
  
    [image: Yes, Your Serpentine Excellency]
  


  
    
      Yes, Your Serpentine Excellency

    

    
      
        KATE STRADLING

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Eulalia Skye Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Kate Stradling

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems and artificial intelligence training, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, organizations, and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictitious manner.

      
        
        Published by

        Eulalia Skye Press

        PO Box 2203, Mesa, AZ 85214

        eulaliaskye.com

      

      

      
        
        ISBN-13: 978-1-947495-33-3 (ebook)

        ISBN-13: 978-1-947495-34-0 (print)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For Janelle and Charlene

      

      Surprise!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            That Thieving Scoundrel

          

        

      

    

    
      Deep down, Joanna always knew Matthew Wortham was a scoundrel. He smiled too quickly, spoke too gently, helped too readily. To an ordinary person, these might have been positive traits, but no one showed kindness to her without an underlying motive. She should have sent him packing at the first sign of flirtation. Alas, she was lonely and morbidly curious, and he had a nice face.

      And now, months later, the benevolent Mr. Wortham was skulking down a back alley while she flitted from shadow to shadow on his trail.

      He paused where the alley met the adjoining street, his figure an inky silhouette against the lantern light beyond. Joanna held very still as he checked over his shoulder. His handsome profile reminded her of a wall hanging in her Aunt Augusta’s antiquated parlor. He had no exceptional night vision and was too skittish to use the glow-stone he’d stolen. He wouldn’t see her in the puddling gloom, not with how well she blended in.

      Sure enough, he resumed his path. Lantern light illuminated his golden hair and the attractive scruff along his jawline. Inwardly Joanna mourned her own cynicism: not its existence but its accuracy. On an intake of breath, she flicked from her shadowed nook to the building’s end, a mere yard away from where he had been standing.

      A glimpse around the corner showed him striding across the street, long coat billowing behind him in the faint evening haze.

      Like a hero on a mission, confident and self-assured. Only he was headed to one of the most notorious gaming houses in the city rather than a hero’s destination.

      Of course he was a gambler. The handsome ones always were.

      As she frowned at his back, a light form dropped into the space beside her, no louder than a whisper. “What is that scoundrel doing?”

      Joanna grunted and spared her new companion a sidelong glance. They were dressed remarkably similar to one another, in charcoal-colored shirts and overcoats, with the legs of their loose trousers tucked into their boots. Sneaking attire, as it were. “I thought he was looking for a pawn shop on Alcaena Road, but he bypassed that twenty minutes ago. What are you doing here, Charity? More government work?”

      Laughter, faint and derisive, issued from the woman’s lips. She tucked a lock of pale hair behind one ear, beneath her dark cowl. “You might call it that.”

      For the moment more intrigued by her friend than her treacherous suitor, Joanna arched one brow in silent prodding.

      Charity blew a puff of air. “A noble scion has disappeared. The doting parents have offered a handsome sum for his safe return, and I was roosting here to see whether the Penns might have any clues to his whereabouts.”

      “You think he’s holed up in their gaming house?” Joanna asked, glancing toward that establishment. In the distance, Wortham mounted its front steps and rapped a jaunty knock against the door. An immaculate butler opened it, nose in the air. Wortham extended his hand—proffering her glow-stone for his entry fee—and subsequently slipped inside.

      Charity, watching this interplay, curled her mouth into a sneer. “It wouldn’t be the first time one of these bucks went off on a lark. But he’d be an idiot if he did. He’s a shifter.”

      The statement jarred Joanna from her brooding observation. “A noble shifter? Which line of his family carried that auspicious bit of magic?”

      “Oh, neither of course. It’s a fluke. Mumsy and Daddums have no idea how widdle Tommy-kins received such a boon, but they fully plan on telling the prince. One of these days.”

      Joanna’s cynical laugh punctured the air. Magicians in Elsidor had mandatory government registration, followed by military service.

      Most magicians, anyway.

      With that fate in mind, the noble houses rigorously bred magic from their ranks or hid it when it manifested. The crime syndicates simply ignored the law.

      “So you’re here on a private job, then,” she said.

      Charity hummed. “Sort of. I locate him, bring him back to his parents for the reward, then I report him to the crown inspectors for a finder’s fee. I hate when these blue bloods dodge their patriotic duty. You want a cut?”

      “Even though I dodged my patriotic duty?”

      The blonde shot her a knowing look. “You registered. He didn’t. There’s a difference. Besides, you’re hardly a blue blood.”

      Joanna tipped her head, wry as she accepted this distinction. “No, I’m disgustingly middle-class. And I know I’ll regret asking, but how do you expect me to earn a cut of your double-profits?”

      A mischievous smile danced across Charity’s face. “Well, I can’t go into the Penn house—shifter, and all that—but you…”

      “No. I can’t go in either.”

      “You can.”

      “Only if I wanted to land myself in the Penns’ crosshairs and on a government list.”

      “You’re already on a government list.”

      She waved aside this statement. “Marlows are always watched but never confronted. If the crown suspects I’m consorting with the criminal underground, though, they’ll hassle everyone I know in retaliation. You included.”

      Charity’s eyes widened, the picture of childlike innocence. “I won’t tell.”

      “But the dozen government bureaucrats gambling away their pensions tonight might. It’s not worth the risk.” Even as these words left her tongue, disappointment lodged in her chest. That was her great-great-grandmother’s glow-stone, brought from the old country when she emigrated over a hundred years ago.

      And now Worthless Wortham was gambling it. If he’d sold it to a pawn shop, she could’ve easily retrieved it. Had she known he was headed for a Penn house, she’d have confronted him before he arrived.

      Much as she loathed confrontation.

      Charity, as if reading her thoughts, said, “Didn’t your lovely swain just use an artifact to gain his entrance? I assume it was one of yours.”

      A tight sigh left Joanna’s lungs. “It’s gone now.”

      “It doesn’t have to be. We both know you can be discreet, hop in, snatch your item, hop back out. And if you happen to notice the Earl of Wembley’s son losing a round of cards while you’re there…”

      “I don’t even know what he looks like.”

      “Oh, just like every other horse-faced noble—dashingly strong jawline with something of an underbite, clothes that would cost either of us a year’s wages to afford, and a general air of entitlement hanging on him like a stale perfume. If he’s there you’ll recognize him.”

      “Unless they’ve realized he’s a shifter,” Joanna said.

      “Yes, then they’ll have him caged in a back room, if they haven’t already shipped him elsewhere.”

      Three main crime syndicates operated in the capital city of Wesbridge, and all of them collected shifters, for some mysterious reason. The Bellamys and the Leaches were currently locked in a feud, though, interfering with each other’s networks. Thus, the Penns were the most active. But if they’d kidnapped the son of a nobleman, they’d soon have the crown’s agents breathing down their necks.

      If the Earl and Countess of Wembley dared report it. Did they have additional heirs, that they could cast this one aside? “What’s his second form?”

      Charity grunted. “The earl wouldn’t tell me. So, it’s either fantastic or embarrassing. You’re looking for the Honorable Thomas Crawford, by the way.”

      “I’m not looking for anyone,” said Joanna, though she spared a wistful glance toward the house. The lost glow-stone was a family relic.

      That thieving scoundrel.

      Her friend bumped her shoulder. “Get your stuff back, Jo. Wortham’s a fool and you’re better off without him. The Penns can’t stop you from reclaiming what’s yours, and if they decide to retaliate, it’ll be against him, not you. They don’t want you for an enemy.”

      “Did you know he was a gambler?” Joanna asked, a hitch of desperation in her voice.

      Charity snorted. “Aren’t they all?” Then, with a hop and a puff of magic, she shifted to her second form: a falcon that surged upward to land on its rooftop perch.

      Which was, no doubt, where she’d been when she spied Joanna trailing Wortham in the first place. Bird shifters had such beautiful advantages in life.

      A wiser person would let the stone go. It was an artifact and an heirloom, true, but objects only possessed the sentimental value one bestowed. It was insured. She could report the theft and receive recompense.

      Or maybe Wortham might win at cards and return it the next time he visited.

      A growl rumbled in her throat. She didn’t want him under her roof again. His betrayal had burned every particle of infatuation from her blood.

      On a huff, she blinked. The street flickered and became the interior of the Penn house instead.

      She occupied a corner thick with smoke and the stench of sour alcohol. Two dozen conversations scraped against her ears, men chattering as they gambled or observed, hurrahs for a toss of dice, groans for a lost round of cards. A scan of the room showed no sign of Wortham, but plenty of noble patrons—most too old to be the Honorable Mr. Crawford—surrounded tables piled with the Penns’ in-house gaming vouchers. Women in calf-length skirts and shoulder-baring tops carried trays of drinks from room to room while guards manned every exit and passageway.

      And directly across from her, the gaming house manager stared, scowling.

      A seeker. Of course.

      As he pushed between a pair of tables, heading straight for her, she blinked herself into the opposite corner, behind him.

      The man whirled, tracing the flicker of magic to its destination. His scowl deepened. He glanced toward the nearest door, a discreet signal to the hulking guard, who stiffened. Squaring his shoulders, the seeker stepped directly in front of Joanna, blocking her view of the rest of the room.

      As if he could actually confine her.

      He knew better, by the strain around his eyes. Still, his lips pressed thin and his voice graveled low. “No shadow-skips allowed here.”

      “I’m chasing my stolen property,” she said. “I’ll be out of your hair as soon as I’ve recovered it.”

      “We don’t deal with stolen goods. This is a respectable establishment.”

      A scoff clicked in her throat. “I watched the thief walk through your front door with my heirloom glow-stone.”

      “Then your quarrel is with him when he walks back out the door, Miss…” He arched his brows in a question.

      “Marlow,” she supplied.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t recognize the surname. Joanna, whose sole purpose in life was to pass unnoticed and unremarked, fought against annoyance. The one time she needed the clout of her family’s reputation⁠—!

      “Miss Marlow, a gaming club is no place for well-bred women. Kindly leave and don’t come back. Otherwise my pyromancer will flood this whole house with light, and you’ll be left to the mercy of fifty agitated souls who’ve had their evening’s entertainment disrupted.”

      “Don’t be stupid. Your patrons will think it’s a crown raid.”

      “Not when I present them with a pesky little shadow-skip.”

      She stared him down. True, it would be easy for her to flick to another room, but as a seeker he would sense her magic still within the house. She’d already engaged in the retrieval, though, and she hated giving up halfway. “I’m not leaving until I’ve recovered what’s mine.”

      “Whatever’s under this roof belongs to the Penn family. That’s about to include you.”

      A glimpse of golden hair flashed in her peripheral vision: Wortham in the adjacent room, joining a card table.

      He wouldn’t have the stone anymore. He’d have traded it for vouchers already.

      “Bother,” she muttered under her breath.

      “You have to the count of three,” said the seeker.

      “I didn’t catch your name,” said Joanna.

      “One.”

      Fine. He could stay anonymous. She locked gazes with him, vexation simmering in her blood.

      “Two,” he said. Behind him, the hulking guard—the pyromancer, she presumed—cracked his knuckles.

      Her heart calcified. “You’ll regret this.”

      The seeker, steely-eyed, snapped his fingers as he said, “Three.”

      Light pulsed through the room. Lanterns blazed as bright as the noonday sun, chasing shadows into oblivion. Conversations clipped short.

      Then, pandemonium. Cards hit the table, and chairs scraped against the floor as gamblers lunged for their closest exits.

      The seeker grunted, but when he snatched at Joanna’s arm, she blinked herself to the second story, to a room still swathed in dimness. Moonlight and street lanterns spilled faint ochre-colored light through a wall of windows, illuminating plants and ornate vases. She’d landed in a conservatory overlooking the back gardens.

      Below, voices howled and wood splintered.

      “Idiots,” Joanna said.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      She whirled. A pair of eyes gleamed from atop a velvet chaise longue beside her. A split-second later, she discerned the reptilian body sprawled upon the furniture, near enough to touch, if she dared extend her fingers.

      A dragon. She’d never seen one this close. Prince Roland’s menagerie had three specimens, but they always hid in the shrubbery of their enclosure on public visiting days. They certainly never deigned to speak, though the prince insisted they could.

      The reptile blinked and flicked its forked tongue into the air. “What brings such a delectable morsel here?”

      Dragons—even smaller species like this one—were dangerous. Although she could flash from the room as quickly as she’d arrived, it would behoove her not to offend such a mystical creature.

      So, she inclined in a half-bow, careful of the space between them. “Forgive my intrusion. There’s been a misunderstanding.”

      The scaled head tilted, slitted amber eyes studying her. “A misunderstanding brings a shadow-skip into my presence?”

      Faint laughter escaped. “Something like that.”

      The eyes narrowed in consideration. “Have you come to consult my august, auguring self?”

      “No, thank you. I was attempting to retrieve some lost property. The house manager below simply refused to see reason.” After a breath, as though she could not help herself, she added, “Do people consult you for augury?”

      “Of course,” said the dragon, “for a pretty sum. That’s why the Penns keep me. What property did you lose?”

      “A glow-stone, a family heirloom. Someone used it for an entry fee, and now the manager’s destroyed everyone’s evening because he was too stubborn to return it.”

      The dragon tutted. “If you were polite enough to ask, he should have given it back.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Footsteps pounded on stairs somewhere beyond the conservatory, along with a distant command to search the whole house. Joanna glanced toward the door, toward the ribbon of dim-but-brightening light at its base. She sighed. “I don’t suppose there’s anything here I can take of equal value before I skip away again.”

      “I’ll go with you. I’m at least worth a glow-stone.”

      She jerked but caught an instinctive denial before it could leap from her tongue. “Though I appreciate the offer, I have no conservatory to house you.” Dragons, especially in this congested city, needed plants and warmth and sunlight.

      “I’ll manage.” A rustling of scales and a flex of bat-like wings spiked her alarm. The creature alit from its cushioned perch, and she instinctively stepped backward.

      Could she skip away without offending it? Would it be able to track her? “I’m certain you would find my house far less accommodating than this. And my neighbors are atrocious. And there’s no one at all to augur for.”

      “No matter. I’m not very good at it anyway.” The dragon, the size of a large bloodhound, craned its elegant neck to peer up at her, spikes along its head catching flecks of dim moonlight from the bay of windows. Its black scales had an iridescent sheen, like the rainbow on a puddle of grease. Joanna, fascinated, fought an urge to run her finger up the creature’s long snout.

      Voices ricocheted in the hall, with shoe-shadows pausing in the slit of light beneath the door. A tap-tap-tap sounded and a hesitant voice called, “Mr. Erastus Green is now entering the room.”

      The dragon hissed as the door opened. Brightness flooded the conservatory, the seeker crossing the threshold with the hulking pyromancer at his back. He halted, though, two steps in. Beady eyes flitted from the dragon to Joanna, who arched one brow despite her quickening pulse.

      “You didn’t ruin your evening enough already?” she asked.

      The seeker—Mr. Green—sneered. “I see. This was your true objective, Miss Marlow.”

      The dragon jerked its head. “Marlow?”

      Oh, so the Penns’ henchman didn’t recognize her surname, but their beastly soothsayer did. It defied logic and expectation. Why would any dragons know about the Marlow family?

      Despite this inner unrest, outwardly she maintained her aloofness. “My true objective is and always was my heirloom glow-stone. Are you returning it, or do I need to escalate matters?”

      Mr. Green scoffed. “Bold words for a shadow-skip bathed in full light.”

      Perhaps his parents had dropped him on his head as an infant. Multiple times. Feigning pity, she asked, “Did you learn nothing downstairs? Or maybe you thought your eyes deceived you?”

      A muscle rippled along his jaw. He tipped his head toward the pyromancer and the other minions in the hall. The glint of a blade flashed in the guard’s meaty hand.

      Joanna pursed her lips. “In the time it takes you to throw that knife, I can be at your back shoving a different one between your ribs. Is that what you want?”

      “You’re bluffing,” said Mr. Green. “Shadow-skips can’t jump in this degree of brightness.”

      “Unfortunately for you, I’m not a shadow-skip.” In a blink, she flitted into the hallway and back to her original position, pausing only long enough to swipe a blade from one of the Penn henchmen out there. Once within the conservatory again, she tossed the knife up and caught the hilt, staring down Erastus Green. “Just a plain skip, no shadows necessary.”

      His face paled.

      “Perfection,” said the dragon, a note of awe in the word. She spared him a perturbed glance, only to discover him gazing at her like a dog fixated on a marrow bone.

      Few things in life unnerved Joanna Marlow, but that open longing jolted her. Did dragons eat skips? She didn’t want to find out. Much as it rankled her, withdrawal was her best option.

      But not without a final warning. “You have twenty-four hours, Mr. Green. You can return my glow-stone, or I’ll collect something of equal value, along with a service fee for the trouble. I’m sure the Penns will be ecstatic when you tell them a Marlow was here tonight, and that you antagonized instead of placating.”

      As a farewell, she threw the knife at the floor between them. The blade stuck upright in the wood.

      “Wait—!” cried the dragon, but Joanna blinked from the conservatory, from the house itself, to a back neighbor’s rooftop.

      Her vantage point allowed her a clear view of the gaming house’s wide conservatory windows. Within, the obsidian-colored dragon unfurled its leathery wings and lunged at the crowd on its threshold. Mr. Green and his henchmen scrambled into the hall, shutting the door and cutting the brightness from the room.

      The lower level still blazed with artificial sunlight, windows open but no movement within. She skipped again, to a roof that overlooked the front aspect. As expected, the gamblers had fled. A Penn henchman guarded the entrance, cudgel in hand as he surveyed the street.

      Fluttering in her periphery preceded a second person joining her. Charity grunted a laugh. “Didn’t go as planned?”

      “No. Did you see your Honorable Mr. Crawford when all the rats fled the sinking ship?”

      “No, but I did see your Mr. Wortham. He bolted between those two houses.” She pointed to the right, to a pair of gabled roofs with no fence between their front yards. “If you hurry, maybe you can catch him skulking in the bushes.”

      Joanna slid her a wry glance. “I’m going home, thanks. Happy hunting, Miss Hawthorne.”

      “Oh, but⁠—!”

      For the second time, she flitted away before someone could finish their protest. Disappointment and dismay sat heavy in her chest. Not only had she lost an heirloom relic, but she’d picked a fight with a crime family in the process. What if they didn’t obey her ultimatum? What could she even collect as recompense?

      Certainly not their pet dragon. The creature had been far too eager to change its residence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            The Cats Have Both Declined Your Application

          

        

      

    

    
      A tickling sensation swept across Joanna’s face. She flinched, experienced it again, and blew a puff of air to banish it. Reluctantly she opened her eyes to a brown, fluffy tail and taupe-colored backside mere inches away. The tail swished again, filling her nose and mouth with fur.

      She sputtered, twisting her head to get away. “Fine. I’m awake! Awake!”

      The cat upon her chest deigned to stand, turning its blue-eyed stare upon her. Somehow, in the course of these rude awakenings, its dainty paws always rested on pressure points, like knives stabbing deep within her ribcage. She wrestled her arms free from beneath her coverlet—a veritable feat, as a second cat lay curled beside her like a burr. It looked up in soulful betrayal at the unreasonable jostling.

      Meanwhile, the first cat leaned forward and meowed.

      Joanna caught its front paws and gently shifted them. “Not there, Nemesis, thank you very much.” The fluffy tail swished. Nemesis, in protest of her human daring to reposition her, trampled closer to Joanna’s neck.

      “Breakfast, then,” Joanna crisply said. The second cat raised its head with an inquiring chirp. She stroked its cheek, where its gray mask met the flare of white that marked its mouth and jutted up its pert nose. “Yes, you too, Lolly. I’d never let you go hungry.”

      As she sat up, both cats jumped down and jetted to the bedroom door, bodies low to the ground and paws whisper-soft across the hardwood floors. The door had a little pass-through in its center, just large enough for them to scoot into the hall. They vanished but both returned before Joanna could even rest her feet on the rug.

      Lolly voiced a concerned mew.

      Joanna frowned. “You’re waiting for me? Do I look that heartbroken?” Surely not. Yes, she’d grown accustomed to the idea of Matthew Wortham in her life, but she refused to lament his abrupt departure.

      Still, as she stood, Lolly bumped against her legs. Even Nemesis, only affectionate when Joanna was somehow incapacitated, circled around her. Both cats stared at her with upturned faces and what seemed to be open worry.

      Perhaps she was projecting her own expectations on them, though. Best to make light of it.

      She stroked each soft head in turn. “Even if I forget to eat, I’d never forget to feed you, my sweet girls.” Then, padding to the door, she opened it. Both cats swirled around her in the narrow hall, keeping close, threatening to trip her as she descended the stairs. Morning sunlight spilled through the frosted oval window in her front door, illuminating the staircase and the tiny entryway. Her house was compact, only a couple of bedrooms upstairs, with a sitting room, study, and kitchen downstairs. Each floor had a bathroom, and the kitchen led into a sun porch that jutted into her untamed back garden, which was barely the size of a postage stamp.

      Cramped, her brothers called it. Cozy, she always corrected. Space had never been among her chief concerns.

      As she neared the base of the stairs, Lolly sidled uncharacteristically against the wall. Nemesis, on the bottom step, hissed then scuttled back to hide behind Joanna’s legs. Joanna stopped short and looked into her sitting room, which opened off the entry.

      “Good morning,” said a black dragon lounging on her sofa.

      For fully a minute she did not move. Was she dreaming? The scene was surreal, she in her paisley pajamas, and that lethal creature nestled among her half-dozen throw pillows. Nemesis retreated partway up the stairs and hissed again through the balusters. Lolly filled the recently vacated haven behind Joanna’s legs, hunching.

      Did dragons eat cats? She picked up the closer feline and cuddled it protectively.

      “I took the liberty of letting myself in,” said the dragon, head tilted as it studied her.

      “How?” She’d secured her doors before going to bed last night, and dragons could not pick locks.

      “You left a window open.”

      “I most certainly did not.”

      The slitted golden eyes blinked, and it turned its head to the side. “All right. You left a latch a little loose, and it opened with barely a nudge. You should have a handyman inspect it.”

      “Are you a shifter?” she bluntly asked. An animal opening loose latches seemed far-fetched, but humans did it all the time.

      Exasperation clicked in the dragon’s throat. It raised one foot, flexing its toes to showcase the curved talons on the end of each. “I used a claw, thank you very much. And how very dare you.”

      She cuddled Lolly closer, easing backward toward the stairwell’s wall. The cat, more fur than body, made a terrible shield from a practical standpoint—and she would never use it that way—but it served admirably in place of the dressing robe she wished she’d grabbed before coming downstairs.

      Granted, she hadn’t expected visitors, reptilian or otherwise, this early in the morning.

      Under the circumstances, however, graciousness would serve her better than pique. She pitched her voice to convey utmost politeness. “May I ask the purpose of this visit?”

      “I’ve come to live with you,” the dragon said.

      “I… no. That is, I have no place to house you. And my cats would never approve.”

      Nemesis voiced her agreement in a low, rattling growl.

      The dragon actually looked offended. “But I love cats. I’m sure they’ll warm to me in no time.”

      A shuddering breath—nervous laughter interlaced with disbelief—left her lips. “You don’t eat them?”

      “Never.” It flicked its tongue upon the air. “I don’t eat anything with fur.”

      That, at least, eased one of her fears. “What do you eat, then?”

      “Eggs, fish, raw meat—preferably butchered but not salted—and some fibrous greens to keep the digestion regular. I’ve licked up ants and termites before, but they’re rather a strange delicacy.”

      A fully domesticated dragon, then? Her curiosity would someday be the death of her. “And where do you relieve your, uh, digestion?”

      The ridges above its eyes—its brows, she supposed—arched. “That’s rather a personal question.”

      Dryly, Joanna said, “I ask it of all my potential housemates.”

      It snorted what could only be a laugh and looked away. “Believe it or not, I can use a commode. You see? I am the perfect, amiable addition to your charming house.”

      “You must be a shifter,” she said.

      “That is so rude,” said the dragon. “I assure you this is my only form.”

      In her arms Lolly squirmed. Joanna carefully set the cat down, only for her to dash up the stairs and into the second bedroom. Nemesis, not so faint-hearted, descended two steps and hissed through the balusters again.

      “I’m so sorry,” Joanna said. “The cats have both declined your application.”

      “Cats always decline a first application. They despise change.” The dragon slithered from the sofa cushions to the floor, the wings upon its back flexing. This proved too much for the intrepid Nemesis. Ears pinned, she scuttled up the stairs to the same refuge Lolly had chosen.

      Joanna glanced wistfully upward. Poor babies. Their morning routine was ruined. She turned a frown upon her unexpected visitor. “Why would you want to live with me?”

      “Because I’m bored of living among the Penns, and you’re interesting.”

      That was, perhaps, the worst answer she could receive. Dragons hoarded things they found of interest, so of course it would follow her home. How was she to disengage it without causing offense, though?

      She didn’t want her cozy, tiny house reduced to ashes.

      After a deep inhale, she said, “I think I am not properly dressed for this conversation. If you will excuse me…”

      The dragon blinked, tilting its head as it studied her. “Do humans have special clothing for such occasions as this?”

      “Yes.” Without further elaboration, she walked back up the stairs and into her bedroom. Before she could shut the door, Lolly and Nemesis scampered from the second bedroom to join her. Lolly hid under the bed and Nemesis jumped on top of it, tromping around the rumpled blankets.

      Joanna flipped the lock on the knob and double-checked it with a quick tug. For good measure, she closed the little door of the cat pass-through as well.

      As it snicked shut, Nemesis raised her head, indignant.

      “It’s no use glaring. You’re staying in here anyway.” She crossed to her closet and, after a reluctant perusal of her options, withdrew her work uniform.

      Might as well get dressed as if today were no different than any other.

      The dove-gray split skirt and short coat of the same color at least gave her a serious look. She tucked the pale, ruffle-fronted blouse into her waistband, then braided and pinned her hair as though prepping to leave for the day. A glance in her small mirror showed a dignified appearance. Whether a dragon would consider her official enough to eject it from her own house, though, she did not know.

      When she paused to unlock the door, Nemesis hopped up from her sprawled position.

      “Absolutely not,” Joanna said. She slipped quickly through and secured the door as the cat leapt from the bed.

      A faint scratching trailed behind her in the hall, growing frantic. Yowling began halfway down the stairs, the plaintive cry of the abandoned. Joanna breathed a long-suffering inhale.

      The dragon, who had moved into the entryway, peered up toward the second floor. “Poor thing sounds heartbroken.”

      “She hates being shut inside a room.”

      It tipped its head as though considering, then returned its attention to her. A second, more tentative wail joined the first, much to Joanna’s fast-increasing guilt. “Plus neither of them has had their breakfast yet.”

      “Don’t torture them on my account.”

      She hesitated, lingering two steps from the base of the stairs. In its current position, the dragon had all but boxed her in. It seemed oblivious to this, however, and strictly speaking, as a skip she was never truly boxed in anywhere.

      So, she blinked from the stairs into the kitchen. A startled noise sounded behind her, followed by claws scrabbling against the hardwood floors. Joanna calmly removed a tray of minced chicken from her icebox and started doling portions into the cats’ little ceramic bowls. At the gentle clinking of her spoon against the first rim, the noise in the hall quieted.

      She contemplated the remaining meat, about half a serving left for each cat. It seemed a pittance to offer a dragon, so she covered the tray again and placed it back in the icebox. It was time to visit the butcher anyway, regardless of whether she accepted an extra animal in the house.

      When she turned, a bowl in each hand, she met the slitted golden eyes that stared from the doorway. “Pardon me,” she said, but before the dragon could move out of her way, she skipped upward into her bedroom.

      She landed next to her bed. Nemesis, still crying at the door, immediately stopped and affected her most disinterested expression. Certainly she had never lamented her absent caretaker. Lolly, who had joined her, chirped and scampered across the room, ears and tail aloft.

      Herein lay a dilemma. Joanna usually fed one cat in the kitchen and the other on the sun porch. Nemesis had the more robust appetite and wasn’t above claiming Lolly’s meal after bolting her own.

      But, if they were both eating upstairs, they might as well use separate bedrooms. She set one bowl on the floor by the baseboards. Lolly approached, sniffing, but Nemesis darted in, neatly shoving her out of the way. Joanna picked up the supplanted cat with her free hand and skipped into the other bedroom. There she situated Lolly and her breakfast, shut the door and its little pass-through as well, and skipped back downstairs to the entryway.

      “That will take some getting used to,” said the dragon, halfway between her and the kitchen entrance.

      Joanna grimly smiled. “Believe it or not, I don’t usually teleport at home.”

      “Why not?”

      “It startles the cats.”

      The creature flexed its wings and tucked them close against its spine. “They seem to command a great deal of your attention.”

      She hummed a light acknowledgment, tugging at the cuffs of her jacket. “Truth be told, the house revolves around them. That’s why I can’t grant your request to live here.”

      “You said nothing about cats last night. You only mentioned the lack of a conservatory and your atrocious neighbors. But you have a sun porch, which is much the same but with better air circulation, and I can’t imagine your neighbors are very bad. They’re your own family.”

      “Some might say that’s why they’re atrocious,” Joanna remarked to the ceiling. “Is that how you found me, then? Simply trekked to Marlow Road and peeked in all the windows?”

      The creature moved in what might have been a shrug. “Few families in Wesbridge are prominent enough to have a street named after them.”

      A scoff cut from her throat. “The Marlows aren’t prominent. Our ancestral homestead was here, and the city expanded to consume it. The least they could give us was a street name.” In fact, the stretch of land had been awarded for loyalty in battle, a haven for Joanna’s ancestors to have after they betrayed their home country to help Elsidor win a war it had not started.

      And within five generations, the same crown had gobbled up most of that reward again. Royals only cared for their own interests from one generation to the next.

      The dragon, oblivious to these morose reflections, asked, “It’s all Marlows up and down the street, then?”

      “Either by birth or marriage. Skips have to keep their surname, by order of the High Crown. Makes us easier to track.” A sudden idea occurred. “Prince Roland has a large dragon enclosure in his menagerie. You might like to live there, if you don’t mind sharing the space.”

      The dragon’s mouth lifted at its edge, revealing an aspect of sharp, gritted teeth.

      So much for that. She tried a different option. “I’m sure the Penns will want you back.”

      “That’s irrelevant. I chose to live with them. Now I’m choosing to live with you. I assure you, I mostly take care of myself.”

      Upstairs, Nemesis yowled. How nice would it be to have a housemate capable of straightforward communication?

      But Joanna herself wasn’t being straightforward. She cut to the point. “The problem is I don’t trust you. I don’t trust anyone.”

      “A wise choice. I knew I liked you.”

      Her brows arched. “Then you’re not trustworthy?”

      “That’s to be earned, not assumed.”

      Perhaps she was lonelier than she thought, that she was even considering this. “What’s your name?”

      The creature snorted a puff of sparks out its nostrils. “A dragon with a name for human tongues? Absurd.”

      “What did the Penns call you?”

      “Your Serpentine Excellency.”

      “No, thank you,” said Joanna.

      It blinked. “What are your cats called?”

      “Nemesis and Lolly. They were originally Lollygag and Mollycoddle, but Molly decided as a kitten that her goal in life was to be the bane of my existence.” Again the yowl reverberated, a demand for immediate attention. “I love her,” Joanna said.

      “May I claim your sun porch as my place to sleep?” asked the dragon in an abrupt change of subject.

      She opened her mouth, unsure how to respond, but was saved the trouble. The doorbell pealed, announcing a visitor on her front steps.
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            The Heart's the Worse Offense

          

        

      

    

    
      Her wall clock showed the time to be barely after seven. “Bother,” Joanna muttered, perturbed. Only family ever visited this early. Briefly she considered pretending not to be home, but everyone knew she didn’t leave for work until after eight. If she didn’t answer the door, she wouldn’t hear the end of it at the next family gathering.

      “Stay out of sight, please,” she told her reptilian visitor. The dragon sidled into the shadows against the wall, still at a vantage point to spectate but hopefully beyond notice of anyone peering inside. Joanna flipped the front door lock, moving into the gap, expecting to greet one of her brothers.

      She’d never before seen the well-dressed man on her tiny porch, nor the carriage at the street. Beyond her decorative wrought-iron fence, though, stood a familiar hulking pyromancer and a scowling seeker. The latter glanced up and down the sidewalk—nervous, no doubt, due to how many magic users might be just beyond his senses.

      “Oh.” The singular syllable hid her deep dismay. Who knew the Penns to be such early risers?

      “Miss Marlow, I presume?” said the well-dressed man. He was middle-aged, with defined smile lines and the start of sagging jowls. A rounded hat with a curled brim hid most of his flaxen hair, and a yellow silk bowtie with a herringbone pattern matched the handkerchief in his front suit pocket. Circular spectacles gave his keen eyes an owlish look. In his gloved hands he held a narrow briefcase. “May I come in?”

      “No.” She punctuated this by stepping outside, pulling the door shut behind her without a backward glance.

      Her visitor moved to share the meager space of her front porch landing. If he found her behavior suspicious or her refusal offensive, he did not show it. “I’ve come in hopes of resolving a small dispute as quickly as possible.”

      She looked beyond him to the pair skulking on the public sidewalk. Could the seeker, Mr. Green, sense their missing dragon in her house? Surely they knew the creature was gone, for why else would they come so early?

      She refocused on the well-dressed man. “A quick resolution would serve us all well, I think, Mr.…?”

      “Penn. Alistair Penn.”

      Thankfully she’d had no breakfast yet, because her stomach performed some alarming acrobatics. A glance at the other houses showed none of her family out of doors, but that didn’t mean no one was watching. Perhaps she should have allowed him entrance after all.

      Except that she didn’t want the heir apparent to one of Wesbridge’s three main crime syndicates anywhere under her roof. She cleared her throat. “Yes. Mr. Penn. A quick resolution is preferred.”

      Careless of their public visibility, he hefted his briefcase, balancing it flat on one forearm as he worked the latches that held it shut. “A missing glow-stone was the item in dispute, was it not? Please examine our family’s collection for your property.”

      The lid hinged back. Within, secured to the case by black silk ribbons, lay an array that would make any artifact enthusiast salivate. Glow-stones of all shapes and sizes gleamed in settings of silver and gold. Tie pins, cuff links, pendants, brooches—all no doubt acquired in a similar manner to how Joanna had lost hers.

      But her family heirloom was not among them.

      She drew back without touching a single piece, mouth at a downward slant. “I’m sorry. It’s not here.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Was he trying to deceive her? Bring every stone except hers so that she gave up pursuit, allowing them to keep their ill-gotten gains? But she’d already accepted its loss when Wortham crossed into the Penn house. She shouldn’t have started a feud over something so relatively trivial.

      On a sigh, she folded her arms, the better to hide her hands as she clenched them. “It’s not there.”

      Penn snapped the case shut and locked it again. “That’s unfortunate.”

      Was he going to accuse her, like Mr. Green had, of making up the story? She scowled. “I know the thief had it. I watched him admire it through the window of his hackney after he left here, and I saw him present it on your doorstep.”

      “I don’t doubt that,” said Penn. He turned with a click of his tongue against teeth, offering the briefcase to his waiting henchmen. The pyromancer jumped stiff and hurried through the gate to claim the object, then retreated again. The case looked like a child’s toy in his meaty hand. By the fence, Mr. Green glowered.

      “Unfortunately,” Penn continued, “in the tumult of last night’s… er… disruption, several of our gifted items went missing. There was a glow-stone on the evening’s manifest that could not be found in our morning inventory.”

      Disbelief lodged in her chest. “One of your patrons robbed you on their way out?”

      The man fixed a piercing stare upon her. “You will, perhaps, pardon my next question. Was that your intent when you arrived at our establishment?”

      Her brows arched. He thought she was part of a heist? A scoff cut from her throat. “If I wanted your property, I’d’ve flitted in and out again, and you’d never be the wiser that I took it. I certainly don’t need accomplices. And I specifically asked your seeker not to make a spectacle.”

      He hummed, staring into middle space for a moment as he contemplated this. “Then perhaps the thief used you as a distraction. Do you know his name?”

      Again her stomach twisted. Wortham was a crook, but a petty one. Or so she assumed. Had he lured her there so he could rob the Penns during the chaos that ensued? But he’d only stopped by for a few minutes last night knowing that she had work today. He’d had no notion that she’d follow him, she was sure.

      And she was even more sure that telling them his name was as good as a death sentence. Any gambler in that house might have snatched the missing items as they fled. The Penns, lawless except to their own code, would retaliate first and ask questions in the aftermath.

      Joanna cleared her throat. “Forgive me, but I can’t in good conscience consign a man to bodily harm.”

      “Even the thief who stole your property?”

      She weakly shook her head. “I’m religious, you see.”

      “Ah. Well, we do have a list of party guests we can visit. We log them with their gifts.” His unblinking gaze drove home his point. He already had Wortham’s name—or whatever alias he might have used—in connection with the missing glow-stone.

      Her inner streak of justice flared, smug satisfaction that the handsome miscreant should get his comeuppance. She squashed it. “That seems unfortunate for your guests. I hope the perpetrator may repent and return what he stole.”

      “If he’s smart, he’ll have pawned the goods already.” Penn flexed one hand in its leather glove, then clenched it into a fist. The material stretched against his knuckles, a whisper-soft promise of future pain.

      Joanna sighed. “I suppose I should start checking Alcaena Road for my missing heirloom, and hope that one of my brothers doesn’t find it there first. I’d rather not explain all of this.”

      Two houses down, a front door opened. A dark head poked out, frowning at her. Joanna met the questioning look with a theatrical widening of her eyes, an unspoken command to return indoors. To the contrary, her brother Daniel stepped out onto his porch, dressed for work in a crisp midnight-blue suit, his curls as nicely sculpted as his jawline. Arms folded, he leaned against the wrought-iron railing, fully facing their conversation.

      Penn observed this with thinning lips. His eyes remained upon the far-off spectator as he asked, “Has our dispute resolved, Miss Marlow?”

      She could only imagine how long before her brother’s curiosity brought him closer. Best to end the conversation now. “Yes. I’m sorry for the trouble my presence instigated. I will pursue my missing property directly with the person who took it.”

      “One wonders why you didn’t do so last night.”

      A faint blush rose to her cheeks. Though loath to admit her weakness, secrecy on this point served no purpose. “I didn’t want to confront him. I was hoping to neatly cut him out of my life without ever speaking to him again.”

      Penn’s attention returned to her, eyes rife with understanding. “Ah. So it was more a betrayal of your heart than a theft of your property.”

      “The heart’s the worse offense,” she grudgingly said.

      He smiled, seeming almost friendly. “You’re sure you wouldn’t like to pass along his name?”

      Wortham must have used an alias at their door. She bit the inside of her cheek to foil temptation and mutely shook her head.

      Resigned, Penn started to leave but arrested the movement. “By the by,” he said, off-handedly, “if you’re keeping a dragon as a pet, it requires a special license from the crown. Our illustrious prince would sooner confiscate such a beast than grant permission, though.”

      She jolted, glancing first to her closed door then to the lace curtains that covered her front room’s windows. Had he glimpsed the creature, or did he simply guess its whereabouts? Self-consciously she said, “I’m not keeping a dragon.”

      It wasn’t a lie. She hadn’t decided yet.

      Penn nodded sagely. “We’ve never kept dragons either. If one chose to live among us for a time, that was hardly our fault.”

      It was a gentle warning—don’t involve authorities in that matter—and with it came a stunning revelation. “You don’t want it back?” she blurted.

      He’d already pivoted toward the street but paused to meet her gaze in a wry, sideways glance. “Far be it from me to dictate where such a beast resides. Please give His Serpentine Excellency our fondest well wishes for his future.” When he resumed his path, his steps seemed to hold an extra spring.

      Like a weight had lifted from him. That didn’t bode well.

      Beyond her fence, the pair of henchmen hopped to the carriage. The pyromancer opened the door. Mr. Green, nervously scanning the houses along the road, stood opposite him as Penn passed between them and settled inside. After a resentful glance toward her and a worried one toward her brother on his porch, Green followed his employer into the shadowed interior. The hulking pyromancer shut the door and took up position at the back as the world’s most broad-shouldered footman.

      The driver spurred his horses, and the vehicle glided up the road.

      Across the street, another front door opened. Her brother Ernest stepped onto his porch and assumed much the same position as Daniel. Both of them stared first at the retreating coach, then at their sister.

      She huffed and walked inside before Stefan could emerge as well.
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      The dragon had slinked into her front room at some point during her interview on the porch. He appeared to be contemplating the space beneath her sofa, and whether he could fit if he crawled between its claw-footed legs.

      It seemed likely, if he kept his wings tucked. She could shimmy into the space there, and he was smaller than her.

      “Why don’t the Penns want you back?” Joanna asked without preamble.

      The dragon flicked his tongue. “Why should they? I never belonged to them in the first place.”

      She folded her arms, tapping an impatient finger against her sleeve. “You offered to come along as a trade for my missing glow-stone.”

      “Not a trade. You were looking for something of equal value. You never said the item had to belong to the Penns.”

      A sigh of long-suffering escaped her. From above, two caterwauls rang out in near unison. She oriented to the stairs, intent upon tending to her ill-used felines, but before she could more than put a foot on the lowest step, the dragon spoke again.

      “I meant to ask earlier, but why are you dressed like a Vapadeco courier?”

      Apparently he’d lived in the city long enough to learn at least one business name—or nickname, rather. The Valiant Parcel Delivery Company—Vapadeco for short—served all of Wesbridge and its nearby communities.

      “Because I am one,” Joanna said.

      The dragon stared, and she stared right back.

      He blinked. “They must pay you a pretty sum to skip their deliveries all over town.”

      “They don’t, and I don’t.”

      “Beg pardon?”

      “They pay me like any other courier, and I don’t skip. I ride a bicycle.”

      The scaled head recoiled. “Why?”

      “Skips don’t generally hire out their abilities. Even if we want to, the crown requires a whole stack of licenses and fees. Plainly put, Vapadeco couldn’t afford my rates to skip deliveries. But the bicycle is good exercise, so I don’t mind.”

      Upstairs, Lolly wailed a heartbroken ballad, and Nemesis renewed her door scratching with the determination of a badger on the hunt.

      The dragon cocked its head. “But you really spend hours pedaling all over the city when you could simply flash from one spot to the next and be done in mere minutes?”

      “Ah,” said Joanna. “But it wouldn’t be mere minutes, would it? Because the parcel managers would only foist more deliveries on me. Then I’d be doing fifty times the work of other couriers without fifty times their salary.”

      “You could always deliver your allotment and spend the rest of the day in leisure before returning to the office.”

      She grasped the stair railing and started up. “That’s unethical.”

      Behind her, a commanding rap-a-tap-tap rattled her front door. She paused, momentarily tempted not to answer.

      There was no mistaking that knock, though. Not answering would spell disaster.

      In resignation, she spun and descended again. “That’s my brother Stefan. Do you mind staying out of sight?”

      True to her previous suspicions, the dragon slithered under her couch, scales whispering against the upholstered frame. When it settled, only the edge of its tail remained visible in the sliver of shadow. Hopefully her brother wouldn’t investigate.

      The assault on her front door repeated. The forlorn duet upstairs turned keening.

      With a scowl, Joanna twisted the knob and wrenched it open. “What?”

      Stefan, austere in proper suit and tie, dropped his hand to his side, squaring his shoulders as he looked down his aquiline nose at her. Behind him, Ernest and Daniel adopted similar poses. The trio shared a remarkable resemblance—same nose, same dark, deep-set eyes—but Stefan had the indifferent physique common to a well-fed husband and father of five. Ernest distinguished himself with angular sideburns and foppish accessories while Daniel, two years Joanna’s senior, maintained an understated classical style in dress and grooming.

      Had the two younger retrieved their eldest brother for this interrogation? Her jaw clenched.

      “What was that display on your front porch just now?” Stefan asked.

      “The end of a misunderstanding. It’s resolved. Go home.” Before he could protest, she shut the door. His squawk rang through the oval glass, and another staccato knock rattled it.

      At least she’d annoyed him almost as much as he was annoying her. Joanna opened the door again and leveled him a flat stare. “I haven’t had breakfast yet, and I have to leave for work soon.”

      Stefan met her challenge with a glare of his own, silent and thin-lipped.

      On a theatrical huff she swung the door wider. She dared not even glance at the front room sofa, trusting the dragon to remain hidden as Stefan crossed her threshold with Ernest and Daniel on his heels.

      In the entryway, Daniel tipped his head toward the ceiling. “What on earth are you doing to your cats?” Before she could reply, he stepped sideways into the door’s shadow and disappeared.

      Her alarm spiked. “Leave them be!” she called up the stairs.

      But instead a door snicked open. One yowl ceased, followed by trotting paws in the upper hall. Nemesis appeared at the top landing, indignant, as the second bedroom door creaked.

      “Were they fighting this morning?” Ernest asked, lifting his pretentious monocle to peer upward. “I told you two cats would be trouble.”

      Joanna flashed him a warning glance. “They’re perfect angels, and I won’t hear anyone say otherwise.”

      Daniel wandered into sight, cuddling Lolly as she gratefully nuzzled his face. Nemesis, taking umbrage at his approach, jaunted down the steps but stopped halfway. Upon spying Stefan, she hissed.

      He sniffed and turned to his sister. “Who were those men on your porch? They looked like debt collectors.”

      She couldn’t stop a cynical laugh in time. It burst from her in a derisive, “Ha!”

      Stefan, though, refused to be deterred. “You haven’t been lending money to that wastrel Wortham, have you?”

      Joanna stiffened. “No.”

      “Felicity mentioned he stopped by last night. What did he want?”

      Her lips thinned. Stefan’s oldest daughter, seventeen and bookish, had been curled up on Joanna’s sofa with a novel when Wortham arrived. Joanna herself had been at Stefan’s house, and her niece had allowed the erstwhile suitor entrance, then trekked next door to fetch her. But the girl had been discreet at the time, and she didn’t typically report to her parents about Joanna’s business. Stefan must have seen him either coming or going.

      “It doesn’t matter what he wanted. He was only here a few minutes, and we were never alone. For your peace of mind, I can tell you I won’t entertain him again.”

      Ernest straightened, a gleam of interest in his watchful gaze.

      Daniel, still cradling her cat, said with open hope, “You gave him the boot?”

      Joanna rolled her eyes. “More or less.” With any luck, she wouldn’t have to give him the boot, officially. The thief would be daft to show his face here.

      “About time,” said Stefan, striding toward the front room. His smugness reminded her exactly why she had entertained Wortham’s attentions for so many months. She ground her teeth and quickly positioned herself between her brother and the couch, wary of the extra set of ears listening there.

      Stefan stopped short, frowning. If he thought her behavior suspect, though, he brushed it aside, turning to pace the opposite direction instead. “It’s high time you found a respectable man, Joanna.”

      Crisis averted, for now.

      “No, thank you,” she said crisply. “I’ve decided to embrace my spinsterhood.”

      Of course, he didn’t listen. “You’re twenty-eight, not too old to give up hope, but wise enough to see past the glitz and glitter of the world.” He paused to peer into the small mirror hanging in her entry, smoothing his short-cropped hair. “I know just the person for you: a colleague of mine at the firm, a solid fellow, no hint of impropriety around him. And he’s expressed interest in you.”

      Her left eye twitched; a rancorous taste entered her mouth. “Are you talking about Thumb-in-wig?”

      Stefan pinched the bridge of his nose and looked for all the world as though he might faint. “Don’t… don’t call him ‘Thumb-in-wig.’”

      She ignored the request. “He has all the appeal of a sack of moldy porridge.”

      Daniel, frowning down at her over the stair railing, said, “Joanna, that’s mean.”

      She threw her hands into the air. “Of course it’s mean. If I’m anywhere close to civil, you take it as encouragement! How many times do I have to tell you? I don’t want any of your help in matters romantic. I certainly don’t want you lobbing Thumb-in-wig at my head.”

      “His name is Alan Poke,” Stefan stiffly said. She leveled a withering glare upon him, but this only fortified his resolve. “He’s respectable. A respectable man with a respectable income, a modest household, good business prospects. We certainly won’t have to worry about his reputation, like we did with Wortham.”

      She remained silent, her stony expression answer enough.

      “And with a name like Poke he might not even mind taking yours instead. It’s best for the children if both parents share the same last name.”

      Before her eyes flashed a glimpse of marital life with the ill-favored Mr. Poke. A visible shudder wracked her body. “So help me, Stefan, if you bring that bloated windbag within five feet of me, I’ll mow down all your prize azaleas.”

      He clicked his tongue against his teeth and twisted toward the exit. “You wouldn’t do that. I’ll invite him over for dinner. Nothing formal, just an opportunity for the two of you to fraternize in proper company. Caroline will see to all the details.”

      “Then I’ll mow down her irises too. The answer is no.”

      Her eldest brother paused on the doormat to shoot her a reproachful glance. He left without another word, skipping from the shadows on her porch to his own.

      Ernest, following in his wake, said only, “You have a duty to the family, Joanna. And Poke’s not such a bad fellow.”

      She glowered. “You say that because you wouldn’t have to wake up to his face every day for the rest of your life.”

      He shrugged and passed beyond her door, then skipped to his own house in a blink.

      Daniel, the only one left, bundled Lolly into her arms. Careless of the cat hair that now adorned his coat, he reached down to stroke Nemesis at Joanna’s feet.  “I don’t know what mischief the girls did to get shut away, but I’ll plead for clemency. They get so lonely without each other.”

      Her heart softened a degree. Still, “I want nothing to do with Thumb-in-wig, Daniel,” she said. “If you hear even a whisper of Stefan plotting, you’d better tell me.”

      “He just worries about you. We all do.”

      “And he’d worry less if I were hanging on the arm of a flaccid nitwit?”

      “That’s mean,” Daniel said. “You shouldn’t judge a man by his looks.”

      Having just learned this painful lesson from the handsome Mr. Wortham, she bristled. “Why not? You think he hasn’t judged me by mine?”

      Her brother merely sighed and shook his head. He shut the door behind him, careful of Nemesis, who was inching closer to sniff its threshold. The cat recoiled, offended. Outside, Daniel skipped to his house two doors down, thus restoring tranquility to Joanna’s environs if not her mind.

      A rustling in the front room sent Nemesis scurrying back up the stairs, though she paused to peer through the balusters.

      The dragon emerged with an arch expression but only said, “Thumb-in-wig?”

      Joanna grimly pursed her lips. “Paint a little face on a thumb pad, add a tuft of dirty blond hair on top, and it looks just like him. And I’d never have mentioned it aloud if they wouldn’t keep hinting at pairing us.” She turned toward the kitchen but paused with a glance at the stairs. Nemesis met her gaze unblinking. She couldn’t leave the cat alone with such a beast, even to make breakfast.

      Oblivious to her internal dilemma, the dragon said, “Perhaps he’s clever to make up for his looks.”

      She startled, belatedly registering that he was referring to Mr. Poke. “He’s not.”

      “But that makes no sense. Assuming your brothers care for you, why would they want you to marry someone dull?”

      On a sigh, she reached her free hand to scratch Nemesis beneath the chin. The cat arched her neck, closing her eyes and purring to this favored ministration. “The dullness is an asset. It means he won’t scheme—or won’t scheme effectively, at any rate. He has no magic in his family for the past four generations, too, which Stefan has deemed essential for any potential husbands.”

      The dragon tipped his head. “Why?”

      Ought she to admit this aloud? Her family considered the topic sensitive, something that outsiders might exploit.

      But she was tired and out of charity with everyone. “Skips of any kind are a rare breed, and the trait is less likely to pass to the next generation if it’s competing with other brands of magic. So, on paper, Thumb-in-wig makes an ideal candidate. He’s dull but respectable, completely non-magical, and his uncle’s the firm president, which guarantees him a job independent of his competence or lack thereof.”

      “What type of firm?”

      “Finance. Stefan invests other people’s money for a living.”

      The dragon glanced toward the door where her brothers had disappeared. “Seems an odd occupation for a shadow-skip.”

      “All the Marlows have mundane jobs. Most of our fellow employees don’t even know we’re skips, unless they have magic in their families and recognize the surname. And speaking of jobs, I need to leave for mine soon. Will you follow me into the kitchen, please?” She started that direction, trusting he would obey. His claws clicked on the hardwood behind her.

      With a fluttering heart she set Lolly safely on the countertop and opened the breadbox.

      “I’m not going to harm your cats,” the dragon said.

      Clearly he had noticed her efforts to keep the pair away from him. “With all due respect, that’s not a risk I’m willing to take. And it’s not only my cats. My niece—Stefan’s daughter—has a key and comes over whenever her house gets too chaotic, often when I’m away at work. That’s yet another reason I can’t consent to your staying here.”

      “I know how to keep out of sight. Is your niece a skip as well?”

      Her hands froze in the act of slicing bread. “No.”

      “So your brother’s trait didn’t pass? Even though he married someone non-magical?”

      “He didn’t.” Joanna partitioned her instinctive resentment and resumed cutting. “That’s why he’s so invested in matchmaking for me. Caroline is a standard mage, and so are four of their five children.”

      The dragon shuddered, scales rippling. “Then I’ll certainly avoid them all. The last thing I want is a curse lobbed at my head.”

      She frowned over her shoulder. “They wouldn’t curse you. They might report you to the authorities, though, and Mr. Penn implied how helpful that would be. Unless you’ve changed your mind about living in Prince Roland’s menagerie?”

      “No, thank you.” He slinked toward the door to her sun porch, rearing on hind legs to peer through its window. His snout left a haze of condensation where he breathed, and when he dropped back to the floor, a sooty pair of clawed prints marked his perch against the white-painted wood. “I see I’ve inconvenienced you with my request. If you’d be so kind as to open your front door, I’ll be on my way.”

      Joanna, sawing another slice of bread, hesitated. Even if her brothers weren’t spying out their front windows, her Aunt Augusta and a score of cousins lived on the street. How would the family react to a dragon promenading down Marlow Road in broad daylight? “Wouldn’t the back better serve?”

      “I suppose, but it’s more or less the same. Your yard’s fenced, so I’ll have to cross around to the front anyway.”

      “But you have wings,” she protested. “Can’t you fly?”

      Incredulity stained the dragon’s voice. “Within Wesbridge city limits? While the sun shines bright to reveal me to anyone who bothers to look? I’d be in the Royal Menagerie before noon.”

      She bit her lower lip. If someone spotted him in the air, the crown would send a platoon of mages and shifters to hunt him. But if he were seen exiting her yard on foot, the Marlows would hound her for an explanation.

      How she loathed their hounding.

      “I suppose you can stay on my sun porch for now. I only work half days for Vapadeco anyway. But if Felicity does come over, you must keep out of sight.”

      The long mouth parted, revealing an alarming array of needle-sharp teeth—what apparently indicated a smile. “I accept. Thank you very much.”

      Brows furrowing, she twisted the back doorknob, and the creature slithered through to the bright, narrow room beyond. He immediately climbed atop a woven wicker bench, where puddling sunlight glanced off the oily iridescence of his dark scales. In contentment, he stretched his neck to bathe in the warmth.

      As she shut the door again, she caught Lolly’s inquiring stare. “I wonder if I’ve just been bamboozled.”

      The cat simply mewed and bumped her head into Joanna’s proffered hand.
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            It's Best If You Cooperate

          

        

      

    

    
      For good measure, Joanna left the cats in the second bedroom upstairs before she departed. Neither was happy with her, but a dragon having once gained access to her house could do so again. She collected her bicycle from the back yard and cycled to the nearest Vapadeco distribution office.

      All morning, as she delivered letters and parcels, a nagging worry gnawed at her: the anxiety of an over-loving pet owner. And yet, when she finished her day’s allotment of deliveries, she turned her path not toward her own front porch, but to an apartment building near the city center, to a unit on its top floor.

      The occupant was emerging but paused upon spying Joanna in the stairwell.

      “Oh,” said Charity. “I suppose I should take a longer lunch hour.”

      Joanna completed her journey to the landing and clasped her hands primly in front of her. “Were you headed back to your office? I can walk with you.”

      “If it’s all the same, I’d rather not be seen with a Marlow. Come inside.” The blonde opened her door wide and beckoned inward. “Have you eaten? I just finished my sandwich, but I’m happy to scrounge up something for you.”

      “No, thanks.” Joanna crossed the threshold and quickly scanned the room, a tidy space with a small pink couch and a pair of plum-colored armchairs. Wrought-iron double doors led onto a bright balcony that overlooked the area. Opposite, a tiny kitchenette lay tucked almost out of sight next to the door into Charity’s private quarters. “I thought it best to follow up with you after last night.”

      Her friend eyed her with a vaguely uncertain glance. “I didn’t report your involvement, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “How kind. What did you report?”

      Charity screwed her mouth to one side, lips pressed thin. “I am an independent investigator, Joanna.”

      “As independent as the crown allows any of its former assets to be.”

      A huff burst from the woman. She spun away, pacing behind the line of her sofa. “Beast. I said it appeared one of their patrons tried to double-cross them, which led to an evacuation of the whole house. No doubt they’ll make their own investigation, but if any crown inspectors show up on your doorstep, I’m not the party to blame.”

      Joanna tweezed the broad leaf of a potted monstera and absently pulled. “I’ve had visitors enough today.” She released the greenery, and it sprang back into its former position, fluttering. “But I won’t bore you with those details. I’ve come on a different matter.”

      Brows arched, her friend gestured toward the sofa. “Is it a matter that allows sitting?”

      This was supposed to be a quick errand, but friendliness would likely yield better success. Joanna crossed around and sank into one corner of the couch. Charity selected the nearest armchair, curiosity plain on her face.

      “How does one identify a shifter?” Joanna bluntly asked.

      Her friend blinked, head rearing back a degree. “I… that’s… sort of a personal question. Why do you want to know?”

      Like skips, shifters guarded their magic lore. Everyone knew the gist of spell-casters—mages, seekers, and elementalists like the Penn’s pyromancer—but the transformational castes found safety in secrecy.

      Wary of revealing unnecessary details, Joanna chose her words carefully. “A certain animal showed up in my neighborhood this morning. I’d like to rule out whether it’s a spy.”

      Charity’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of animal?” Joanna shook her head, which elicited a huff. “Fine. You think the crown might have set one of their shifter pets to spy on you?”

      She flicked a tiny piece of lint from her split skirt. “Or the Penns. How can I tell?”

      “You should know better than me. Drag it onto holy ground and see if it transforms.”

      Sacred lands dispelled all magic, the wielders powerless when they crossed a dedicated boundary. Skips couldn’t skip, shifters couldn’t shift, and spell-casters couldn’t cast even a trivial charm. If the dragon was a human in disguise, luring it onto holy ground would uncover the ruse.

      If only such a suggestion were viable. “The temple’s too far away from my house for that to work.”

      Charity leaned back in her seat, propping one elbow on its armrest. “It must be a large animal, then. Can you not shoo it off Marlow Road?”

      A sigh issued from Joanna’s lungs. This was going all wrong. “Can a seeker tell?”

      The blonde shook her head. “Not when a shifter’s transformed. Our magic hides itself.” Her expression turned critical. “Joanna, have you, by any chance, located my missing Mr. Crawford?”

      That possibility had crossed Joanna’s mind, but she prevaricated. “I don’t know that I’ve located anything at all. There’s certainly no reason for your Mr. Crawford to show up at my house. Can shifters communicate when they’re in their second form?”

      One golden brow arched. “Communicate?”

      It was a risky line of questioning. Only magical species—dragons, unicorns, phoenixes, and so forth—possessed human speech. Regardless of her claims otherwise, Charity had too close a connection to the crown and no incentive not to report such an animal sighting in Wesbridge.

      Thus, Joanna steered her inquiries with care. “Can you talk when you’re a falcon? Might I trick a shifter into speaking?”

      Annoyance flashed across the woman’s face. “No. When in the second form, we’re restricted to the abilities of that second form. As a falcon, I can chirp. I didn’t instinctively know the patterns of their calls, though. I had to learn. If you can catch the animal acting against its type, it’s more likely to be a shifter.”

      That was a dead end. Joanna had never observed dragons before.

      But then, was it even possible for a human shifter to become a dragon? Was there a specific inventory of creatures? “What determines your second form?”

      Charity’s eyes widened, the whites visible around her irises. “That is terribly personal.”

      Joanna flicked her gaze to the balcony doors, discontent rumbling in her throat.

      “No, I mean it,” the blonde continued. “Would you like me snooping about shadow-skips versus puddle-skips or mirror-skips?”

      “Oh, pfft.” Joanna waved aside this example. “There’s no mystery behind that. The magic chooses our boundaries at random. Is it that way with shifters, too? Or are there limitations on what might be your second form? What if someone turns into an octopus or a sea sponge? Would they die on dry land?”

      “So it’s an animal that doesn’t belong in Wesbridge,” Charity said with a knowing lift of her chin.

      Of course she would draw that conclusion. What a bother.

      Joanna pursed her lips and stretched the truth to its limits. “It’s not a unique specimen. We just don’t get a lot of wildlife on Marlow Road anymore.”

      “A fox?” the blonde ventured. “Or a wolf, perhaps?”

      “Look. Is there some way to force a shifter back into human form without involving holy ground? How will you track your missing noble scion if he’s hiding in plain sight? Or maybe you plan to drag every suspected creature up to Temple Hill?”

      Charity’s expression flattened, her eyes half-lidded as she studied her dark-haired visitor. After a long, silent breath, she opened her mouth to speak.

      Instead, a sharp knock sounded on her door. Through the wood, a voice called, “Miss Hawthorne, please open up in the name of the crown.”

      In a blink, Joanna skipped into the kitchen nook. Her friend, momentarily frozen, jarred from a stupor. As she quickly arose, she motioned Joanna to retreat further, into the back area of the apartment. Unsure whether this was wise, Joanna obeyed. She landed within Charity’s bedroom as the front lock tumbled out of place.

      The interior door, slightly ajar, allowed her hostess’s voice to carry. “Crown Inspector Hamlin, Assistant Inspector Frisk. To what do I owe this honor?”

      Joanna instinctively scowled. She avoided crown inspectors in general, but Hamlin was a particularly vile specimen. Luckily, he was a mage, not a seeker who might sense her presence.

      “This business at the Penn house last night,” said his brusque voice.

      Easing closer to the door jamb, she trained her ears on the conversation beyond.

      “I submitted a statement this morning,” Charity said. “Was it not sufficient?”

      “I’ve not had the pleasure of reading it.”

      “Oh, how unfortunate. You might have saved yourself this visit.” Acid dripped from her words.

      Joanna, as she eavesdropped within the bedroom, let her gaze travel to the dresser that stood beside the door. Miscellany littered its top: an assortment of rings and scarves, a gold necklace with a coin-like pendant, a dried posy tied with a dark-blue ribbon, and a ticket stub from a concert series at the grand pavilion.

      Daniel had recently attended one of those concerts. She bent closer to check the date stamp.

      Beyond, in the main part of the apartment, Inspector Hamlin revealed his grievance. “The crown was planning a raid on that location later this week. The incident last night destroyed months of field work.”

      Charity feigned concern. “Did it? I was only observing for a short while, but I didn’t see evidence of crown agents in the vicinity. Did you perhaps have some men inside the house—patrons who could see what actually happened?”

      “I’m more interested in who you had in the house,” he replied, with utmost calm. “Or rather, who you have here in your apartment right now. Perhaps she would care to join us?”

      Joanna jolted from her inspection of the ticket, annoyed. Hamlin must have seen her enter the building. Had she suspected Charity to be under surveillance, she would have been more careful.

      Archly, she opened the bedroom door wide enough to poke her head out. “If you have business with me, Inspector, you know exactly where I live.”

      Hamlin’s face always reminded her of weathered driftwood, bleached and cragged and twisted. He stood tall in the black uniform of a crown inspector, the scarlet lining of his cloak a beacon of his office. Beside him, Assistant Inspector Frisk did not pose nearly such an intimidating picture despite the same trappings. He did stiffen his thin shoulders, though, as if that act might conceal the nervous twitching of his hands.

      Hamlin pursed his lips, mouth screwed to one side as he glared. Joanna primly stepped outside the room and shut the door behind her.

      “Why were you at the Penn house last night?” he asked.

      She folded her hands in front of her, demureness personified. “On advice from my lawyer, I’d rather not answer questions without him present.” Said lawyer, none other than her brother Ernest, would have a small apoplexy if she had to involve him, but that seemed more and more inevitable as the day progressed.

      The crown inspector mostly contained a sneer, his voice edged in menace. “It’s best if you cooperate, Miss Marlow.”

      “Or what? You’ll arrest me?” She stared, enjoying the discomfiture that crackled beneath his authoritative façade. If prison were an option, they’d have tossed her in years ago, back when she refused military service. As an unbounded skip, no jail the government built could hold her, and Hamlin knew as much.

      But he wasn’t smart enough to back down. “I can seize your worldly assets and arrest your known associates as accomplices.” He slid his gaze to Charity, driving home that threat.

      Unreasonable men were exhausting. “Accomplices to what crime?” Joanna asked.

      “Interference in a government investigation.”

      “To charge someone with that requires the suspect to know about the investigation in advance. It’s my personal mission in life never to know what the crown is perpetrating. Did Prince Roland approve of you accosting me?”

      Frisk shot a skittish glance toward his superior. Hamlin merely stiffened a degree. “His Royal Highness trusts my decisions in matters of criminal inquiry.”

      Joanna hummed. “Do you know why there’s such tension between the royal family and the Marlows?”

      The sneer fully manifested. “It’s because you lack proper loyalty to the crown.”

      “No. It’s because our bloodline can cover longer distances than any other skips in Elsidor—meaning the crown will never trust us. Theoretically, a Marlow could teleport into any secured location, wreak havoc within, and escape the country entirely, all within the space of an hour. You’re threatening to make my life difficult, but I could make yours infinitely more so.”

      A muscle shifted along his jawline. “Why were you at the Penn house last night?”

      “It was a personal matter. If you want any more details, you’ll have to petition my lawyer. In the meantime, kindly leave my associates alone. Miss Hawthorne already submitted her report. Neither she nor I knew the other would be there last night, as we each approached the house on unrelated matters. And if you already know I was there—no doubt from either a patron you planted or else one of the Penn henchmen on your payroll—you know roughly what caused the house evacuation.”

      “You ruined months of field work,” Hamlin said.

      She folded her arms, staring him down. “Everyone in the city knows that’s a gaming house. If you wasted months deciding to raid it, that’s your own fault. Unless you were after something else…?”

      He buttoned his mouth, seething. So it wasn’t a simple raid. Perhaps Prince Roland had caught wind of the dragon living in the Penns’ conservatory.

      All the more reason to send Hamlin on his way as quick as possible.

      “Good day, Crown Inspector,” said Joanna firmly.

      “So lovely of you to stop by,” Charity added, a note of false warmth in her voice.

      He eyed them each in turn, as though he desperately wanted to argue. Tattered dignity triumphed over petty vindication, however. He swept out the front door, with Frisk scrambling at his heels. Their footsteps trod down the hallway to the stairwell.

      Charity secured the door, and Joanna breathed a slow, controlled exhale.

      “I envy your confidence,” said the blonde. “I could never openly threaten an agent of the crown.”

      “I didn’t openly threaten him. I reminded him not to antagonize me. No doubt Prince Roland himself will now summon me before the end of the week.”

      “For another marriage proposal?” Charity wryly asked.

      Joanna speared her with a glance. “Bite your tongue.”

      A full grin blossomed across Charity’s face. “Why? The royals could use some new blood in their line. Could be a nice way to mend your broken heart, too.”

      The reference to Wortham was uncalled for. Joanna ignored it. “I have no intention of marrying anyone whose family tree is a wreath. The prince doesn’t want to marry me either. That was a desperate bid for control. He’s older and wiser now.”

      “Older, at any rate,” Charity muttered, and she moved as though to resume her seat.
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