talon against Dassia’s palm. A spark jumped between them, not fire, but a low, vibrating hum that traveled up Dassia’s arm. Her bones felt like tuning forks. What the truffle? It was either magic or Dassia was having some kind of medical event. Honestly, at this point, either seemed plausible.

      “To new beginnings and properly tempered chocolate,” Dassia agreed.

      “That’s a binding oath now, Dass. No take-backsies,” the dragon said firmly, smoke curling into a cute little heart shape above their joined hands.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll go to the safest corner of the kingdom,” Dassia vowed, as if she were making a contract with the air. “One without…”

      “Knights trying to slay me?” Etchling offered. “Yes, that sounds divine. Excellent location scouting instincts, darling.”

      Dassia nodded. They shook on it again for good measure, and then, at Etchling’s insistence, devised a handshake so elaborate it required footwork. It was half oath and half choreography, the sort of vow you sealed with hip bumps, jazz hands, and ankle swivels. The energy between them was pure fire. (Literally, in Etchling’s case. She kept almost singeing Dassia’s sleeve.)

      Business partners. Them? A knight and a dragon running a chocolate shop in the middle of nowhere. Utter lunacy. And yet, after a lifetime of moving through fog, it felt like someone had finally reached in and taken Dassia’s hand.

      Dassia was actually so happy about it that she thought her ribs might crack. Her eyes burned. She blinked rapidly, pretending the lingering smoke from Etchling’s last demonstration had irritated them.

      “Oh dear. Are you leaking?” Etchling’s head tilted, golden eyes widening with genuine concern. “Is that a human thing? Should I be worried?”

      “I’m fine,” Dassia managed, her voice thick and rough around the edges. She wiped at her face with the back of her hand, leaving a streak of cocoa powder across her cheek. “Just… this is really happening, isn’t it?”

      “We have established that. Yes, dear. Unless we’re both having the same fever dream, which honestly, would be a fabulous fever dream,” Etchling said casually, as if shared fever dreams were a regular occurrence in her social calendar.

      The warmth spreading through Dassia’s chest had nothing to do with dragon fire and everything to do with the realization that this ridiculous, vain, chocolate-obsessed creature understood her in ways that years of carefully constructed knighthood had never allowed. Etchling didn’t seem to care about “Sir Dassian the Bold” or any of the masculine theater Dassia performed. The dragon looked past the armor with maddening ease. The dragon saw Dassia, unprotected by anything except her own stubbornness and an unreasonable love of chocolate.

      Three days later, Dassia trudged into the castle with a mangled moose carcass slung over her shoulder. The smell had become her constant companion, attracting flies and repelling everyone with functioning nostrils. The moose, which she’d found already half-devoured by wolves in a ravine near the northern road, had been wrapped in her spare cloak and dragged for miles. Etchling had helpfully singed parts and other animal bones to make the wings look more “mysterious” and “dramatic.”

      “No one will believe a dragon was defeated without proper char marks, dear. Think of it as contouring makeup, just for fraudulent monster slaying,” Etchling said instructionally as she plucked a few of her molting scales and placed them atop the carcass for good measure as well.

      When Dassia presented her “proof” to Captain Montoyo, his nose wrinkled. Still, he didn’t question her story; he looked almost euphoric at the prospect of never having to deal with the problem again. The Royal Treasurer handed over Dassia’s reward with a grimace, holding the coin bag at arm’s length as if Dassia’s stench might be contagious.

      Montoyo was true to his word. The promotion title of First Knight came with a private chamber, increased pay, and a burden that settled into Dassia’s bones like winter damp.

      Making Garrett clean chamber pots for the rest of his traitorous life wasn’t even as satisfying as Dassia had imagined. Each time someone clapped her on the shoulder and called her “Beast-Slayer,” she only thought of Etchling, of their sketchbooks, of chocolate designs, and the promise of a new quiet life together. Dassia found herself daydreaming about the dragon’s company more than was probably healthy or sane, which was quite ridiculous and something she’d admit to absolutely no one. For the first time, she wasn’t just running away, because she was also running toward a friend. And she wanted to go faster.

      “There he goes, Sir Dassian the Bold!”

      “Slayer of the Glimmerglass Beast!”

      “The bravest and boldest knight in all the kingdom!”

      “Congrats on the promotion, very boldly deserved, Sir Dassian the Bold!’”

      Each time her colleagues spoke, Dassia kept her eyes forward, jaw clenched in what she hoped passed for dignified stoicism rather than the grimace of someone who’d accidentally sat on a hedgehog.

      With the new promotion, she now attended a few councils where men with mustaches that could house small birds discussed border security. She nodded at appropriate intervals while sketching chocolate molds in secret. She accepted toasts in her honor while calculating exactly how many pounds of cocoa beans her new salary could purchase.

      Then one night, when the palace settled into its nocturnal rhythm of snoring guards, Dassia packed away her belongings. Her savings, carefully counted and recounted, went into a pouch sewn into her new traveling cloak. It was far nicer than anything she’d ever owned and suspiciously similar to the one missing from the quartermaster’s inventory.

      She slipped through the servants’ entrance, past the night guard who had developed the convenient habit of falling asleep precisely two hours into his shift. The moon lit her path through the city streets, past taverns where men were already composing heroic songs about the Beast-Slayer, since it was always easier to sing about chivalry than actually practice it.
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          KNIGHT IN SHINING APRON

        

      

    

    
      Months later, Dassia stood in the kitchen of her and Etchling’s store, Chivalry & Chocolate. Dassia’s armor was tucked under the floorboards of the shop like a guilty secret that occasionally clanked when she walked too heavily over it, which happened more often than she’d like to admit because apparently, her body still thought she weighed an extra forty pounds of steel. Her hair had grown long enough to require actual styling decisions instead of the classic “hack it short enough to fit under a helmet” approach, not that she had any idea what to do with it. Surely there was a manual somewhere for this kind of transformation? Something filed between “How Not to Stand at Attention When Customers Enter” and “The Proper Way to Address People Without Accidentally Calling Them ‘Sir’ or ‘Captain’” would be immensely helpful right about now.

      She and Etchling had founded their little shop with what Dassia had calculated was a 78.3% chance of immediate failure. (She’d done the math. Twice. The numbers had not improved.) Yet somehow, inexplicably, the townsfolk of this remote location had accepted both her suspiciously vague backstory and her “unusually large, scaly dog,” who occasionally critiqued the town’s fashion choices.

      Dogs, by nature, were common in the adjacent kingdom but rare in this one, often only taken on as noble status pets. Spotting one felt like seeing a myth come to life. This geographical canine deficiency had proven unexpectedly convenient for their cover story. The good citizens of Cozyhood Commons had nothing to compare Etchling against except woodcuts in children’s books and tall tales from traveling merchants. Some stories even suggested these magical companion animals could do things like walk on their hind feet and talk, which helped tremendously since Etchling was, to put it mildly, verbose and loved to be seen. Still, the questions had started creeping in: “Do all dogs critique footwear?” and “Is it normal for dogs to request specific tea blends?” Dassia was running out of creative ways to say “yes, definitely, absolutely normal dog-like things.”

      She had developed an impressive repertoire of vague explanations involving “unique breeding by specialized mages,” delivered with the same earnest conviction she’d once used to explain bogus battlefield strategies to superiors who definitely should have known better. Thank the gods of ganache that dragons had a reputation for being massive, fire-breathing terrors of the sky. No one looked for one disguised as a chocolate-loving, fashion-conscious, roughly human-sized “dog.” It was, frankly, one of the most successful deceptions of Dassia’s life, which said something about the people here. Though she wasn’t sure what.

      Maybe the people of Cozyhood Commons were simply too laid-back and eccentric to care. Dassia had first heard about this strange town from a drunken mercenary who’d claimed the tavern had both Northlander mead and Southern Kingdom wines, with Crusaders drinking alongside Eastland traders without a single throat being slit. She’d assumed he was embellishing. He was not.

      The town was so remote that even the royal cartographers left it off most maps with what Dassia imagined was a collective shrug and a muttered, “No one important lives there anyway.” Here, everyone lived by their own rules, which was charming in the way the local pie cart was charming: delightful, unpredictable, and definitely operating without a license.

      Still, she couldn’t help but notice with wry amusement that despite being practically in another dimension, Cozyhood Commons technically still remained under Queen Isolde Amaranthine’s jurisdiction. The same queen whose royal banners Dassia had abandoned. Whose knight’s oath she had broken. Whose quest she had only pretended to go on. The same queen whose standing orders to slay dragons in exchange for outrageous amounts of coin remained unchanged. But sure, everything was fine. Totally fine. Nothing to worry about at all.

      Dassia pulled her eyes away from the shop window, where the Chivalry & Chocolate sign swung like a tiny, tasteful declaration of chaos. She adjusted the lace curtains she’d hung herself (crooked, but functional, which felt like a metaphor for her entire life) and turned back toward the interior of their shop. Display cases lined one wall, their glass surfaces polished to the same shine she’d once given her breastplate. Old habits, apparently.

      Dassia inhaled deeply. The rich scent of chocolate wrapped around her like an old friend, or at least like someone who didn’t expect her to stab things for a living. The air was sweet and lovely, carrying its usual faint hint of dragon-fire that she’d convinced customers was “artisanal smoky notes.” Marketing, it turned out, was just lying with better vocabulary.

      “Ready to embrace the day with fabulousness and flair, darling?” Etchling sashayed through the doorway from the back, her scales catching the morning light and throwing rainbow reflections across the walls like some enchanted relic that would surely bewitch the weak of mind and loosen the tongues of those who gazed too long upon its splendor.

      Dassia was mid-nod when the curtains billowed in the breeze from the front window she’d just opened. Her hand raced automatically toward her hip, where a sword hilt should have been because her body hadn’t received the “we’re civilians now” memo.

      Etchling shot her a knowing look that wordlessly translated to: Sweetheart, you’re flinching at oxygen. Again. “This is still becoming a pattern, Dass. And not a pretty one.”

      Dassia flexed her empty fingers, feeling foolish. Also: still alive. So there was that.

      “Need I provide your daily reminder that Sir Dassian the Bold perished heroically while saving orphans from a burning building? We ensured it was in at least three and a half local papers. Half because I’m not entirely convinced that student publication counts as legitimate journalism, darling.”

      “Maybe Sir Dassian shouldn’t have saved all sixty-seven orphans,” Dassia snapped back, the words landing harder than she’d intended. She was still a little raw about Etchling insisting on an extravagant story when a quieter lie would’ve been both efficient and more survivable. “What if someone tries to interview any of them?”

      “I heard through my various and extremely fabulous gossip channels that the orphanage is so delighted about the funding for that memorial to Sir Dassian the Bold, they’re keen to not correct anyone on the matter. It’s already supposed to be a major tourist destination by next autumn, Dass. You’re welcome.”

      Dassia groaned, and Etchling, bless her dramatic little heart, seemed to miss the point entirely.

      “Don’t fret, dearest. You’ve officially gone from ‘awkward man in ill-fitting armor’ to ‘awkward woman in flour-dusted apron.’ I’d say that calls for a standing ovation, but we don’t have a captivated audience yet.”

      “You don’t seem to realize we’re still technically fugitives,” Dassia whisper-shouted. “People could be hunting us just around the corner.”

      Etchling cocked one hip (or the dragon equivalent) and arched a scaled brow. “Darling, we fled from certain death—yours via execution, mine via you—to start a chocolate shop in a town where the most thrilling event last month was Mrs. Henderson’s chickens learning to open gates. That’s a hard pass on the Worry Buffet for me. Relax and enjoy the cocoa.”

      Dassia huffed but couldn’t really argue the point. She had tried to settle into this new pattern of existence: mornings spent tempering and molding, afternoons hunched over books on patisserie, evenings sharing the day’s failures and triumphs with Etchling in the glow of the kitchen. It was peaceful. It was honest work. It was wonderful.

      And it could go away at any moment. Her brain reminded her of this fact twenty-one times per hour. Very helpful. Very relaxing.

      Etchling, unhelpfully, was immune to such concerns. She lived entirely in the present, and at that moment, the present was making a new batch of artisan chocolates. Dassia envied that ability with every anxious fiber of her being.

      “Now then,” Etchling said, getting promptly to work with theatrical efficiency. “Today we were going to attempt a batch of molded butterscotch, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      Etchling’s wings gave a tiny flutter, scales brightening to a pleased shimmer. “Aaaand with the edible gold dust? Please say yes. My scales are practically vibrating with anticipation, dear.”

      “No edible gold dust.”

      “Darling…” The dragon drew the word out like taffy, thick and sticky and impossible to ignore.

      Dassia’s grip tightened on the spatula, and she let out a slow exhale through her nose. “We can’t afford edible gold dust, Etch.”

      “We can’t afford to be boring, Dass.” Etchling’s tail flicked behind her like a metronome of dramatic emphasis. “Do you want this shop to thrive gloriously or merely exist in mediocrity?”

      “Well…”

      Etchling rose to her full height, one claw pressed to her heart, the other sweeping through the air as if conducting an invisible orchestra of her own magnificence. “Do you know what separates artisan chocolate from pedestrian chocolate, darling? Pizzazz. Sparkle. A certain je ne sais quoi that makes the customer feel like they’ve bitten into a tiny, delicious miracle. We are in the miracle business, Dass, but only if you believe.”

      Dassia pointed her spatula at Etchling. “Do you know the belief of what separates us from eviction? Staying alive long enough to pay the landlord.”

      Etchling’s wings drooped, her whole posture curling inward like a deflating soufflé. “The landlord has no vision. Tragic, really.”

      Dassia glanced at the coin box tucked beneath the counter, a small wooden thing with a cheerful hand-painted sign that read For Rent and Future Emergencies (Or Butter). It was looking distressingly light. Again. Gods and ganache. Her chest did that constricting thing it did when she thought about money, which was always. “I’m sorry, but the landlord has something better than vision, Etch.”

      Etchling’s scales flickered through three shades of indignant violet. “What in Azumel’s holy glory and his four forms of fire could possibly be better than vision, dear?”

      Dassia’s answer came clipped, each word bitten off clean. “A lease agreement.”

      Etchling slumped, tail dragging across the floor in a move so theatrical it could have earned the dragon a standing ovation from an audience that didn’t exist. “You wound me. Truly. My artistic soul shrivels like over-baked meringue left in a cold, uncaring oven.”

      “Your artistic soul will survive.” Dassia reached over and gave Etchling’s snout an affectionate pat.

      But Etchling wasn’t done. She flung herself onto her back, one paw pressed dramatically over her eyes, the other stretched toward the ceiling as if reaching for salvation. “Will it, though? Will it? The drama of uncertainty is simply too much.”

      “Come on, Etch. No time for theatrics this early.”

      Etchling obliged (eventually, with maximum sighing), and together they melted the first batch of dark chocolate in a bowl over the gentlest bain-marie, the water not touching the bowl. Etchling angled a palm-sized breath across the side of the bowl. It was almost like Etchling didn’t just breathe fire; she breathed voltage. Dassia felt the raw energy surge toward the bowl, and she instinctively stirred, as if the cocoa crystals could catch the right charge. Dassia watched the discs surrender with the same careful attention she’d once given to advancing enemy lines.

      Any day now, Dassia’s brain announced (helpfully, unasked) that the enemy could arrive, seize her and Etch from their cozy little life, toss them in a dungeon, and schedule an execution. They’d die utterly chocolateless. Sweet merciful cocoa, her brain was really on a dramatic roll today.

      “You’re doing it again,” Etchling said, an accusatory talon pointed at Dassia’s face.

      “Doing what?”

      “That ghastly thing where you look like you’re contemplating the mortality of chocolate. It’s unsettling, darling.” Etchling teased her with pure sisterly delight. Dassia rolled her eyes like it was unbearable, but privately she hoarded every jab like it was treasure.

      “I’m just concentrating,” Dassia tried to say.

      “Nope. You’re brooding.” Etchling tapped her tail against the countertop in three precise clicks, her version of a judgmental throat-clear. “Brooding makes the chocolate bitter. That’s science, Dass.”

      “That’s not science.”

      “It’s my science, darling. The chocolate can feel your anxiety still. It’s going to seize up from sheer sympathetic tension. Your worries are contagious, and the cocoa butter crystals are not immune.”

      “Nice try, but chocolate doesn’t have feelings,” Dassia said, the words flat as the marble slab between them. “It’s not sentient.”

      Etchling sniffed delicately at their work. “With the amount of anxiety you’re pouring into it, we may achieve consciousness through sheer force of worry. Congratulations, you’re about to invent sentient chocolate. History will remember this moment.”

      Despite herself (and her lifelong commitment to tension), Dassia laughed. The sound escaped before she could catch it, free and scandalously unguarded, the kind of laugh that would have gotten her reprimanded in her previous life. That, apparently, was Etchling’s magic: disarming her without even trying. As an orphan, Dassia had grown up without a sister, but she’d secretly pictured this exact feeling. Their time together was always tender, ordinary, and utterly priceless.

      Soon, their chocolate began to thicken, developing the silky consistency that meant the cocoa butter crystals were aligning into their most stable form. Dassia tested a smear on parchment; it set in minutes with a satin sheen that made something warm bloom in her chest. They were actually getting good at this. Somehow.

      Etchling lifted her chin, preening, her scales catching the light as she surveyed their work like a queen inspecting her treasury. “Permission granted to mold. You may proceed with your sheer force of excellence, Dass.”

      They cast glossy shells in a star mold: filling, tapping to chase bubbles, inverting, and scraping clean while the shells set. Dassia piped the butterscotch at a temperature that wouldn’t melt the shells, while Etchling provided a steady, gentle flame to keep the filling warm. It was a dance they’d perfected over months of practice and twelve small fires.

      Etchling’s control was truly remarkable: precise enough to toast a marshmallow without singeing it, hot enough to melt chocolate without scorching. Dassia had once asked her how she managed it, and Etchling had looked at her up and down like she’d just asked the dragon to explain breathing.

      “Darling,” she’d said, “some of us are simply born fabulous. It’s a burden, really, but I bear it with grace.”

      Once the tops had skinned over slightly, Dassia capped them with in-temper chocolate and scraped one clean pass for a tight seal. Professional. Competent. The kind of work that still surprised her every time she pulled it off.

      Etchling’s tail swished with uncharacteristic restraint as they surveyed their handiwork. The goodies gleamed like chocolate armor, which Dassia found both ironic and oddly comforting. Some things, apparently, translated across careers.

      “You know it’s almost time,” Etchling said, her voice dropping into what Dassia had learned to recognize as “scheming register.”

      “Time for what?”

      Etchling’s eyes slid sideways toward the cooling rack, and she edged closer with the slow, deliberate creep of a predator who happened to want bonbons instead of prey. “To sample at least fifteen, of course. Quality control is essential, Dass.”

      “We can each have one.”

      “Sixteen plus one. That’s practically conservative by my standards.”

      “We need to save some for actual customers.”

      “I’m an actual customer. I work here. That makes me a customer with insider knowledge.”

      “You’re an employee. Employees don’t get to eat the profit.”

      “I’m a partner,” Etchling corrected, drawing herself up to her full height with immense dignity, all wounded pride and righteous indignation. “Partners get creative liberties and chocolate-tasting privileges. It’s in the union handbook, darling.”

      “We don’t have a union,” Dassia shot back with sisterly bite, still laughing under her breath like she couldn’t decide whether to be offended or delighted.

      “Well, perhaps I’m starting a union. The first order of business is more chocolate breaks.” Etchling eyed the remaining bonbons with undisguised longing. “The second order is hazard pay for dealing with your anxiety spirals. Third order: better lighting. Fourth order: gold dust. I have a whole agenda.”

      Dassia pretended to examine the chocolate closely, as if the butterscotch filling held the secrets of the universe. “I don’t really spiral that much, do I?”

      “Darling, it’s one of your endearing qualities, like your complete inability to accept a compliment or your tendency to check the locks six times before bed. It’s adorable in a ‘please seek help’ sort of way.”

      “Lucky for both of us that my neuroses align so perfectly with our survival needs,” Dassia said. Every cloud, silver lining, all that.

      “Yes, that’s true, but let’s not get too carried away.” Etchling sniffed, examining her claws with sudden fascination. “Your neuroses also include refusing to invest in proper display lighting, which makes my sugar work look positively drab in the afternoon shadows. It’s a crime against art, Dass.”

      Dassia’s shoulders hunched defensively. “The display lighting we have works fine.”

      “‘Fine’ is the enemy of ‘magnificent,’ darling. We’re not in the business of ‘fine.’ It’s a crime with absolute⁠—”

      “Everything with you is a crime, Etch. If you ran the world, the whole kingdom would be serving life sentences.”

      “No, dear, if I ran the world, you’d be sentenced to community theater until you learned to live life with a little more drama properly.” Etchling loved teasing Dassia like a sister with all her quick jabs and warm eyes. But underneath the jokes was a brutal honesty that stuck, and Dassia found herself chewing on it long after the laughter faded.

      Dassia tried to busy herself with other tasks as the chocolate set, but her reflection caught her eye in the marble tempering stone’s polished surface. She looked tired. Smudged with chocolate and dusted with cocoa powder, hair escaping from the updo she’d woven that morning with fingers that still sometimes reached for weapons that weren’t there. It was a strange face to see looking back at her. Familiar and foreign all at once.

      Her voice dropped, barely above a whisper, as if speaking any louder might shatter something fragile. The words slipped out before she could armor them. “I just really want this to work. I mean, not to… spiral… but we made the right decision, didn’t we, Etch?”

      “Darling, for the hundred thirty-third time, you chose treason, chocolate, and a roommate with impeccable taste over smelly days in a metal prison of knightly armor. I’d call that a significant upgrade in decision-making. Possibly your best decision ever, and I include the decision to share those tragically under-tempered truffles with me in that cave.”

      “And we both live in a shop that we can barely afford.”

      “We share a business and existential crises. That’s a more committed relationship than most marriages, dear. We’re family at this point. The best kind. The kind you find and hang on to.”

      Chivalry & Chocolate.

      It was hers.

      Theirs.

      Dassia gazed at the sign through the window, something wistful flickering across her face. “Perhaps Sir Dassian hasn’t died after all; he’s just traded sword for a spatula and his honor for rent payments.”

      “Yes, all the while protecting his trusted and beloved dragon with the force of sheer anxiety and worry. It’s heroic in its own neurotic way.”

      Dassia felt a little lighter, like a sister had just pep-talked her into remembering she was a person and not a walking liability.

      “I will also always protect you with chocolate. Indeed. Here’s your reward for standing by me.” Dassia selected one of the finished chocolates for herself from the cooling rack, then offered another to Etchling with a formality that felt both silly and right.

      “On three?”

      They counted together, a ritual they’d developed somewhere between the second week of failed caramel and the third minor kitchen fire that definitely “hadn’t been Etchling’s fault,” regardless of what the scorch marks suggested.

      “One.”

      “Two.”

      “Three!”

      Dassia bit into the bonbon. The shell gave way with a perfect snap, the sound of properly tempered chocolate breaking clean. The filling inside was smooth, rich, and mouth-watering, with just enough sea salt to balance the butterscotch. The flavors unfolded in layers: dark chocolate first, then butterscotch sweetness, then salt, then a whisper of caramel drizzle Etchling had added to the top.

      There was something about chocolate made with Etchling’s fire. It was more pure, more tender, more incredible than anything else she’d ever tasted. She let the sweet, creamy chocolate soak on the roof of her mouth, let the flavors bloom across her tongue. For a moment, just one perfect moment, her brain shut up about all the things that could go wrong.

      Etchling’s eyes fluttered, her entire body going still except for a slow, reverent exhale. “Oh my.”

      “It’s good, right?” Dassia asked, and immediately felt ridiculous. She could taste that it was good, but she needed to hear it anyway. Validation from a dragon was still validation.

      “It’s positively devastating, Dass. I may never recover. This is the peak. We’ve peaked.” Etchling licked her claws with delicate precision.

      For just a moment, brief, fragile, probably foolish, Dassia let herself feel it. The bone-deep satisfaction of making something beautiful together, something that brought joy instead of pain. It was terrifying, actually, how much she wanted to keep this feeling close.

      Etchling clearly noticed it too and gasped, pressing one tiny clawed hand to her chest with such dramatic force her scales rippled. “Great blazing infernos! Is that—is that happiness? On your face? Quick, someone fetch a portrait artist before this unprecedented phenomenon vanishes! We need this documented for posterity, enshrined in the annals of ‘Things I Never Thought I’d Live to See, Volume One.’”

      A smile tugged at the corner of Dassia’s mouth despite her best efforts, and she rolled her eyes with more affection than exasperation. “Oh. Shut up.”

      “Make me,” Etchling replied, now glowing orange with theatrical radiance. “Oh, wait, you can’t, because I’m an irreplaceable artistic genius and you need me. It’s a beautiful arrangement, really.”

      “You’re right. I need you. I need you to go over there, quietly, for at least seven minutes.”

      “Quietly? That’s not a request, that’s a personality assassination. You’re asking me to fundamentally betray my very nature.”

      A snort escaped before Dassia could stop it. Not a dignified chuckle or a polite laugh, but a big, huge belly laugh full of snorts with sounds that would have gotten her disciplined during morning formations. The kind of laugh that felt like release.

      Etchling’s eyes lit up with unholy glee. “Did you just…”

      “No.”

      “You absolutely did. You snorted like a⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare…”

      Etchling’s face did something complicated, her scales shifting through about seven different iridescent colors in rapid succession, which Dassia had learned meant the dragon was trying not to laugh and failing spectacularly. A small puff of smoke escaped from one nostril. Then another.

      “—like a particularly congested warthog discovering pepper truffles! Oh, it was magnificent!”

      Etchling’s laugh was so ridiculous, so utterly absurd, part wheeze, part whistle, with intermittent smoke rings, that Dassia felt her own composure crumbling completely.

      “You’re one to talk!” Endless laughter bubbled up from somewhere deep in Dassia’s chest, the kind that made her ribs ache and her eyes water. The kind she hadn’t known she was still capable of making. “You sound like a broken tea kettle right now!”

      “A distinguished and beautifully broken tea kettle that has transcended its mundane purpose and achieved enlightenment, darling,” Etchling managed between gasping wheezes, tears forming in those golden eyes. “There’s a difference…”

      “What difference?” Dassia wiped at her own eyes.

      “The difference, my dear, is that when I sound ridiculous, it’s intentional and therefore art. When you sound ridiculous, it’s accidental and therefore evidence that you’ve been spending too much time around me, and my genius is finally rubbing off on you. You’re welcome, by the way. I accept payment in chocolate and compliments.”

      Etchling’s wings flailed helplessly as she laughed and laughed, little puffs of smoke escaping in hiccupping bursts.

      “Stop—” Dassia managed between gasps. “You’re going to—set something—on fire⁠—”

      “Can’t—breathe—” Etchling wheezed, which made absolutely no sense because dragons didn’t breathe the same way humans did, but somehow the absurdity of it made everything funnier.

      And that, strangely, was something Dassia knew was worth protecting at all costs. This ridiculous, chaotic, chocolate-scented life they’d built together. It was messy and precarious and probably doomed, but it was theirs. It felt even better than sisterhood. It felt like best friends who were also sisters, which meant twice the loyalty and triple the audacity.

      She’d figure out how to keep it safe. Somehow. Some way. If it didn’t kill her first.
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          BEAUTY IS IN THE EYE OF THE DRAGON

        

      

    

    
      When Etchling and Dassia had finally stopped laughing in the chocolate shop, gasping like a pair of very dignified asthmatics, they tucked the finished chocolates into parchment cups and boxes lined with waxed paper. Dassia noted each batch date on a sliver of card, because she was now the sort of person who did such professional things. How very not-a-fugitive-knight-pretending-to-be-a-chocolatier of her.

      “One day you’re going to wake up and realize it, you know,” Etchling said, her tail curling with the smugness of someone who’d been right about everything since hatching.
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