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        “I believe in everything until it’s disproved. So I believe in fairies, the myths, dragons. It all exists, even if it’s in your mind. Who’s to say that dreams and nightmares aren’t as real as the here and now?” 

        ― John Lennon

      

        

      
        “I do not care what comes after; I have seen the dragons on the wind of morning.” 

        ― Ursula K. Le Guin, The Farthest Shore
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      Many towns had secrets, but the town of Summers Lake had a secret so old it ached.

      Tourists would stop their cars on the side of the road, claiming they were in desperate need of a pit stop, but knowing somewhere deep inside that the town had called to them, pulled them like a magnet toward its center.

      Airplanes had trouble navigating over the town, so much so the Michigan Department of Aviation rerouted all flight paths permanently, stating something about air currents and polar magnetism, though everyone knew none of that meant squat.

      For the townsfolk, they knew the pull, had felt it all their lives. They’d stormed the beach around the ancient lighthouse and dashed headlong into the lake, squealing, then running out again for fear of what snatched at their ankles. They’d spent summers climbing trees in the seemingly unending pine forest, sap stuck to every appendage and their necks stiff from craning toward the sky.

      The townsfolk knew—here, there be dragons.

      But, of course, not really. It was a myth, a legend. They threw their commemoration party every year in May and the high school mascot was a dragon, obviously—even if all those sightings of a monster similar to Loch Ness’s famed creature hidden deep in their lake had all been disproven by several teams of biologists…

      Science had come up with a good answer to why planes couldn’t fly over their town, too. It was all human error, fueled by crazy superstition. In the end, the planes resumed their normal flight patterns and nothing of note happened.

      Nothing until Rose McCarty turned up dead.

      The mysteries surrounding her death added a frenzied darkness to all the stories, to the fables. Soon, the townsfolk drudged up the old stories, saying she was eaten by the lake monster. Or was sacrificed to the dragon that prowled the skies.

      As was to be expected, these stories were shaken off, too.

      The real story of what happened to Rose McCarty was known by few in town. One person in particular held the truth closely and wouldn’t share it with anyone.

      That was until doing so could affect the fate of the entire world.
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      I opened the door to stare out at the howling storm I’d soon have to battle. The wind lashed against the window panes of the ancient house and made the loose shutter thump against the siding. Ahead, a jagged fork of lightning split the sky, followed by what literally had to be the world’s loudest peal of thunder. It sent Pickles, my cat, skittering across the kitchen floor to dive deep under the couch. Howling wind, torrential rain, and a churning lake that appeared as if it could swallow up even the best boater raged outside.

      I sighed, grabbing my raincoat from the coat rack. At least I hadn’t bothered to blow dry my hair today.

      The clomp of his cane announced Dad before he cleared his throat in the doorway between the kitchen and living room. “If you’ll wait, I can get my slicker on and help you.”

      I turned to him, shrugging on the raincoat and stuffing my feet into rubber boots. “I’ve got this. Don’t worry. This ain’t my first rodeo.”

      Dad slumped into the closest kitchen chair, already wincing from the effort. There was no way I was letting him out in this storm, no matter how much I might yearn for the company.

      “Make sure you trim the wick before relighting. A long wick will cause it to smoke and—”

      “Gutter. I know. You told me.” I zipped up the slicker and flipped the hood over my dark hair.

      “And make sure the kerosene is full. No sense in making the climb for that twice in one day.” Dad shoved his hand through his thinning hair.

      “Got it. Anything else?” Another crack of thunder rumbled the little house. I wanted to get out there and get this done already.

      “Give the lens a good polish while you’re there, too. Or leave it for me; I can do it in the morning.”

      Not with that limp. “Sure, Dad.”

      “I wish to God the city council would’ve approved the money to modernize the old gal. It’s just too damn dangerous now.”

      What Dad didn’t say was it was too dangerous for him. He’d been diagnosed with Muscular Dystrophy a year earlier, and it had hit him hard. Climbing up the spiral staircase twice a day with his legs was nearly impossible. But the town had ancient lore about this lighthouse, and they wouldn’t dare renovate it. Modernization had been unanimously voted down. It brought in tourists, and tourist brought in money.

      There’d been a lot of talk about firing Dad and hiring someone more suited as a lighthouse keeper, but that would have meant Dad losing his job and me losing the only home I’d ever known.

      Albeit ever so leaky, there was no place like home.

      Once Dad had clomped angrily out of the chamber, I’d quietly told the city council I would be responsible for lighting the lantern twice a day. Sunrise and sunset.

      So, yeah, this wasn’t my first rodeo. Just the first in a terrible storm.

      Another bolt of lightning lit up the sky, followed by thunder that one could only describe as the sound the world would make if it split in two.

      “Dad, I want to get this over with. I’ve got two episodes of Supernatural calling my name.” I cupped my hands around my mouth, and called out in a whispery voice, “Lila, come watch us. Come rot your brain on garbage TV.” Dropping my hands and the eerie voice, I continued. “I have to obey, Father. My brain is already wired directly into the Matrix.”

      He smiled weakly and rubbed his eyes. “I hate to see you go out in this.”

      “I won’t melt.” I tugged the hood down tighter, gripped the door handle, and threw myself out into the storm.

      It was worse than I thought. Way worse.

      The minute I set foot outside, the wind whipped me sideways. The front door slammed open, and I had to fight through the gale to get it shut. Panting and spitting rainwater out of my mouth, I measured the distance to the lighthouse.

      About twenty yards away, the old structure rose into the dark sky. With no lantern lit, there was no way to see the splendor that was Peely Point Lighthouse. Built in 1843 by Gus Vanderhoven, a famed builder at the time, the lighthouse was the treasure of Summers Lake. People came from all over to paint pictures of it. Heck, bards even wrote songs about it. Or they had. One song.

      Regardless, it was the town’s little wonder of the world.

      And I was blowing it big time.

      Not many boats would be out in a storm like this—besides, most had excellent GPS and sonar capabilities—but more than that, the town would be watching. If I was late lighting the lamp, the city council would know. And if it happened more than once, they might fire Dad, and then we would be out on our ears.

      Facing the storm, I angled into the wind and fought my way toward the lighthouse door.

      Luckily for me, a solitary light shone down on the side door to the entrance way. I made my way to the door in a decent amount of time, only pausing to squeal like a little girl when lightning forked down and struck a tree not far from the beach. Once my senses were intact and I’d made sure I hadn’t peed myself, I walked to the door and unlocked it.

      Once inside, I stood with my back to the exit for a solid minute, catching my breath and letting the rain trickle off and soak the floor.

      Collecting myself, I took off my drenched raincoat and hung it on the hook. The boots went next. Finding my familiar pair of inside shoes—as Dad liked to call them, but which were really glorified slippers from Target—I stuffed my feet in. Properly shod, I found the kerosene can where I’d left it stocked and ready to go.

      Then I began the climb.

      The climb consisted of one hundred and eighty-four steps, the equivalent of a seven-story building.

      “Up is the hardest part,” I murmured.

      Getting to the first landing was no problem. It was the second, third, and fourth that got me.

      “Run a lighthouse they said. It would be fun they said.” I used the arm not holding the gas can to wipe the sweat off my brow. No longer freezing from the rain, I was now soaked with rainwater and sweat. Attractive. I waggled an eyebrow seductively, laughed, then hopped up the next flight of stairs.

      Around and around. Up and up. I’d created all kind of games for this when I was little—do it all with your eyes closed; do it all looking down at the tile while you fight off your fear of heights; pretend you are Rapunzel, and Mother Gothel is screaming at you to run faster. I’d even grown out my hair for three solid years only to realize it would not grow past my butt no matter what I did. I had Mom cut it off the very next day. Chin-length bob. No bangs.

      But tonight, there were no games, only slogging, and when I got to the top, I was exhausted. The Supernatural marathon was a joke meant to lighten Dad’s mood. I still had my chem and AP Lit tests to study for. And then there was the commemoration party I was supposed to attend tomorrow night. How in the world would I find the energy? There was only so much Red Bull in the world.

      Quietly humming, I set about trimming the wick, refiling the kerosene, and polishing the Fresnel lens. I cleaned the inside of the windows, even though rain lashed the outside. When that was done, I swept the floor, making sure to leave no trace of dirt or grim. The head of the city council, Mr. Webb, was a real pain in the rear end. He was known for unannounced inspections, and might freak if anything was out of order.

      Satisfied, I began the climb in reverse. Going down was much nicer, but still took time and energy. When I got to the bottom, my bottom was on fire.

      “Buns of steel,” I said, setting the kerosene can on the floor and taking off my shoes.

      With a sigh, I shouldered on my coat and boots.

      “Once more into the fray.” I pushed out into the storm.

      More wind and thunder. The damn storm seemed settled right on top of our house. But it didn’t matter. Soon, I would be warm and safe and—

      A squawk and a flap of wings startled me. I ducked just in time to see a big, white blur soar down and smash into the wet sand. Stunned, I turned to see a white and gray seagull twitch and flap helplessly. Buffeted by rain, the poor bird tried once more to lift-off, but it looked like one of its wings was broken.

      A huge gust of wind nearly brought me to my knees. When I glanced up, the bird was at the edge of the surf and still being blown backward. The broken wing was out like a sail. The poor thing would be sucked into the water and drown.

      I didn’t think. I just ran.

      Hood flying back, I got a face full of rain as I tore through the sand toward the creature. The bird made another weak attempt upward, but a wave crashed over it, dragging it down.

      “Hold on!” I tried to run harder. The sand sucked at my feet. The bird was a blur, struggling against the rough water. There wasn’t much time.

      I ran into the surf, instantly realizing what a bad idea that was. The waves were rougher than I’d thought possible, tugging at my legs, urging me down. I’d be sucked out and drown trying to save a freaking seagull!

      My hand landed on something soft. The bird. I scooped the ball of feathers to my chest.

      Eyes up, I saw something flash in the horizon. At first, I thought it was lightning, but it was too close to the churning water. I focused on a shape rising out of the surf, way too large to be a fish. My brain thought whale, but this was lake water. No whales lived here.

      My mind ventured back to my childhood, to those times when I was sure to the very core of my being that dragons lived in the lake, in the sky. I used to draw nothing but dragons at school, so much so the teacher suggested a therapist. I’d hear their songs at night, see them slip through the trees like serpents of the air. I’d even convinced myself if I went to the beach at midnight, my dragon—I’d called him Big Blue—would show up.

      It had all stopped when Mom died, and I’d realized they were all childhood fantasies.

      When I looked up again, there was no trace of anything in the water.

      A huge wave hit me from the side, knocking me down. Water slammed against my chest, spraying into my mouth. Coughing, sputtering, I crawled my way out of the waves, trying my best to keep the bird safe. When my feet sank into dry sand, I was so grateful.

      But then I threw up.

      So much for that pizza dinner.

      Tired and soaked, I readjusted the bird that was either unconscious or dead. Panicked, I plowed my way through the rain to the house.

      When I got there, Dad threw the door open, squinting into the rain.

      “Lila, what in the world?”

      “Don’t ask, okay? Here,” I handed him the lifeless gull, which he accepted with pure shock on his face. “This bird’s name is Fernando, and if he lives I want to keep him. Now, please let me in, and tell me there’s hot coffee.”
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      My toast looked like a charred flip-flop. I scraped the top with a knife before spreading butter on the rest. Black bits mixed with the creamy topping. I took a bite and shrugged. Breakfast food wasn’t my thing anyway. Coffee, though? There could never be enough.

      I shuffled to the bay window and peered out. The morning was gorgeous, the sky a swirl of the most beautiful yellows and oranges that begged to be painted. Mom used to get up early to capture these views. She said it made living in this drafty house worth it. I still missed her drawings and paintings hanging all over the house. Only two had been saved from closet storage, and they were in my room. Dad said he couldn’t bear to look at them every day.

      A plaintive, drawn-out keow-keow-keow at my feet pulled me from my thoughts. I squatted next to the cage at the corner of our small kitchen to peek at the injured seagull.

      “Hey, buddy,” I cooed. “How’s captivity treating you this morning?”

      The bird stared at me sideways with a beady, yellow eye. The poor thing looked miserable, curled at the very back of the cage.

      “Sorry you had to spend the night in lock-up,” I said. “But the storm is over now, so parole is just on the horizon once we get that wing fixed.”

      I broke off a piece of my toast, and then poked it through the bars. The gull turned away from it.

      “I know. Prison food, am I right?”

      Pickles meowed from the top of the counter, eying the bird like he’d like to show him some hospitality—with his claws. The coffee maker gurgled behind him. Why did the darn thing take so long? We seriously needed a new one. I’d had my eye on a fancy espresso maker that had more bells and whistles than a smartphone, but we could never afford it. Dad shuffled into the kitchen, wearing loose flannel pajama pants, his cane tapping the linoleum floor.

      “How’s the bird?” he asked, frowning at the trickling coffee maker with annoyance.

      “Protesting his treatment with a hunger strike. You’re gonna take it to the vet, right?” I said.

      “Soon as I get some coffee in me, sure.”

      We both poured tall cups, no sugar, and drank them in silence. Slowly, we began to look alive, the caffeine in our veins making us half-human again.

      “Are you going to the bonfire tonight?” Dad asked, puttering to the window to look at the sunrise.

      “Dunno.”

      I’d refused to commit to this question all week. Why did he keep asking? He didn’t really want me to go. It only seemed to matter now because it was my last year in high school, and he thought I would miss out on a last chance to hang with my friends. Last year, he’d been glad I’d stayed curled up on the couch, watching TV while the other kids acted like idiots at the beach.

      Dad turned away from the window. “Mercedes asked me to convince you to go, you know.”

      “She does that every year. And every year, she fails. You know, I think it’s more about the failure than actually wanting me to go. That girl cannot stand to lose.” I finished my coffee, heading over to pour a new cup for the road. “Besides, I have to study for a couple of quizzes, and it’s not like there won’t be another party next summer. They’ve only had one for the last gazillion years.”

      “I know how you feel about it, but I really think you should join your friends. Just this once.”

      I sighed. “I’ll think about it.”

      He smiled, and I took that as my cue to run upstairs to my room and get my backpack.

      Our small bungalow had two bedrooms. Mine was the biggest. When Mom died, Dad refused to sleep in the larger upstairs bedroom, the one they’d shared for all those years. After I’d spent a few years sleeping in bed with Dad, which was a fact I might commit murder to keep secret, I’d moved into the attic bedroom. Now it was my leaky, drafty sanctuary.

      The stairs led up into the center of my room, displaying everything in its messy glory. It was double the size of the bedroom downstairs. I had a lot of space, but I also had a lot of stuff. And since the peaked roof made half the floor plan too low to stand in, there were lots of areas I couldn’t fully utilize.

      My old bureau took up one wall, piled with clothes. My great aunt’s old desk was cluttered by books of all shapes and colors. There were two seventies-type bean bag chairs near a wicker table and Mom’s old lava lamp. Rag rugs and scraps of carpet covered the drafty wooden floors, making it look like Mary Poppin’s carpet bag had thrown up. I loved it.

      I ran into the closet and grabbed a light hoodie for class since Mrs. Gable liked to keep the lab like a meat locker. On my way out, something I should have ignored caught my attention. I shifted my eyes in its direction, trying to pretend it wasn’t calling my name. It was always the same around this time of the year. Too many closed doors opened in my brain.

      My eyes swept over the nightstand beside the bed. Beneath the stacks of magazines, mail, and random earrings was the hand-carved wooden box. My mother’s jewelry box.

      Unable to fight the urge, I sidled up to the nightstand and dusted the lid. My fingers tingled with the desire to open it and uncover its forbidden treasure. I almost gave in, but I’d promised Dad to leave this part of Mom in the past. I had yet to disappoint him, so I grabbed my backpack, and headed out.

      Dad was sitting at the kitchen table with his second cup of coffee, staring at the wall as if he were a thousand miles away.

      I stopped, a hand on the doorknob, and said, “Don’t forget about Fernando.”

      Dad blinked at me as if I’d turned into an alien. “Fernando?”

      I pointed toward the caged gull.

      Dad raised an eyebrow. “It could be a Fernanda, you know. Besides, that’s a terrible name for a seagull.”

      “Don’t worry. He likes it.” I winked at him and left.

      Outside, the breeze coming from the lake ruffled my hair. The surface of the water was as deep blue and tranquil as ever, like there’d never been a storm last night.

      A memory flashed before my eyes: a large shape rising from the surf, backlit by rumbling clouds. I shook my head and got in my car. With the commemoration party and the bonfire tonight, all everyone talked about were dragons. The old stories were hauled from the attic, dusted off, and repeated ad nauseam. So I wasn’t to blame for all the dragon crap resurfacing from my memories.

      It took two tries, but my old Mustang came to life with a roar. One day, when I had more than two cents to rub together, I would get it restored like brand new. I planned to keep it for life. It’d been Mom’s, after all.

      At school, I parked in my usual spot, then jogged to the front door. Mercedes was waiting for me, her beautifully styled braids hanging on either side of her face as she thumbed through her phone. She sensed me coming and glanced up. A large smile stretched her lips.

      I’d always thought she resembled a young Kerry Washington with warm brown skin, big dark eyes, and that look in her eyes like she could take on anyone and come out on top. Her fashion sense was way better than mine. Nearly every day, she sported cute tops, matching bracelets, and designer jeans. Today, she had on a flowery skirt and a form-fitting tee with ballet flats to match.

      “Thanks for siccing Dad on me again,” I grumbled. “That’s exactly what I need, more parental involvement.” I rolled my eyes for effect, but it didn’t faze her in the slightest.

      “You need some involvement if you think missing the biggest party of the year is a good idea. And did it work? Are you coming?”

      I shrugged and walked past her and through the front door. “Told him I’d think about it.”

      It was Mercedes’s turn to roll her eyes. “I guess that’s better than a no,” she said, catching up with me.

      As we walked toward our lockers, she elbowed me and tipped her chin toward the end of the hall. Tom was leaning against my locker, clearly waiting for me. My face grew hot. Not for the first time, I wished I at least had a tan. I always turned into a tomato when I blushed.

      “Go get that fine ass boy. And do not mess this up.” Mercedes veered toward her locker.

      “Wait. Don’t leave me.” I grabbed for her, but she darted out of reach.

      Crap. Heart fluttering beneath my ribs, I took shy steps toward my own locker. Tom Palmer, the Tom Palmer, had finally decided to notice me in the last couple of months, and my normal confidence had shriveled into a raisin.

      “Your locker has a distinct odor to it.” He turned and gave it a sniff. “I’m getting hints of gym sneaker, paired with old lunch. Am I close?” Big blue eyes peered down at me, twinkling with amusement.

      I leaned in for a sniff, bringing me very close to his body. His cologne made my butterflies do swan dives. “I think it’s actually gym sock and leftover lab equipment, but you are close.” I fiddled with the combination to give my nervous hands something to do.

      He moved out of the way. “So…” He let the word hang.

      My locker door was warm to the touch. How long had he been leaning there, waiting for me? I took a deep breath, trying not to let this go to my head, but that was a mistake since it caused me to inhale more of his cologne. I’d like to have said it smelled of sandalwood and summer breeze, but I had no idea what it was. I just knew it made my head swim. He made my head swim.

      “So what?” I finally said, which was clearly what he wanted from me.

      “You and me? The bonfire. I’m excellent at sitting on warm sand and drinking out of red Solo cups. I think I’ll major in it at college.” His body exuded the confidence that drove all the girls crazy. He was hot. He knew he was hot, too, and that made every girl want to be with him.

      And he was asking me out? Me?

      I frowned. “Did Mercedes put you up to this?”

      He frowned back, his dark eyebrows scrunching together. As I had many times before, I stared at his brows, wondering why they were nearly black when his hair was strawberry blond. I suspected foul play, and he’d never convince me otherwise.

      “What do you mean?” he asked, appearing honestly confused.

      “Um, nothing. I… I thought… never mind.” I waved a hand and closed my locker.

      “That’s a yes then?” The words hung from his lips.

      I stared down at my chem book, thinking of using my quizzes as an excuse.

      “I’ll bring coffee. I hear you like it. Solo cups full of it,” Tom said in a singsong tone that made me raise my head.

      His expression was so hopeful, so innocent, like he’d never asked a girl out and his heart would break if I said no. Such a lie. He was a player, and everyone knew it. Still, I found myself falling for it. It was Tom, after all. I’d wanted him to ask me out ever since his jaw became angular perfection and a day without a razor gave him a magical, too-sexy-to-ignore stubble.

      “Sounds like… fun,” I said, my mouth running on nothing but secret desires.

      Tom smiled and his baby blues sparkled, whipping away the innocence. My stomach fluttered with sudden nerves as I wondered if this was a colossal mistake.

      He pushed a strand of hair off my shoulder, gaze flashing to my lips. “Text you later, then.”

      I nodded and smiled like an idiot, trying to remember if I’d shaved my legs this morning. He walked away. As he passed by Mercedes—who still stood by her locker pretending to look for something—he gave her a high five.

      My jaw dropped. I stomped in her direction.

      “What was that?” I demanded, my heart sinking at the thought that Tom hadn’t asked me of his own accord.

      Mercedes shook her head. “Whoa. Chill. It’s not what you think. He asked me if you had a date for tonight. I told him you were dedicated to perpetual nunnery and weren’t even planning on going. He bet me he would convince you, and I didn’t mind him trying.” She stuck one shoulder up, offering no apology.

      I eyed her suspiciously, but her honest face didn’t lie. “Well, good, because I didn’t want to have to share that picture of you from middle school in your Cartman Halloween costume.”

      Her jaw dropped. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      I smiled mischievously. “Wouldn’t I?”

      Mercedes wrapped an arm around my shoulder, guiding me toward class like my threat was nothing. She knew me so well.

      I leaned my head into her shoulder. “I might not survive until tonight. I’m pretty sure I’m not woman enough to date Tom Palmer.”

      “Oh, you’re woman enough.” Mercedes squeezed my arm. “And Tom might find out tonight, if you decide to let him.”
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      “Lila, are you listening?”

      My head popped up from my desk, a mild panic stirring in my chest. “Yes, Mrs. Hovanik. I’m totally listening.”

      Mrs. Hovanik narrowed her eyes, giving me her patent-pending teacher stare. The one that said no way did she buy what I’d just said. “Then, what did you get for the answer to number seven?”

      “Number seven?” I stared frantically at the worksheet in front of me.

      To be honest, I’d been thinking about the bonfire, not the discussion sheet. Chapters six through eight of Frankenstein had nothing on the fact that Tom Palmer had asked me out. Yep, clichéd as it was, I’d been thinking about Tom. His big blue eyes. The way his dark eyebrows folded down when he was thinking particularly hard about something. And he always seemed to be thinking hard about something.

      Tom was the smartest kid in school as far as I could tell. One of those kids who didn’t even need to try. He aced all the tests and flunked all the homework. His C average totally covered up how Tom seemed to know everything. He’d be paying absolutely zero attention in math class until the teacher called on him. Any question, even the hardest ones Mr. Hernandez could throw at him, didn’t stump Tom. He’d answer with a smirk, then lean back in his chair like he didn’t have a care in the world.

      But besides his good looks and understated intelligence, I didn’t really know Tom well. There were rumors his parents were strange. His mother was the local vet of a clean, well-run clinic and seemed okay, though not social or friendly. I’d never met Tom’s dad, and no one else seemed to know him, either. There was a rumor he was in banking or stock trading. It had to be big business because how else did they own that giant house on the lake?

      The Palmers were private people, Tom included. Even though he’d been enrolled here for the last four years of high school, he didn’t have many friends. He stayed mostly to himself, which drove the girls crazy.

      He’d had plenty of girlfriends. They just didn’t last. A week or two and his latest fling would be sobbing in the bathroom while her friends tried to tell her what a jerk he was. Which was why having a crush on Tom Palmer was as cliché as it came. And also completely unavoidable.

      Did he really want to go to the bonfire with me? Or was there more to the bet with Mercedes than each was letting on? I had spent every moment since his invite telling myself that I didn’t care. That Tom was not important in the grand scheme of things. What was important was finishing high school, going to college, and getting the heck out of Dodge.

      Truthfully, however, I cared too gosh darn much.

      “Lila?” an annoyed Mrs. Hovanik repeated.

      “Oh, yes. Sorry. Um… Number seven. The answer was… foreshadowing?” I looked up, adopting a hopeful smile.

      Mrs. Hovanik crossed her arms and tilted her head with a raised eyebrow. She was one of those teachers who seemed to get extreme pleasure from dominating seventeen-year-olds on a year-by-year basis. Two years ago, she’d been a science teacher, but due to budget cutbacks, she now taught AP Lit, which she did not seem to enjoy. We’d sometimes catch her staring longingly at the lab equipment still housed in old cabinets at the back of the room.

      “Right, but what are the examples of foreshadowing in the book? Give me more, Lila. I need more.”

      What you need is to get laid, I thought. Mrs. Hovanik had a way of sucking the life out of books like she was literature’s Edward Cullen. Frankenstein was a creepy classic full of torment and struggle, but she was making us dissect it like a frog pinned on a dissection board.

      I stumbled over my answer—something about how Victor Frankenstein’s relationship with his monster reflected his views on himself, sage words pulled directly from my posterior. She shook her head, then moved on to some other unsuspecting victim. It helped that when she called on Trent Costner, he said Frankenstein had green skin and bolts in his neck.

      Made me look like a bona-fide genius—thank you very much, Mrs. Hovanik.

      When the bell rang, the class breathed a collective sigh of relief. I grabbed my books and headed for the door, but not before bumping into a gaggle of lip-gloss queens clustered around the exit.

      “Lila.” A girl by the name of Clare Gosh stepped in front of me. Clare was on student council and cheer, the very definition of a high school stereotype in a short pink skirt and fluffy top. “Are you coming to the party tonight?”

      “She never comes to anything,” her friend, Hailey Sovinski, said. Hailey had been my friend until sixth grade when she’d gotten boobs before everyone else. Her new bosom had vaulted her into the popular group and, thus, out of my stratosphere. She tried to pedal back her comment when she noticed my frown. “I mean, no offense, but you don’t.”

      I hugged my books to my chest and tried to smile. “I’m going, actually.”

      Mercedes wiggled her way in, braids swaying. “She’s going with Tom Palmer. He asked her today.”

      All the eyebrows in the group went up, and my face burned. I shot Mercedes a look that said, “First chance I get, I’ll kill you. Slowly.”

      “Great,” Hailey said in a way that made it sound like it wasn’t. “See you there then.”

      When the crowd filtered away, I bumped my hip into Mercedes’s, scowling. “Why’d you do that? Those drones don’t need to know my business.”

      “They’ll know it when you show up with him tonight. Plus, I liked the expressions on their faces when they found out the hottest guy in school asked you.” Mercedes watched them walk away, smugness all over her beautiful brown face.

      “He asked me because you bet him. And he isn’t the hottest guy in school.”

      She raised a perfectly manicured eyebrow. “Then why are you always eyeballing him?”

      I shrugged. “He has cool, ironic T-shirts?”

      “Yeah, right. You love him. You want to ride the Tom Train to Boner Town.”

      “Don’t be gross,” I said, bumping her again. My blush was back and in full effect.

      “But while we’re on the subject,” I said, “he never mentioned whether he would pick me up or if I should meet him. Should I message him? Or is that too desperate? Should I try text? Smoke signal? Morse code tapped into his drain pipe?”

      She stopped walking, using her height of at least six inches above mine to search the hallway. “You should ask him yourself. Now. He’s right over there.”

      My heart seized up as I whirled.

      With his back to us, Tom stood down the corridor just outside the science wing. Two other guys clustered around him, engaging him in what looked like a heated debate.

      “Who are they?” Mercedes asked.

      She was right. I’d never seen the other two guys before. Summers Lake High only had one hundred kids per grade. There was no one in our class I didn’t know. Besides, the school year was almost over.

      “I can’t ask him now. He’s talking. Morse code it is.” I started to walk away, but Mercedes turned me around.

      “Don’t be a chicken shit. Go up to him. I need to know who those two savory characters are. The one with the dark hair has ‘Mercedes’ written all over him.” She demonstrated a floating headline in the air and waggled her eyebrows.

      I tried to leave again, but she looped her arm through mine and herded me toward the boys.

      “Damn your herculean strength,” I muttered.

      “And I don’t even work out,” she mused.

      The hallway was loud during passing time, but I still caught a snippet of Tom’s conversation as we approached.

      “…shouldn’t have come here. If you wanted to talk to me, we could’ve met up later,” Tom said.

      “There’s no time for that,” the darker-haired guy that Mercedes had claimed responded. “We need to talk. Now.” He spoke in accented English, holding himself the way a Latin Hollister model would. He was tall, with tousled brownish-black curls, round hipster glasses, and brown eyes. I could see what Mercedes saw in him.

      The other was just as handsome, but in a clean-cut sort of way. He was Asian with dark hair and tan skin. The spiked haircut he sported worked well on him. Clothing wise, I could tell he wasn’t from around here either. There was something decidedly “other” about his jeans and the heavy jacket he wore despite it being nearly summer. His eyes landed on me, and he dropped his gaze almost shyly.

      The boys cut off their conversation. An expression of panic flitted over Tom’s face before he covered it up. “Lila, Mercedes, what are you doing here?”

      “Um, we go to school here?” Mercedes said in her no-nonsense fashion. “Who are your friends?” Her eyes roved over each boy as a smile crept up her face.

      “This is Ki Liang and Santiago Alcon. They’re… exchange students,” Tom said.

      “Exchange students?” I asked. “Starting in May?”

      “It’s a new program. They’re allowing students who want to try the exchange the following year to tour the school before committing.”

      “Oh.” The explanation sounded strange, but I had no idea why he would lie. Besides, most of my concentration had been swept away by all the blood pumping through my veins since my heart was trying to extricate itself from my chest. I tried to calm down as I focused on Tom. “So about the party tonight… Do you want to pick me up, or—”

      “I can’t go,” Tom blurted out.

      It felt like a spike of ice pierced my chest. “What? You just asked me. Like literally an hour ago.”

      His eyes flicked to the two boys before he answered. “Something came up. Homework. I just can’t.”

      I stood there staring, unable to move. I should’ve walked away. Should’ve said something funny or aloof like, That’s fine. I’ll go with one of the other ten guys who asked me, or I just came over to tell you I couldn’t go with you. But I just froze. A girl-cicle enduring the terrible awkwardness that settled over the terrible moment.

      He’d dumped me before we even had our first date.

      Mercedes, as usual, saved me. “Dick move, Tom. Real dick move. Lila’s too good for your punk ass anyway.” She pulled me back down the hallway.

      I couldn’t help myself. As Mercedes marched me away, I glanced back. All three boys were staring after me, Tom with a look of pure disappointment on his face.

      “Don’t look back,” Mercedes said, taking me around a corner. “Never look back.”
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      As I made my way across the parking lot to my car, I imagined a thousand little pixies, hammering tiny sheets of armor plates on my arms, legs, chest, and especially my face and heart. The flying helpers fluttered around me on iridescent wings, attaching each plate, forming a tight pattern reminiscent of… dragon skin.

      I had been accused before of having a vivid imagination, but I was happy to have it. It had saved me countless times, even if it got me into trouble almost as many others. But at the moment, it helped me to put one foot in front of the other while keeping my eyes on the target—my beat-up Mustang.

      It was ridiculous, but I felt as if the entire school knew Tom had dumped me before we even went on our first date. Sure, they would all eventually know, but they didn’t yet, so there was no reason to be so self-conscious. But as I hurried along, I felt watched. I didn’t glance around to confirm I was just being paranoid. I had to focus on my imaginary pixies and the calm and collected expression they were helping me forge on my face.

      I made it to the car without losing it and forming a string of curse words for Tom Palmer’s hot-and-cold act. I was so proud of myself I almost patted my own back and gave the school a backward middle finger. Oh yeah, my pixies and I kicked ass and were capable of anything. So watch out, Tom Palmers of the world.

      As I keyed the lock, my phone dinged with a text.

      Dad: Vet called. Fernando is ready to be picked up. Nothing broken. Please get him on your way back. K?

      Well, that was good news. At least I hadn’t risked my life in vain.

      I answered Dad’s text and headed toward the vet’s office, hoping I didn’t run into Tom at his mother’s clinic. If I did, I would tell him I was there to pick up my date because I’d rather go to the bonfire with a garbage-eating seagull.

      When I got there, I searched for Tom’s silver Hummer, but it wasn’t there. In fact, no other cars were in the front. Thank God.

      Summers Animal Clinic was housed in a medium-sized brick building just outside of town. It was a nice place for a vet, right at the edge of a heavily wooded area, with a fenced-in backyard that gave the pets ample space to run around.

      I pushed past the glass front door, eager to get Fernando and go home. A soft ding-dong announced my entrance. I scanned the reception desk and area, but no one was there.

      “Hello,” I called out.

      No answer.

      I peeked behind the counter to make sure the receptionist hadn’t fainted or wasn’t taking a nap. No one. To the left there was a door that read “Cats” and to the right one that read “Dogs.” This last one was slightly open, so I figured the person in charge would be right back.

      The phone rang several times, then stopped. I played with the business cards on the counter, noting the info on them. Summers Animal Clinic. Dr. Tara Palmer, DVM. Nice stock. Very thick.

      A large poster to the side caught my eye. It was about rabies. It had a detailed illustration of a German Shepherd foaming at the mouth and looking positively evil. Facts on how to spot the symptoms and what to do if bitten were printed in red letters. I shivered. Nightmarish.

      I’d started reading another poster when I noticed the heavy silence in the air. I’d only been here a few times before, normally to deliver injured animals we found by the beach near the lighthouse. It’d always been loud with dogs barking, yipping, and generally going crazy.

      Feeling uneasy, I stepped toward the slightly open “dog” door.

      “Hello?” I called again, though my voice had gone low as if I didn’t want anyone to actually know I was there.

      I cleared my throat, pushing the door with two fingers. It swung open, revealing a long, empty corridor. A shiver traveled across my shoulders, and I couldn’t explain why. I didn’t scare easily. Since I was eight, I’d faced storms and eerie nights in a one-hundred-and-seventy-five-year-old lighthouse that had more ghost stories than a boy scout camping trip.

      Hesitating by the threshold, l peeked over my shoulder toward the entrance. Beyond the glass door and on the other side of the parking lot, the trees swayed against the backdrop of a gray sky. Another storm tonight? Good. That would get me out of going to the bonfire with Mercedes.

      I faced the corridor again, wondering where everyone was. The place appeared deserted. Maybe I could find Fernando and get out of here before some random Cujo broke out of his cage to eat me. I could leave a note, saying I was holding the bird for ransom.

      Casually, as if I was meant to be there, I took a few steps forward. Several doors lined the corridor to either side, all closed. They were labeled “Exam Room” plus a number. Clearly, there was some sort of discrimination going on since they didn’t have a door labeled “Birds.”

      I moved further in.

      A soft, mournful sound from exam room three made me stop. I leaned in that direction. Silence. Carefully, I approached the door and pressed my ear to it. A loud hacking sound made me jump back.

      Was someone choking?

      Darting a glance right and left, I waited for the vet or an assistant to come running, but no one did—even as the hacking continued and was then followed by a low keening that made my heart squeeze with pity.

      What was wrong with the poor animal? What was wrong with this place that allowed it to suffer?

      Beyond caring about trespassing, I turned the knob and pushed the door open, determined to help the suffering creature. My heart froze as I caught an eyeful of what lay inside.

      Like lightning in a thunderstorm, the horrific image flashed inside my head and became imprinted in my memory. Then, just as abruptly, the image disappeared and was replaced by a middle-aged woman in a white coat as she blocked my view. It was Tom’s mother.

      Tara Palmer’s eyes narrowed as she took me in. “What’re you doing back here?” she demanded.

      My heart pounded out of control as I tried to process what I’d seen inside the room, but Dr. Palmer’s piercing eyes made it impossible for me to think.

      A hand wrapped around my arm. Before I knew it, I found myself back in the reception area, stuttering as I tried to explain.

      “I… I waited for, like, thirty minutes,” I exaggerated. “I was just looking for Fernando.”

      “Fernando?” Dr. Palmer asked, making no effort to conceal her irritation.

      “My seagull. My dad brought it this morning. He said you called and said he could be picked up.” God, I sounded like an airhead.

      Her eyes darted from side to side, then widened in understanding. “The gull. If you can wait right here, I’ll go get it.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Palmer.”

      She disappeared through the “cat” door, but not without giving me a warning glance first. As soon as she left, my legs turned to rubber. I put a hand on the counter to brace myself. A hollow feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. I pressed stiff fingers against my temple, willing away the terrible images that still flashed inside my head.

      Dr. Palmer came back with Fernando’s cage almost immediately. I took it and thanked her for taking care of the bird. I might have gushed a bit too much, but my nerves were still on edge, zinging like a well-sharpened knife. She just gave me a raised eyebrow, face conveying she thought I was a complete idiot.

      I started to leave, happy to get away from her sharp gaze, but some suicidal force must have taken over my body because I turned around, a question spewing from my lips.

      “Will that dog be okay?”

      Dr. Palmer looked up from a piece of paper she’d picked up from the counter. Her upper lip twitched. For a moment, I thought she wouldn’t answer. To my surprise, she smiled sweetly.

      “He’s in good hands, dear,” she said. “Don’t you worry about him.”

      Once more, the interior of the exam room flashed before my eyes. The large Rottweiler strapped to a metal table, lying on its back with its head slack, such an unnatural position for a dog, tubes springing from its thick neck. Its dark eyes wide and full of fear.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that, sweetie,” Dr. Palmer said in a soft tone. “Being a vet isn’t always easy. Like children, animals don’t understand when we do something for their good.”

      The way she sounded reminded me of Mrs. Hovanik when she lectured us about what was good for us. I guessed Dr. Palmer was right—it wasn’t exactly possible to explain to a dog that sometimes things would feel worse before they felt better.

      I gave the doctor a forced smile, pretending her words had reassured me. They’d actually left me feeling queasy instead, even if there was a ring of truth to what she’d said. What could be wrong with the dog that it was necessary to strap it in that barbaric way? Wasn’t there a nicer way to do whatever it was she was doing? And what about all the tubes going into the dog’s neck? What the heck was that? I was no expert, but it didn’t look like any treatment I’d ever heard of.

      Throwing furtive glances over my shoulder, I hurried toward my car. “Let’s get out of here, Fernando.” He let out a short chirp in response. “For sure, man. Creep city.”

      I buckled the bird cage into the passenger seat and cranked the Mustang. “I knew it was a good thing Tom dumped me. That could have ended up my mother-in-law.” I shivered. “Can you imagine Thanksgiving? ‘Please pass the salt, Mrs. Palmer. And also, please stop happily mutilating that turkey.’”

      Dad wouldn’t have approved of my speed, but I couldn’t wait to get home and hug Pickles. No other pet of mine would ever go back to that place.
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      I couldn’t get the image of that poor dog out of my mind for hours. Tubes, wires. Pleading brown eyes. It was like something out of the Twilight Zone.

      On the way home, I cranked whatever radio station I could find on the Mustang’s old radio just to drown out the noise in my head. But even Elton John’s upbeat pounding piano couldn’t banish the darkness that seemed to follow me like my own personal storm cloud.

      I even tried belting out Benny and the Jets at the top of my lungs. Fernando, his cage strapped in the passenger seat, was clearly not impressed.

      Once home, I set him in a corner in the kitchen. He fluffed his feathers at me, squawking, though I couldn’t tell if it was from being caged or my terrible singing.

      “One more day, buddy, and you’ll be free of my torture.”

      In less than ten seconds, both Dad and Pickles were in the room demanding attention. Pickles pounced on Fernando’s cage, yowling and poking at him with his paw, while Dad hobbled into the room, eying me and the bird.

      “What’d the vet say?” he asked, leaning heavily on his cane.

      I walked over and picked up my agitated kitty. Pickles meowed anxiously, wanting to go back to batting the bird, but I held him tight. “He’s fine. A few more days and I’ll have to say adios.”

      Dad sat down, sighing heavily. “Don’t get any ideas, Li. We were only supposed to keep Pickles for a few days, too.”

      I leaned down, running my fingers down Pickles’ back. “Pickles needed us, Dad. He would’ve died in that shelter.” I pressed my nose into his orange and yellow fur.

      That poor dog.

      “Pickles is one thing, but a wild bird in the house…”

      “I won’t keep the bird,” I said, putting the cat down. He ran and sprang back on top of the cage. Fernando flapped his wings, his beak open in protest.

      “Dad, do you think Dr. Palmer is a good vet?”

      Brow furrowed, he turned from the commotion at the cage over to me. “I think so. Why?”

      Should I tell him about what I saw? “I just heard some things. Plus, her son’s a jerk.” The words slipped out before I thought better. Wincing, I peered at Dad to see if he’d noticed.

      His eyebrows went up. “Tom?”

      Crap. I sat heavily in the kitchen chair. “Yeah, Tom. He invited Mercedes to the beach and then canceled a few hours later.”

      “That’s awful,” Dad said, laying his hand flat on the chipped table. I watched it tremor for a second before he fisted it and pulled it out of sight. “Tom is a good-looking fellow.”

      “Good-looking fellow? Geez, Dad. Is he a dapper dandy, too? Maybe he goes to the soda shoppe for a malt beverage and a sock hop?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      I focused on cleaning a glob of something off the tabletop. “Yeah.”

      “Didn’t you have a crush on Tom Palmer when you were younger?”

      “Noooo.”

      He frowned at me.

      “That was in, like, sixth grade. Ages ago. A millennia.”

      “Right. Ages.” His foot tapped on the floor as our silence extended. “You know, I’m not good at this.”

      “Not good at what?”

      He took a deep breath. “Talking to you about boys, important stuff. That was always your mother’s area of expertise.”

      I swallowed past the lump forming in my throat. “It’s okay.”

      “It’s not. It isn’t fair she’s not here to help you through this stuff. I thought about dating again, finding you a stepmom, but then this…” He gestured to his cane.

      My throat was constricting, and I could feel tears beginning to well. I stood up so fast the chair scraped against the old hardwood. “I gotta study, Dad.”

      “Right. Study.” His eyes were damp, too. He gave me a sad smile.

      Leaning over, I kissed the top of his head. When had his hair become so thin?

      Almost losing control of the lump in my throat, I high-tailed it up the stairs.

      My bed waited under the window that overlooked the lake. I knelt on the unmade bed, gazing out over the water. The ominous clouds I’d seen back at the vet clinic had dissipated, leaving the sky clear and perfect for a bonfire.

      Oh Lord, the bonfire. Why couldn’t I say no to Mercedes? It would be a total embarrassment to show up without Tom since I’d bragged to the other girls that I was going with him. And what if he showed up with someone else? I might as well murder my social life with my own bare hands.

      But Mercedes had already texted me seven times, insisting I go on penalty of death. And as much as it pained me to do it, I promised her I’d let her pick me up at seven-thirty.

      There were only so many days before I went away to Western Michigan University and Mercedes to Ohio State. I needed to make the most of our time together.

      I eyed the college information on my dresser. Weeks ago, I was supposed to submit my roommate-interest questionnaire, but I hadn’t. The down payment check was late. If I waited long enough, they would have to reject my admission.

      Was that what I wanted? I’d been longing to escape this little town since Mom died.

      But if I left, what would happen to Dad? What would happen to our home?

      I knew the answer as ugly as it was. We’d lose the house. We’d be forced to move in with mom’s older sister Aunt Scarlett, something he dreaded. We barely knew her and she lived in Alaska.

      How could I do that to him?

      Yet, how could I stay in this little town with Dad? Stuck like a mosquito in amber. Forever frozen.

      My eyes swept over the nightstand beside the bed, same as this morning.

      This time, however, I reached out for Mom’s jewelry box, pulled it from under the clutter, and held it in my lap.

      When was the last time I’d looked inside? A year ago? More like two.

      Pain awaited inside the dark interior. And like Pandora’s box, once I opened it, the effects would linger.

      My fingers skimmed over the carved image on the lid, a dragon curled in an S-shape breathing fire.

      Not caring if I disappointed Dad, I took a deep breath and flipped it open.

      Mom’s ring lay nestled between two folds of velvet. I longed to slip it on. It probably wouldn’t dance around my ring finger anymore. The old, clunky sterling-silver band was a dragon’s body with a head at either end. On top, the heads intertwined, each set with small rubies for the eyes. They blazed like drops of blood in the light, bringing to the front distinct memories of Mom: the dragons hugging her middle finger as she bathed me or brushed my hair before bed. When I was old enough, I’d slipped it on in secret, always thinking it was magical.

      I’d worn it that day when she left it on the kitchen counter, the day everything went so horribly wrong.

      The pain hit me like a wave. I snapped the lid shut, then shoved the box back under the clutter. Then I put on my headphones and picked out something loud and upbeat. If I was going to survive this bonfire, I’d need to yank myself out of my funk.
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      Mercedes came to get me at eight.

      I heard the doorbell and then Dad’s cane as he clomped over to answer it. Putting the last touches on my hair and makeup, I gave myself a once-over in the mirror. I wanted Tom Palmer to see me and know he’d made a terrible mistake—or at least a minor one.

      Downstairs, I found Mercedes, Dad, and Fernando in the kitchen.

      “What in the world is that thing?” she asked, pointing at the bird.

      He opened his yellow beak, letting her know he wasn’t impressed with her either.

      Pulling open the fridge and finding bread that wasn’t moldy, I dug out a few pieces. “Don’t pick on Fernando. He’s had a bad week. Haven’t you, boy?” I hand-fed him crumbs, which he greedily gulped down, nearly taking my fingers off in the process.

      “You and your rescuing,” Mercedes said, snapping a picture of me stroking the bird for one of her feeds. “Remember that time you saved a frog from the boys at recess?”

      “Yep. And I kept it in my pocket until after lunch when Oscar Piada turned me in, the little weasel.”

      “In his defense,” Mercedes said, “the frog woke up and started climbing up your shirt. So, you know, not exactly conducive to the learning environment.”

      “Oooh, you use such big words. Teach me, oh sensei.” I leaned into her, batting my eyelashes.

      She pushed me away good-naturedly. “Mr. M, what’s on for tonight? Hot date?”

      He laughed. “Yeah, a hot date with Jeopardy. And maybe some tea. Two packets of Splenda if I’m feeling sassy.”

      “Nice,” she said, playing along. “Make it three, and it’s about to get lit.”

      He held up his hands, laughing. “You know me. Wild man. So, girls, who’s driving?”

      “Me,” Mercedes said, patting her chest.

      “And we know all about the dangers of alcohol?” he asked, fixing his gaze on us as sternly as he could.

      “Drink it only in excess. Got it,” I said.

      He narrowed his eyes.

      “We know. We know.” I kissed him on his head before moving to grab my purse.

      “Home before twelve-thirty. I don’t want you on the road when the drunks are out.”

      Giving him a wave to signify I heard, I grabbed Mercedes and pulled her out of the door.

      “Twelve-thirty?” she said, palming her keys. “Does he know you’re about to be a high school graduate?”

      I rolled my eyes. “He won’t do anything if I’m late. Besides, how long are we gonna stay? You know how uncomfortable these things are.”

      “For you, maybe. For me, I’m on the prowl. Mama needs to get herself a date for prom—one who is da bomb.”

      “Since when did you start referring to yourself as mama, and can I also call you that?” I asked. “Mama.”

      “Do it at your own peril.” She started the car and pulled out.

      Because I lived on the lake, the beach bonfire was only a few minutes up the coast. We took the scenic drive, giving us a chance to go over our strategy. I was wing man. It was my job to help Mercedes find her prom date, which was fine by me since it gave me something to take my mind off Tom.

      “But what do I do if he shows up with another girl?” I asked.

      She turned toward me after she pulled in to the public park entrance already filled with cars. “You are smokin’ tonight, and we both know it. If Tom shows up, you ignore the hell out of him and find some other man to throw yourself all over. Let him see what he’s missing.”

      “That sounds so cliché.”

      She gave me a no-nonsense stare. “It’s cliché because it works. And you need to work it. If I see you moping around, I’m going to tell everyone you still wear Princess Leia underoos.”

      “They’re iconic,” I cried.

      She smiled to show me the threat was only that. Then she adjusted her braids in the mirror and gave herself a nod. If only I had her confidence. Exiting the car and heading toward the beach, my stomach was in knots.

      Already, the blaze was high enough for us to see the glow from the guard shack. And when we hit sand, it was obvious the party was in full effect.

      All of my classmates had to be in attendance, including some underclassmen who snuck in. There were people playing sand volleyball on the courts, using whatever twilight was left. Others were in their bathing suits, squealing in the freezing cold water. But most of the crew clustered around wooden picnic tables, elbows on the bright green and pink tablecloths that fluttered in the wind.

      Parents had provided snacks and non-alcoholic drinks. There were blue coolers of pop, bags of chips, and packages of various baked goods.

      A guy stood by a smoking charcoal grill wearing an apron that said, “Hot Dog Vendor.” As we passed, he lifted the bottom flap, revealing a big, red fabric hotdog poking out from his groin. He winked at us and handed someone a cooked dog.

      “Perfect,” I said, trying to psych myself up. I didn’t see Tom anywhere.

      Mercedes grabbed my hand and ushered me into the eye of the storm. Before I knew it, I had a spiked drink, along with Candice Ward’s arm around my shoulders as she told everyone very loudly about the time I helped her pass an algebra test.

      Time went by. I didn’t die, but I also didn’t see Tom.

      Several hours later, after many old dragon tales had been shared around the fire and the crowd had thinned, I was walking up the beach, trying to find Mercedes. I lost her when I’d gotten caught up in a conversation about which teachers should date whom.

      The night was dark, and the wind had died down. Having had a few drinks, I was feeling fun and flirty, actually enjoying myself, though my phone said it was almost time to go. Dear old Dad worried a lot after losing Mom, and I didn’t like to let him down.

      Sloshing through the sand, I took a turn around a string of trees, finding a group of students off to themselves. Clare Gosh spotted me from her perch on a boy’s lap—Frank, who played on the tennis team. Hailey was beside her, sitting on a log and appearing very drunk while Sam Hamilton tried to offer her more alcohol.

      None of them looked happy to see me.

      “What are you doing here?” Clare asked, her face accusatory.

      I couldn’t figure out why she was so mad until I remembered she was going out with Harrison Wheatley, and I was ruining her little tryst.

      “Have you seen Mercedes?” I asked, trying not to let any emotion show on my face.

      She shook her head, still shooting eye-daggers at me. “She didn’t come over here.”

      “Okay, thanks.” I turned to go, but had to double back. “Sam.”

      He lifted his head

      “She’s drunk,” I said. “You do know drunk girls can’t give consent, right? Don’t you have a scholarship to Grand Valley?”

      He dropped the red plastic cup to the sand, trying to pretend he hadn’t been trying to ply her with it. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Hailey and I are just friends.”

      Hailey slumped over, passing out into the sand. Sam’s face turned beet red, and he wouldn’t meet my eyes.

      When I glanced around the crowd, it was very clear I was no longer wanted. I gave an awkward salute, turned on my heel, and left.

      Only when I was around the corner and out of their eyesight could I breathe a sigh of relief.

      Until a hand reached out from the shadows and pulled me into the trees.
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      Branches scraped my face as someone pulled me into the trees. My heart knocked inside my chest, adrenaline pumping into my system like jets of frigid water. I opened my mouth to scream, but a large hand clamped over it as my attacker yanked me against his chest.

      “Shh.” His hot breath grazed my ear.

      My stomach roiled, disgusted at having a kidnapper so close to me.

      He dragged me further into the woods. I bucked, legs thrashing. No one had seen me disappear. If I went missing, no one would be able to give the smallest hint to the police. But my struggle was useless. My attacker was too strong.

      “Quit fighting, Lila!”

      He knew my name? Who…

      “Lila, it’s me. Tom.”

      Tom? Why would Tom Palmer want to abduct me? Wouldn’t it have been easier to just date me?

      “Please calm down, I’m just trying to… Look, I’ll let you go. Promise not to scream?”

      I nodded, his hand still tight against my mouth. He released me. I whirled like a hurricane and shoved him… tried to anyway, but it was like pushing a solid wall. He didn’t stagger one bit.

      “What the hell, Tom?” I spat. “You scared the shit out of me.”

      My heart was still racing, and the expression on his face did nothing to reassure me.

      He put his hands out. “Look, you need to—”

      “No!” I cut him short. “I don’t need to anything. You’re the one who’s out of line.”

      I was beside myself, a bad mixture of panic and anger coursing through my veins. At first, I was so pissed I didn’t even notice his disheveled state. He looked like he’d just been through hell three times over. His button-up shirt was only half tucked in and stained with sweat. His hair stood on end, tousled in a bad way, unlike the rest of the time when it gave off a purposeful, happy accident vibe.

      “What happened to you?” I asked.

      “Never mind that. You need to get out of here now. Go home,” he ordered.

      I blinked in slow motion. “Excuse me?”

      “You don’t want to be here. Trust me.” He peered over his shoulder as if he expected someone to snatch him. But he was the damn snatcher. His hair whipped from one side to the other, then fell back onto his forehead. I looked away, mad at myself for noticing how sexy it made him.

      “And why is that?” I put my hands on my waist and raised my eyebrows, the same pose Mom used to strike when I gave her an attitude.

      “Lila, I don’t have time to explain. Please just go.”

      A scream came from the direction of the beach. Tom stepped in front of me protectively. The scream was followed by laughter and a “Give me back my hot dog, you creep.” Tom’s chest was going up and down, as if he were preparing for a fight.

      I pulled him around, forcing him to face me. “What’s the matter with you? Are you really that determined to ruin this night for me? It wasn’t enough to dump me? You also had to come down here to pull God knows what type of stunt?”

      “That has nothing to do with this,” he protested. “I’m dead serious. I can’t explain, but you have to trust me.”

      “Just like that, I have to trust you?” I mocked. “After you proved to me you’re the most untrustworthy jackass I know?”

      He winced. I lifted my chin, proud my jab had some effect.

      Tom opened his mouth to say something else, but I’d had it with his bullshit. I put a hand up, gave him “I hope you drop dead” eyes, and started toward the beach.

      He let out a growl of frustration. “God, you’re stubborn.”

      I could almost feel him holding his breath, as if he’d called me stubborn just to goad me into staying. Well, I wasn’t falling for it. Squaring my shoulders, I kept going.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you the truth, anyway,” Tom said, sounding as if he’d pushed the sentence from between clenched teeth. “You stopped believing a long time ago.”

      I slowed my pace, still bent on leaving, but captured by those last words. I’d stopped believing in many things. The tooth fairy, Santa Claus, the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow… Somehow, though, I knew he wasn’t referring to any of those.

      “Your mother believed, but I guess you’re nothing like her.” Tom flung the words at me like an accusation, like I’d grown up to be much less than I was supposed to be.

      I came to a halt then, shaking with anger and something else I couldn’t define. Why was Tom telling me this? What did he know about my mother and what she did or didn’t believe?

      “I thought I could break through to you,” he said in a low growl that sent a shiver up my spine. “But you’re nothing like what I had in mind.”

      I rubbed my arm as my hairs stood on end. It was still his voice. Yet, it wasn’t. It’d sounded fierce. Animalistic.

      Slowly, I turned to face him. He stood threateningly, legs slightly apart, chin low. His eyes were glowing an unnatural blue, like the bioluminescent fish we’d seen in science class. What in the hell?

      I took a step back.

      As if regaining control, Tom straightened and shook himself. The light in his gaze died down. He pulled the unbuttoned cuffs of his shirt over his hands, but not in time to prevent me from seeing the altered color of his skin. His hands were blue. Mystique from the X-Men blue to be precise.

      But I couldn’t process that bit of freaky news at the moment. I really didn’t want to go there just in case I was imagining things, and because who the hell turned blue? I was losing my mind. So instead of dealing with my apparent insanity, I focused on the other bit of freaky information he’d provided.

      “What… what do you know about my mother?” I asked, my voice trembling.

      A door I’d locked a long time ago clicked open, emotions pouring out even as I fumbled for the key to secure it again.

      “I think we’d better leave that in the past, where it belongs,” Tom said. “I’m sorry I brought it up.”

      He had regained his cool. Even as my door was sliding open, his shut with a bang.

      “Your eyes… Did they just—”

      Suddenly, Tom cocked his head to the side, listening. His eyes darted from side to side. After a short moment, he lowered his head in what seemed like defeat.

      His gaze locked with mine. He took a step back, then another.

      “Wait! What’s going on? Tom, answer my questions.” I reached out a hand, but he pivoted and disappeared into the thick foliage, hardly making a sound.

      My world spun with questions, memories, and implications, all clashing against each other in disagreement.

      It seemed obvious that Tom had been talking about my childhood belief in dragons. But how could he know about that? I’d never told anyone, not even Mercedes. The only living person who knew about my stint with mythical creatures was Dad.

      And what about Tom’s eyes, the way they’d flashed in that strange blue color? Maybe a trick of the light could explain that, but then there was that short second when his hands turned into a Smurf’s. I hadn’t imagined that. Had I?

      I pressed my hands to my temples, trying to wrap my mind around the crazy encounter. He said he’d come to warn me about things outside of his control. What had he been talking about?

      Something bad.

      An awful feeling crawled under my skin. My gaze snapped up. I turned toward the beach, heart slowly climbing into my throat.

      Mercedes!

      I took off at a full pelt, breaking dry branches underfoot and pushing foliage out of the way with my extended hands. In a matter of seconds, I came out of the woods, heart thudding in my ears, lungs working overtime.

      The sound of music drifted from the party. Frantically searching right and left, I tried to find Clare, Hailey, Sam—anyone—but they’d left their spot by the log. I ran out of the secluded area and headed back toward the bonfire. My feet sank, the sand slowing me down.

      I came to a stop in front of the dying fire. Circling around it, I stared at the discarded cups, cans, and wrappers, even the fake hot dog apron that weird guy had used to flash people. The stereo played on from its spot atop a large cooler.

      I whirled toward the lake. The water lapped the shore placidly, undisturbed by any partygoers. I turned in place, searching, squinting down both ends of the beach.

      Everyone was gone.

      My watch read twelve-thirty. It was my curfew, but my classmates were known to party until dawn. They couldn’t have left.

      “Mercedes!” I screamed, running toward the parking lot.

      Even if the others had decided to go home, she wouldn’t have left me here alone. Two at a time, I took the wooden steps that led out of the beach and stopped when I hit the blacktop. Many cars were still there, some with their headlights on and tailgates hanging open. Wet towels hung from rearview mirrors, billowing in the breeze.

      Like by the bonfire, everything had an abandoned feel to it.

      Oh, God.

      Body heavy with dread, I shuffled a few steps toward the spot where Mercedes had parked her car. I peeked around the large truck beside it and found her Mini Cooper sitting there, empty.

      Her name escaped my lips, sounding like a plea. “Mercedes…”

      Unable to contain it any longer, panic exploded in my chest and blossomed like a nuclear mushroom cloud. A desperate cry built in my throat, but I managed to contain it. Instead, I reached for my phone.

      There was a text waiting for me. My heart leapt, thinking it was from Mercedes, but it was from Dad, asking why I wasn’t home yet. Hands shaking, I dialed his number. He picked up on the first ring.

      “Everything all right?” he asked with a tone of urgency. He knew I wouldn’t call him otherwise. I would have just texted back something snarky.

      “They’re all gone.”
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      “They’re all gone.” My voice shook. I cleared my throat. Instinctively, I pressed my back to the large truck as if I expected something to snatch me the way Tom had.

      “What?” Dad paused, then said, “Where are you?”

      “At the beach.”

      “Okay. Is Mercedes with you? Are you coming home?”

      “She’s gone, too,” I said, tears pooling in my eyes. “Oh my God.”

      People didn’t just disappear and leave everything behind. There had to be a logical explanation. They were playing a joke on me. That had to be it.

      Except my heart told me something had happened. Something that couldn’t be explained.

      “Sounds like you need a ride,” Dad said cautiously. “I’ll come get you. I’ll be there in five minutes. Don’t move!”

      Dad didn’t disconnect the call. I heard his keys jingle, and his Jeep’s door shutting. He didn’t say much as he drove, just reassured me by giving me pointers of exactly where he was on the short ride here.

      Soon, his headlights appeared at the entrance to the parking lot. Pulling away from the truck, I ran to meet him. He clambered out of the Jeep, struggling to take out his cane. But he never managed because I crashed into him, doing my best not to sob. Dad wrapped his arms around me, and I could feel relief wash over him. After a moment, he held me at arm’s length and inspected me from head to toe.

      “You’re okay,” he said as if to reassure himself. “Did something happen?” His tone had changed, going from panicked to “I’ll kill anyone who hurt my little girl.”

      “Dad, I promise I’m not making this up or going crazy.” I hated that I had to preface things with assurances of my sanity, but it was obvious what he would think. “But Mercedes is gone. So is everyone else.”

      “Gone?” Dad frowned, but then asked cautiously, “Did they go home?”

      “No.” I shook my head and whispered, “Look around.”

      Dad pulled away from the Jeep to do as I instructed. He took in the scene, his smart gaze drinking in every detail.

      “It’s the same by the bonfire,” I say. “I-I went for a short walk, and when I got back…”

      “So you didn’t see anything?” he asked, sounding as if he expected me to say an alien craft had descended from the heavens with the purpose of abducting a bunch of useless, drunken teenagers.

      “I didn’t, but Tom was acting strange. He—”

      “Tom Palmer?”

      “Yes, he came to warn me, told me I should go home because something bad was going to happen. And when I got back… this.” I swung my gaze around the parking lot.

      “Lila, it sounds to me like a mean prank.” Dad’s tone was sad and angry all at the same time.

      “I thought so, too, but Mercedes wouldn’t play along.”

      Dad put a hand on my shoulder. Staring up into his gray eyes, I expected him to call me silly and tell me that my friends were having a laugh at my expense, but he didn’t. Despite all the craziness I put him through after Mom died, he chose to treat me like a rational adult.

      “Do you think your friends are all right?” he asked.

      “I don’t,” I said without hesitation.

      “Then let’s call the police.” He reached for his phone and dialed 911.
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        * * *

      

      “Lila, I need you to focus. Tell me again about what you saw,” Officer Yeager asked from across his desk.

      I raised my eyes from the framed photograph I’d been staring at, an image of Officer Yeager and his family in front of the Grand Canyon—a happy place far away from this horrible night.

      The rest of the office was like every other boring municipal building—cracked leather chairs from the eighties, messy desks made of cheap particle board, wire file folders, and coffee mugs that read “World’s Okayest Employee.” The only thing resembling a police station were the wanted posters on a bulletin board, but even those looked dusty and ten years old.

      What crimes happened in Summers Lake? A few minors charged with possession? A lost purse?

      Officer Yeager cleared his throat, still waiting expectedly.

      I met his tired, annoyed gaze. “I’m sorry. I’m having a mental breakdown. Can you repeat the question?”

      Hairy-knuckled fingers gripped the forms he’d filled out as I’d talked. “If this is some kinda joke—”

      “Chuck, she’s been through a lot, and it’s two in the morning.” Dad gripped the back of my chair as he hovered over me. “Can you cut her some slack? All her friends are gone,” he reminded the cop.

      Officer Yeager blinked at my dad, his expression weary. “I understand that, Roger. I know how hysterical kids this age can get. It’s just her story doesn’t make a lick of sense.”

      I pressed my hands to my forehead, trying to block out everything. Even to me what I was saying didn’t make sense. Nothing made sense starting from the moment Tom yanked me into the trees.

      “You need to find Tom Palmer,” I said. “He’s the one who warned me. He must know something. I-it was like something bad was going to happen and he knew it. He came to warn me.” God, I sounded so repetitive.

      “Why you?” Officer Yeager asked.

      “I… I have no idea.”

      My mother. What did he mean about my mother?

      Officer Yeager shook his head. “We called the Palmers.”

      “And?” I asked.

      “Tom was home. He’s been there all night. His mother confirmed it.”

      “She’s lying,” I blurted.

      Officer Yeager held up his hand. “Look, Lila. I know bullying is terrible. My own boy went through it himself. They used to give him swirlies. You ever heard of Tune in Tokyo?”

      When I made a face, he continued.

      “Being left behind by all your classmates… Ah, geez, that’s gotta sting. Why would they do that to you? You’re a nice girl. Maybe it’s some of that mean-girl nonsense I’ve seen on Twenty-Twenty.”

      “That’s not what happened,” I protested.

      He whistled through his nose, his salt-and-pepper mustache oscillating. Gripping the edge of the uncomfortable chair, I tried to keep myself from snatching the mustache off his face.

      He tapped the papers on the desk, straightening them. “We have your statement. I have sent officers to the homes of your classmates to try to ascertain their whereabouts. I’m sure we’ll find them in a few hours and you’ll breathe a big sigh of relief, little lady.”

      Little lady? “But—”

      “We’ll call you if we need anything further. Thanks for coming in.” Officer Yeager stood up and gestured toward the door.

      I looked from him to Dad, raging inside. “That’s it? We’re just supposed to leave now? My best friend is missing, a dozen of my classmates are gone, and you’re not going to do anything?” I stood, my hands fisted.

      “Lila,” Dad said in a warning tone.

      Anger bubbled up in me, my chest burning. All I could think about was Mercedes. Of all of them just… gone. “They wouldn’t leave their cars. All their stuff… They wouldn’t leave.”

      “Like I said,” Officer Yeager repeated tiredly, rubbing his hand over his bald patch. “Bullying is a tough thing. Maybe if you didn’t yell so much—”

      “I am not being bullied!”

      Dad took my arm. “Lila, let’s go. We need to let them do their jobs.”

      “They’re not doing their jobs.”

      Officer Yeager looked like he wanted to taze me. Instead, he strangled the papers in his hairy, fat hands.

      Dad grabbed my other arm, starting to drag me out with what little strength he had. We stumbled a few times, Dad’s leg nearly going out on him. In the end, I had to help him to the door in an awkward, huddled walk as he clomped forward with his cane. Officer Yeager watched us struggle like he felt bad my poor father had to put up with me. I hated his pity. I wanted to knock the stupid pictures off his desk. Grand Canyon, so original.

      Instead, I let Dad lead me out of the police station, more tears sliding down my cheeks.

      He left me at the passenger side, tapping his way around to the driver’s side. When he folded himself behind the wheel, we both sat in silence. I stared at our poor excuse for a police station, just a dumpy, one-story brick building at the far end of downtown. The sign had bird crap stuck to it, and the flag swayed limply in the dim fluorescent lights.

      “In TV shows, the cops take you seriously,” I said, picking at my shorts.

      Dad nodded, staring out the windshield. “In TV shows, the police station is manned by cops who haven’t had their own DUIs.”

      “Officer Yeager had a DUI?”

      Dad put his finger to his lips like I should keep the secret.

      Wow, I mouthed. Nothing like corruption at the highest level.

      “What now?” Dad asked, sliding his hands around his battered steering wheel.

      “I can’t just give up,” I said, my heart aching. “They were gone, Dad. This was no prank. They were there, and then they were gone. How could a dozen people just disappear?”

      Dad shook his head.

      “Tom knows,” I said, realizing what we needed to do. “You know where their house is? The Palmers?”

      Nodding, he gestured toward the glowing green numbers on the dash. “It’s past two-thirty in the morning, Li.”

      “This could mean life or death for Mercedes. All of them.”

      Starting the engine, Dad took a deep breath. “Let’s hope they’re already awake from the visit with the cops.”

      Dad drove down the tree-lined highway, letting me sit in silence. There were so many thoughts and emotions whirling around in my head. I couldn’t find one to grab and pin down. Mercedes, Clare, and Sam. Drunk Hailey. She couldn’t move fast. She could barely move at all. Could Sam have carried her somewhere? How long was I with Tom? Three minutes? What had happened to his hands? The blue skin could’ve been paint, and his eyes could have been reflecting the light, but I knew what I’d seen.

      Soon, we pulled down the gravel driveway to the Palmers’ house. Dark trees tracked by on either side, walling us in. It made me feel like we were being swallowed. I gripped my knees and tried to calm down.

      When the headlights illuminated the house, I bit my lip. The giant building was dark, not a single light shining through the tall, stately windows. The house was as ancient as our lighthouse, originating in the late 1800s. One of the very first to settle at Summer Lake, a rich manufacturer built his house on the best plot of land in the town.

      The ancient mansion always gave me the creeps whenever I saw pictures of it, but I’d never actually gotten this close. Now in the driveway, goose bumps climbed up my spine. Three stories, the dormer windows were the dominant feature on the house, staring like dark, vacant eyes. The ornate moldings and brackets, as well as the copula on the roof, were beautiful, but in a haunted way. According to the descriptions, there was also a creepy cellar and a lot of dark wooded property that led to lake access at the back. Lots of places to hide.

      “Well?” Dad said, startling me.

      I put a hand to my heart. “Yep. Ticker still works. Thanks, Dad.”

      “Are you going up?” he asked.

      “Are you? Age before beauty.”

      Grabbing his keys and cane, he leveled a gaze at me. “We go together, but you do the talking. This is your rodeo.”

      “Thanks for the support,” I mumbled sarcastically, but I was glad he was coming. I was chickenshit, to be honest.

      After exiting the car, we started up the paved driveway. We got to the foot of the front porch before the light inside switched on. Like they were watching this whole time.

      “Yeah, I’ve changed my mind. We should go.” I started to whirl around when the front door opened.

      Tom’s mother stepped out into the light that spilled from the open door. She was fully dressed in slacks and a button-down shirt like she’d just gotten off work even though it was almost three in the morning. Her hair was slicked back like it had been when I’d seen her at the vet’s office, and her face appeared carved from stone.

      “Roger, Lila, to what do we owe the pleasure?” She raised a thin, dark blonde eyebrow.

      Dad cleared his throat, and then started his explanation. “Sorry to bother you, Mrs. Palmer—”

      “Call me Tara.”

      Dad nodded before continuing. “Something happened tonight at the bonfire. I’m sure you heard.”

      She crossed her arms. “Yes. The police were here. Unfortunate.”

      “Right. Anyway, Lila is sure Tom was there tonight. That he has some information that might be—”

      “Tom was not there,” she said, expression set.

      “I saw him, Mrs. Palmer. I talked to him.” I took a step forward, trying to peer in behind her. “Is he here? Can I speak to him?”

      Piercing me with frosty eyes that made me shudder, she said, “He is asleep. As you’ve astutely pointed out, it is very late.”

      “I know, but can you please wake him? It’s important.”

      She leaned on the porch railing, studying me. “I am sure it is very important to you, Lila. But Tom has to retake his SATs tomorrow. He needs his rest.” Her lips curving slightly, she walked down the steps until we were only a few feet away. Every fiber in me was shouting to turn and run from this woman, and I didn’t even know why. She was a vet, a respected person in the community. Yet, something felt… off.

      Her voice lowered, and her expression morphed into one of a concerned mother. “Tom told me about what happened at school today. How he asked you out, but then had to cancel. He really is sorry, but it’s in his best interests to focus on school. He’s been accepted into Brown in the fall.”

      “Impressive,” Dad said.

      Mrs. Palmer smiled.

      “If he’s already been accepted, why is he retaking his SATs?” I watched her face as my words rolled over her. Was there a flicker of unease before the smile settled back?

      “He is accepted pending a slightly better score on his SATs. They want to see what he can do. That’s why it’s so important I not wake him.”

      I started to protest, but Dad put his hand on my shoulder. “Lila, we should go. It’s clear Tom doesn’t know anything.”

      “But…”

      “Lila,” he said sternly.

      I let it go, wanting to get away from Tara Palmer as fast as I could. Being around her made me uncomfortable, but I also believed she was lying. Something was going on. What was she hiding?

      “Please tell Tom I need to talk to him,” I told her as I backed up. “Tell him to call me as soon as he is done with the SAT.”

      “Will do,” she said sweetly, waving from her place on the porch as we made our way back to the car.

      I climbed into the passenger seat, not knowing anything more than when I’d started. Once more, I’d failed Mercedes and everyone who was missing. My only hope now was in the hands of the Summers Lake PD, and that didn’t make me feel one ounce better.

      From the porch, Mrs. Palmer still watched our every move. As we drove away, my eyes caught movement in one of the third-story windows, way up in the cupola.

      A face peered out, barely visible—Tom Palmer’s pale, haunted expression in the moonlight before he was swallowed up by the darkness.
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      I should have been in bed sleeping. Instead, I sat inside my Mustang, parked in front of the abandoned beach. Everything was as Dad and I had left it. No police tape demarking the area as a crime scene. No Officer Yeager in sight.

      He was probably sleeping, dreaming of getting away to the Grand Canyon. Admittedly, it was four in the morning, only an hour since we’d left the police station—not enough time for him to conduct his “investigation,” if he planned to follow through with his promise. Soon, my classmates’ parents would flood his closet-sized office, and then he’d wish he listened to me.

      After Dad drove us home from Tom Palmer’s house, I’d gone in my room and locked the door. Dad instructed me to get some rest, but for the ten minutes I was there, all I did was pace and dial Mercedes’s number repeatedly while the events of the night whirled inside my head like little tornadoes. There was nothing I could do, but I felt useless locked up in my room, so I snatched my car keys and snuck out of the house, though not before retrieving Mom’s ring.

      As I took it, I tried to deny that Tom was the reason I’d pulled the silver band out of the dusty jewelry box in the first place, but I couldn’t. He had gotten to me. His hands had turned blue, and his eyes had twinkled like the small gems on the accursed ring. So yeah, it was his fault I’d broken my promise never to lay hands on it again.

      Now, I opened my clenched fist to study the ring. One dragon ruby eye winked at me, catching what little light came through the windshield from the lamppost. Turning it over in my hand, I halfway stuck my finger into the silver band. After a tense moment, I came to my senses and clenched it tightly in my fist once more.

      “Real brave, Lila,” I chided myself. “And to think you’re all your poor friends have to count on.”

      Hell, it seemed I was as useful as Officer Yeager.

      Movement on the beach caught my attention. Instinctively, I ducked, sliding my back down the torn leather bucket seat. I peered over the edge of the passenger door. A jogger in a dark tracksuit had entered the parking lot and was headed in my direction. I sank lower, not taking my eyes off the tall man, because it was a dude, for sure. No woman could have birthed a child through those narrow hips.

      The guy didn’t stop or seem affected by the sight of the trashed parking lot. Instead, he turned, took the steps that led to the beach, and jogged down.

      I peeked over the dashboard.

      After only a few paces onto the beach, the man stopped jogging and began to walk with measured steps. As he went, he extended his arms over his head and thrust his hips from side to side in an awkward attempt at stretching. He looked over his shoulder, then toward the extinguished bonfire.

      “If you’re just out for a jog, then I’m Sherlock Holmes,” I said under my breath.

      When he was a few yards from the bonfire, he stopped and stood still for a long while. I stared at his back, wishing I could see his face. He looked over his shoulder again, then squatted. I craned my neck, pushing away from the seat.

      The man’s attention was captured by something in the sand. I squinted, trying to catch a glimpse of whatever it was. But the only thing I saw was the guy’s hand making a wiping motion over the sand.

      “What the hell?” I said under my breath.

      Had he just erased some sort of evidence?

      Something pinged at my feet.

      “Shit!”

      I’d dropped the ring.

      Reaching into the dark space at my feet, I felt around, but found nothing. An angry growl building in my throat, I pulled the lever to slide the seat back and stuck my head between my legs like a regular contortionist.

      “There you are.”

      I snatched the ring from the floorboard. On the way up, I whacked the back of my head on the steering wheel. I bit my lip to stifle a yelp, rubbing the spot to dissipate the pain. My eyes darted around the beach, searching for the evidence-erasing criminal. He wasn’t where I’d last seen him, which drove me into a tiny panic until I spotted him squatting closer to the water, probably getting rid of more evidence.

      “Oh no you won’t,” I said.

      Without thinking, I got out of the car. Not bothering to shut the door, I marched toward the wooden steps. A breeze blew the tall grass that lined the parking lot. It smelled sweet. I drew courage from the familiar scent and slipped Mom’s ring on, intending to keep it safe. I would never forgive myself if I lost it.

      I hurried down the steps and hit the sand running. “Hey!”

      The guy’s head snapped in my direction. The light from the nearest lamppost reflected in his eyes. My heart skipped a beat until I realized he was wearing glasses.

      He dusted his hands, stretching to his full height.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” I demanded.

      “Excuse me?” he asked in a deep baritone.

      I came to a stop a few feet away from him, my gaze flicking from his face to the evidence at his feet. Something was scribbled on the sand in Spanish.

      SANTIAGO ALCON. VOLAR ES VIDA.

      My mouth opened and closed. I glanced toward the spot where I’d first seen him “erase evidence,” wondering if I would find something similar scribbled there.

      “Hey, haven’t we met?” the guy asked in accented English, cocking his head to one side, dark brown curls tilting with the motion.

      There weren’t many foreigners in Summers Lake, or I probably would have forgotten him, but I remembered that Tom had introduced us. It was the Latin Hollister model. I grasped for a name, then gave up and peeked at the sand.

      “Um, yeah, I think we have. Santiago, right?” I asked.

      “That’s me,” he said, smiling and reaching out a hand in greeting.

      Really? It was four in the morning with no one around, not exactly the time to get all buddy-buddy. I stared at his hand as if it belonged to a criminal, which it did… maybe.

      He pulled his hand back, seeming unaffected by my snub.

      “You must have partied hard,” Santiago said, leaning in closer, his nostrils flaring.

      Was he trying to smell me?

      “I’m not drunk!” I snapped, realizing what he was doing.

      “Well, I thought…” His eyes went to the trashy sight of the bonfire. “That maybe you fell asleep in your car or something.” He winced apologetically, but appeared a little put out by my attitude.

      I took a deep breath to calm myself, realizing I was being extremely rude and probably seeing foul play where there was none.

      “No, I just couldn’t sleep.” I forced a friendly smile that felt more like a grimace. “I normally sit outside to clear my mind when that happens. I live nearby.”

      It was true. I did tend to go outside when I couldn’t sleep, except I normally just climbed to the top of the lighthouse to trace its beam of light as it scoured the surface of the lake. It was very relaxing and did the trick every time.

      “How about you?” I asked. “Do you always jog at this ungodly hour?”

      He nodded. “Pretty much. I like that there’s no one around… most of the time,” he added with a wink.

      “How long have you been in Summers Lake and school?” I asked, going for a casual tone.

      “Just a little over a week.”

      I frowned. “You started school in May?”

      “I’m with an exchange program. They sent me over for a few weeks at the end of the school year to check out where I would be attending next year. It’s intriguing so far.” The tilt of his lips made me think he was flirting with me, but I ignored it.

      “How come I haven’t seen you before? It’s not a big school.”

      “I’ve only attended a few classes.”

      He had an answer for everything. “Yeah? Is that how you met Tom Palmer?” My tone had an edge of accusation. Smooth, Sherlock, real smooth.

      “No,” Santiago responded, narrowing brown eyes behind his round hipster glasses.

      Crap! Maybe I’d overdone it with my interrogation. I was about to wave my hand in the air to dismiss the question, but he answered it pleasantly enough.

      “I actually met Tom at one of the lakeside basketball courts.” His mouth stretched in a smile, forming a dimple. A gust of wind from the lake ruffled his hair, tousling his perfect curls.

      Vaguely, I wondered if all Spanish boys were this attractive.

      “My thing is football, you see,” Santiago added, then shook his head. “I mean soccer. I can’t get used to calling it that. How Americans can call what you do football is beyond me. Anyway, Tom gave Ki and me a few lessons.”

      “Ki?” I asked.

      “The other exchange student. You met him, too.”

      “Oh, yeah. I remember.”

      Santiago held my gaze. His expression was open and welcoming. He didn’t look like someone who had something to hide. Or someone who was out in some clandestine, evidence-erasing mission. I ran a hand through my hair, considering the absurdity of my current situation. I was interrogating a virtual stranger. In the dark. At a crime scene.

      As I brought my hand down, Santiago got a hold of it and pulled it toward his face. “Where did you get this?” he asked, adjusting his glasses as he examined the dragons closer.

      Defensively, I pulled my hand back and covered it with the other one. “I don’t even remember,” I lied. “Just somewhere.” I made a dismissive gesture.

      All casualness left Santiago’s face. He frowned, his eyes growing intensely dark. I tried to break eye contact, but I was unable to. It was as if some invisible force kept me frozen in place, tethered to his suddenly dangerous gaze.

      Greetings, Dragon Warden. It was Santiago’s voice—echoing inside my head. I nearly jumped out of my own skin.

      At the same time, I became aware of blue lights flashing by the parking lot. I turned away from Santiago, trying to convince myself I’d imagined the poltergeist intrusion into my brain and blaming my shock on the fact the police had finally bothered to show up.

      A couple of patrol cars pulled close to the wooden stairs. An officer got out of each one.

      “About time!” I exclaimed. “They should’ve been here more than an hour ago.”

      I threw a righteous glance over my shoulder, then whirled around, trying to spot Santiago.

      He was gone.

      I searched all along the beach and the lake, but I saw no one—not even a trace. My gaze fell to the sand where not even his shoe-prints remained.
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      The cops were about as useless as I thought they would be.

      I stood watching them work from my perch behind the fluttering yellow police tape, fuming. The two officers scoured the beach, collecting evidence, which mainly consisted of them putting trash and red plastic cups into bags. After that, they checked through each of the parked cars, six in total. I watched with detached horror as they dug through Mercedes’s car, the one I’d ridden in only hours before.

      When all that was finished, both officers got back inside one of the cruisers and shut their windows, probably so I couldn’t hear their conversation. They spent time on the radio and on the mounted computer, but nothing else happened. Occasionally, Officer Yeager would frown at me, then go back to ignoring my presence.

      Fools.

      Leaning against my Mustang, I tried to clear my thoughts. Honestly, though, I was exhausted. Nothing made sense. Had I dreamed what I saw with Santiago? The conversation with him had seemed so real, but sleep deprivation could really mess up people’s brains. Plus, I could be in shock. The panic was raw, coiling around my throat and making it hard to breathe at times. I dialed Mercedes’s number often enough that my phone died. Which brought even more panic. What if she called?

      Mad at myself for being so careless, I started my car and plugged the phone into the charger. I watched the battery icon tick, but sitting there made me realize how bone weary I was. My eyelids started to droop.

      A knock on my window woke me with a jolt.

      I blinked into the light. A very angry middle-aged woman was peering down at me. I’d never seen her around before. When she saw I was awake, she knocked again.

      “Where is she?” The glass muffled her voice, but the frustration made it through loud and clear. I squinted at her, trying to figure out what was going on. She must’ve been in her forties due to the wrinkles and the sour expression on her face. Her blue eyes were wild and outlined with smears of yesterday’s mascara. Her short blond hair stuck up at all angles like she’d just crawled out of bed. Actually, she was wearing pajamas with a windbreaker thrown over the top.

      When I didn’t answer, she slammed both palms on my car window. “Where is she? Tell me now. Where is my baby? What have you done with her?”

      Panicked, I checked that my doors were locked. “I… I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know you,” I stammered through the glass.

      She lifted her hands to strike again, but Officer Yeager appeared, stepping between her and my vehicle.

      “Ma’am, I told you to go down to the station. Someone is there waiting to brief you. I’m going to have to ask you to leave this young lady alone.”

      The woman gave Officer Yeager a nasty look. “What are you doing to find her? I saw you sitting in your police car. My husband knows a state cop, and he’s going to crawl right up your ass when he hears about this.”

      Officer Yeager nodded, guiding her away from my Mustang. I was glad he was rescuing me, but now I couldn’t hear their conversation. Carefully, I rolled the window down.

      “…know you are upset, but we assure you, we are doing everything we can to find your daughter. You know how kids are. A prank like this right before graduation is normal.”

      “This is not normal!” the woman yelled. “Hailey always comes home.”

      Ah, she was Hailey’s mother. And she wouldn’t be the only one to wake up and realize their child was missing. My heart sank as I thought of all those parents finding empty beds and cars not in garages. Mercedes’s parents would be devastated, her little sister, too. I put my head on the steering wheel, holding back tears.

      Hailey’s mom cursed, and I looked up just as she peeled away and gave a choice finger to Officer Yeager. He just sighed and went back to his cruiser, adjusting his pants. When he caught me watching, he shook his head. “Go home,” he mouthed.

      “No,” I mouthed back.

      What if they returned? What if evidence was found? How could I leave knowing I was the last person to see any of them?

      But the morning waned on with no signs of my friends. A few more parents showed up, some crying, some angry. They stared at their children’s cars with terrified expressions on their faces. Some tried to get inside the vehicles, but Officer Yeager stopped them, reminding them that, until they knew more, each vehicle was now a crime scene. At those words, I was both chilled and a bit relieved. At least it meant they were taking this seriously.

      Dad showed up at about seven. He pulled his Jeep in next to the Mustang and gave me a forlorn look.

      I shrugged sheepishly.

      He wiped a hand across his brow like he was relieved he’d found me.

      And now, I was dead. I shrunk into my seat, waiting for the lecture of the century.

      Leaving the Jeep running, he got out and clomped around to my window. I rolled it down, bracing myself.

      “Sorry, Dad. It’s just… I couldn’t sleep. I know I should’ve called you or left a note, but I didn’t want to worry you and my phone died and—”

      “Are you hungry?” Pulling off his smudged glasses, he wiped them on the hem of his shirt.

      “That’s it? No grounding? No ‘You’re in big trouble, little lady?’”

      Face drawn and sad, he ran his gaze from me to where the police car sat. “Circumstances require that I take a lighter approach this time. Is it working?”

      “Whatever parenting book you read, it has my vote. Definitely working.”

      “Good.”

      Lord, he sounded tired. “Do you want me to drive?”

      “Definitely not,” he said firmly.

      I palmed my keys and grabbed my purse. I still felt like I shouldn’t leave, but the set of Dad’s shoulders told me if I refused, Good Cop Dad would turn into Bad Cop Dad, and I wanted to keep on his good side for whatever came next. Who knew how many nights I might need to be out searching?

      Wearily, I dragged my body out of my vehicle and locked the door. As our Jeep pulled out, Officer Yeager watched us go, nodding like he was happy to see me leave. It was all I could do not to flip him off as we left, but Hailey’s mom had taken care of that.

      “Couldn’t sleep?” Dad asked.

      I could tell he was digging for information. And to be honest, I had nothing to hide. “I can’t rest while they’re gone. What if I miss something?”

      Nervously, I spun my ring, staring out on the lake through the trees as we drove toward town. The water was crystal clear and still. The trees along the lakeshore danced with the gentle breeze. What a beautiful day for a horrible turn of events. It seemed wrong that the sun was shining and the birds were singing. Gray and stormy would have fit so much better.

      “Look, Li. None of this was your fault. Whatever happened to those kids… You couldn’t have protected them. And, selfishly, I’m just glad you’re okay. I couldn’t stand to…”

      He didn’t finish and didn’t need to. Mom had died years ago, and Dad had never moved on. At first, I was glad. It was just him and me. But as the years passed, I came to realize that Dad should have someone. As hard as it was, I tried to set him up, going to great lengths to introduce him to single teachers, waitresses—any woman who seemed to fit the bill—except he never looked at them twice. And now, in a few short months, I’d be leaving, too.

      Or maybe not. Not if they didn’t find my friends. It wasn’t possible to just recover after something like that.

      I lowered my head, trying to tell myself I’d already shed enough tears. How many times had I cried already? Too many to count.

      Instead, I used my favorite defense mechanism and started talking way too much, pretending everything was fine.

      “Where are we going to eat? Somewhere good. You know, I don’t get people who say they can’t eat in times of crisis. That’s all I want to do right now. And coffee. Gallons of it. Don’t tell me you want to go to Gino’s. That place has cockroaches.”

      He sniffed a couple of times, but joined in. “I like Gino’s.”

      “It’s terrible, and you know it.”

      We settled on Family Diner, and our conversation went quiet, which was just fine with me. I needed to think, but I had a cranial salad instead of a brain. Things were all jumbled up—Santiago, Tom, his mother, Officer Yeager, Hailey’s mom.

      A burning sensation drew my attention to my hand. My palm felt like I had it sitting on a radiator, but Dad didn’t even have the heat on. A glint of light made me zero in on Mom’s dragon ring.

      Was it glowing? When I touched it with my other hand, it felt hot.

      “What the…”

      “Hmm?” Dad asked.

      “Nothing.” I dropped my hand over the ring, heart beginning to pound, and stared blindly out the window. What was happening?

      Something flashed in the sky just outside my line of vision. Whirling, a blur streaked through the pines before disappearing behind me. It was big to be a bird and too close to the ground to be a plane. My mind struggled to give a name to what I had seen.

      “Did you see that?” I asked.

      “See what?” Dad replied.

      The ring grew hotter. I tried to pull it off, but it was tighter than when I first put it on. An insistent humming began in my ears, and my whole body seemed to vibrate. I gripped the door handle, panic building.

      “Dad, pull over.”

      “What?”

      “Pull over!”

      He swerved, the tires biting into gravel as he followed my request. Even before we stopped, I threw open the door and jumped out of the Jeep. Taking a few steps onto the grassy shoulder, I tried to suck in deep lungfuls of air. Was this a full mental breakdown?

      Hands on my knees, focused through the trees toward the lake, trying to get a handle on myself. I had to be losing it. No sleep coupled with the stress was making me hallucinate. Would I have to go to the hospital? See a psychiatrist? All kinds of weird, terrifying scenarios played in my head.

      Then I saw it.

      Through the tall pines, the lake rippled with morning sunshine. Something glinted as the light hit it—a reflector from a bright blue running jacket.

      Ice trickled down my limbs as my brain realized what I was seeing. A body was washed up against the shoreline.

      Letting out a cry, I started forward. Mercedes? Was she dead?

      I ran as best I could, pushing through the branches, Dad calling my name behind me. The body was on its side, back to me, legs in the water and torso laying across a fallen log. The hood was up, so I couldn’t see the hair. Fear and revulsion pumped through me, but I had to know.

      I reached where the land met the shore. Feet sinking in the muck, I got to my knees and leaned forward. Trembling hands reached for the lifeless shoulder, and I rolled the body over.

      It was Sam. His face was drained of color and splattered with mud. His jacket was shredded at the shoulders and underneath, too, his skin lacerated. The rest of his body appeared intact.

      My fingers fumbled for a pulse, but they were shaking too badly.

      At my touch, his eyes flickered open.

      Shocked, I lurched back. “S-Sam,” I breathed, the rest of my words freezing in my throat.

      His hand closed around my wrist, feverish eyes locked with mine. “They’ll come for you, Lila. They know you know.”

      “Know? What do I know? Sam, what does that mean?”

      His eyes closed, and his body went limp.

      I grabbed his arm. “Sam? Sam!”

      Dad splashed into the water beside me, nearly falling in headfirst. But he grabbed onto a branch and regained his balance in time.

      With the last of my strength, I dragged Sam’s lifeless body onto the shoreline.

      Dad watched me, his horror clear. “Oh, God, Lila. How did you know?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, feeling hysterical. “I don’t know.”
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      Sam was dead. I’d talked to him just hours ago, reminding him that Hailey was drunk and couldn’t consent to anything. And now, he was gone.

      I kept closing my eyes and shaking my head, denying the horrible tragedy. It was impossible. Sam was fine and feeling ashamed he’d even thought of taking advantage of Hailey, extremely glad he hadn’t done anything stupid. Next time I went to school, I would see him walking down the hall, swaggering like he always did. Then, in a few years when we had our first high school reunion, I would barely recognize him because he would be all mature and responsible: a good guy who’d done some stupid things in high school, but a good guy nonetheless.

      Then I came back to reality, reminding myself that Sam was gone, truly gone, and none of this would ever happen.

      His pale face was imprinted in my memory, along with the exact shade of his blue jacket. His green eyes had been so wide and full of terror. I hadn’t been able to help him. I’d been too late.

      They’ll come for you, Lila. They know you know.

      His words played inside my head in a never-ending carousel.

      How had Sam gotten to the beach? Had he been left there on purpose by someone who knew I would find him?

      Right before I’d asked Dad to stop the car, the ring had burned hot, and then I had seen that thing in the sky. In a panicked moment, my memories had failed me, but the ring’s behavior was something I had experienced before. I knew the warning and what it meant. I’d felt it many times before when I used to wear the ring everywhere, after Mom died and before Dad made me promise I’d give it up. The heat had always meant a dragon was nearby, had always made my heart beat with anticipation, had driven my gaze skyward or toward the lake.

      Nothing had changed. The ring still worked the same way, and I couldn’t deny the fact that what flew over Dad’s Jeep had been a dragon. I knew it in my bones. If that meant I was crazy, then I was the mayor of Looneyville. It, at least, made more sense than the disappearances and death of one of my friends.

      Pushing my denial aside and embracing my insanity, I pictured the dragon flying overhead, how it had swooped over the trees and turned toward the beach right in the direction where we’d found Sam. With that in mind, it wasn’t hard for me to figure out what had happened.

      The dragon had dumped his body there so that I would find it, and so my friend could deliver the threat.

      They’ll come for you, Lila. They know you know.
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        * * *

      

      I sat on my bed, wearing black jeans, black boots, and a black top. It would be the first day back in school after the “awful tragedy”—the most creative name the town had been able to come up with—and I couldn’t find the courage to pick up my backpack and go.

      I wanted to be brave for Mercedes and the others, but the few interactions I’d had with townsfolk since my classmates went missing weren’t helping. Even people who didn’t know me glowered at me with accusation in their eyes. All they could see was that I was the only one spared from those who’d stayed late at the bonfire. It made no difference that I’d called the cops right away, that Officer Yeager and his deputies had taken their sweet time jumping into action, or that I’d driven all over the county, stapling “missing person” posters on every possible surface.

      All that mattered was that I was the freak who’d known where to find Sam’s body, the freak who must be hiding something.

      If strangers blamed me, how would my classmates treat me? Climbing triple the number of steps to the top of the lighthouse to light the wick was preferable to finding out the answer to this question.

      But I couldn’t stay at home. I had to go to school, had to confront the coward Tom Palmer and the Spanish, soccer-loving Houdini Santiago. I’d searched for them during our time off from school, but they’d managed to hide so far. Finding them at school was my only hope. They had answers, and I was going to pry them out even if I had to use pliers.

      Whoever had sent that threat could take a flying leap off Peely Point Lighthouse. It had a nice, jagged bottom.

      “Good morning, Li.” Dad pushed a travel mug of coffee into my hands after I shuffled into the kitchen.

      The coffee would help, and the fact Dad kept me supplied, anticipating my caffeine depletion levels with uncanny accuracy, was on point.

      “You’ll get through today,” Dad said.

      It would be almost impossible without Mercedes, but I would.

      “I miss Fernando,” I said, the empty cage in the far corner of the kitchen catching my attention.

      “We still have Pickles,” Dad said, pointing at the lazy cat sprawled on the floor in a square of sunlight.

      Yep, seagulls and cats were perfect topics of conversation. They kept my eyes dry.
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        * * *

      

      School was what I’d expected. I wandered the halls alone, catching glimpses of Mercedes’s ghost to my right or left. Students shot eye daggers in my direction while they whispered behind my back. But in the end, I was able to ignore them, especially after a couple of classmates approached me to say how sorry they were about what happened.

      I kept my eyes open for Tom and Santiago, but after a few periods, it was clear they weren’t at school. At lunch, I avoided the cafeteria and sat outside by a tree with a banana and a packet of peanut butter crackers. I was staring into space when the dragon ring on my finger began to warm.

      Snapping back into the moment, I jumped to my feet, moved away from the tree, and scanned the sky. Fluffy clouds floated across my vision, but no dragons.

      I turned the ring around my finger to make sure I wasn’t imagining things. The temperature of the metal wasn’t normal. Confused, I walked back to the tree and sat. It was then I noticed someone observing me from a picnic table across the grassy lawn.

      He was staring straight at me, unblinking. It was the other exchange student Tom had introduced to me. Ki, wasn’t it?

      The boy tilted his head as if to answer my question. I swallowed and broke eye contact, thinking of my encounter with Santiago, and his voice echoing inside my head.

      Greetings, Dragon Warden, the voice had said.

      My gaze snapped back up. Ki was still focused on me, his black hair gleaming under the sun, dark gaze intense as if he were trying to tell me something.

      Where are my friends? My thought was angry and righteous.

      I waited, chin tilted up in defiance. A moment later, Ki stood and gave me a friendly, almost-flirty smile. He shouldered his backpack, then bent to pick up something that lay at his feet: a basketball. Bouncing the ball, he strolled away from the school, even though classes weren’t over for another three hours.

      After he disappeared, I shook my head, feeling like a complete idiot. The guy had been flirting with me while I tried to go all psychic on him. Heat traveled up my neck. Bella Swan on a bad hair day was smoother than me.

      It wasn’t until I stopped feeling embarrassed that I finally stopped being stupid, too.

      Ki had been bouncing a basketball.
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        * * *

      

      I left school on Ki’s heels and drove toward the lakeside basketball courts. When I got there and parked behind a waist-high hedge, a good distance away from the right-most court, Ki was already shooting hoops. He was alone, pivoting around to evade imaginary players. Behind him, the lake sparkled with the afternoon sun, while seagulls rode air currents without beating their wings even once.

      A sporty motorcycle was parked on a grassy patch next to the cement court. I hadn’t seen Ki leave school, but it was obvious this was how he’d gotten here.

      After a few moments of wondering if I’d skipped school for no good reason, Tom Palmer’s Hummer appeared around the corner. He parked, got out of the huge SUV, and shared a fist-bump with Ki.

      “You creep!” I murmured. “What are you doing playing basketball after what you did?”

      Not that I could prove he’d done anything besides possibly saving my life. Still, I was willing to lay all the blame on him.

      Tom wore loose-fitting basketball shorts and a tank top with the number twenty-three on the back. He was acting far too relaxed, in my opinion. And he had no business looking as if he’d just sprung out of Sports Illustrated—not with Sam dead.

      Tom and Ki faced away from me. I followed their gazes and spotted Santiago jogging in their direction. His brown curls were plastered to his forehead with sweat, making him look as if he’d taken a dunk in the lake. When he reached the other two, he halted, then began jogging in place.

      I watched them for a few minutes while they stood there talking. At first, it appeared to be a normal chat, but soon, Ki began to move his hands in jerky, angry gestures. His entire posture went stiff as Tom tried to explain something. For his part, Santiago seemed to have the role of a peacemaker, getting in between the other two as push came to shove, literally.

      What were they fighting about?

      Hoping to catch a bit of their argument, I got out of the car as silently as I could. Hunching over, I ninja-crept my way along the hedge. When the stupid bush ran out, I stopped and peeked… only to find Santiago standing right on the other side of my hiding place.

      I jumped back and almost fell on my butt. Thank God my heart lodged itself into my throat and stopped me from screaming.

      But it didn’t matter. He’d seen me.

      “Hola,” Santiago said with a dimple punctuating his crooked smile.

      “What the hell is she doing here?” I heard Tom ask before he appeared behind Santiago.

      I straightened, trying to look as cool and collected as possible. “Looking for you,” I said in a pissed-off tone that made me proud.

      Stepping away from the hedge, I squared my shoulders and faced them.

      Tom’s blue eyes narrowed as he took a step back.

      “Running off to take your SATs again?” I asked.

      He shook his head, eyes flicking toward his escape vehicle.

      “Where are they, Tom? Where is Mercedes?” I demanded.

      “I don’t know,” he said with a straight face, his eyes those of a caged animal.

      “Maybe you can lie to the police, but not to me. You knew something was going to happen, and you let it.”

      “I had nothing to do with it,” he said, an unwavering conviction in his voice.

      “Really? No wonder you needed to repeat your SATs. Otherwise, you would know the meaning of the word accomplice.”

      Tom’s eyes darkened, and his jaw twitched.

      I made eye contact with Santiago, then Ki. “And what part do you play in all of this? Do they have SATs where you come from?”

      “I know what accomplice means,” Ki joked, though the glance he threw in Tom’s direction wasn’t as lighthearted as his words.

      “Me too,” Santiago piped in. “It’s when you achieve something.”

      “That’s accomplish, you idiot,” Ki said.

      “Do you think this is a joke?” I shouted.

      All three appeared startled at my outburst.

      “No,” Santiago said.

      “Of course not,” Ki said at the same time.

      Tom said nothing. His blue eyes lowered, and his upper lip trembled ever so slightly. I thought he would say something. Instead, he took a step back toward his Hummer.

      Changing my tactics, I reached a shaking hand out. “Please, Tom. Sam is dead.”

      His fists clenched, and he turned his head toward the lake. He was trying to hide his reaction from me. Knowing I’d gotten to him, I pressed my advantage.

      “Do you remember how he used to hang upside down from the monkey bars until his face turned tomato red?” I asked. “He would do a countdown, saying his head was about to explode from all the blood. Then we all ran away screaming to take cover. Everyone was in on the joke, and we loved it.” A sob choked my last words. There were those goddamn tears. I wiped at them angrily.

      A muscle jumped in Tom’s jaw, but it seemed that was all my words had managed to move. His heart was still an unyielding rock.

      “That sounds disturbing,” Santiago whispered.

      I ignore him and tried one last time, “Mercedes, Clare, Frank. Are they dead?”

      Tom looked at me then, and his eyes seemed to hold an answer. A heavy load dropped off my shoulders when I read the dissent in his clear blue eyes. They were still alive!

      I lost it then. With rabid intensity, I seized Tom by the shirt and demanded, “Where are they? You have to tell me!”

      Tom pried my hand open, releasing his crumpled shirt from my grip. He held on to my wrist, his long fingers tight around it. Our eyes locked in a staring contest. Fury boiled in my gut, and I knew Tom could see it in my eyes.

      The moment seemed to last a lifetime as a silent exchange passed between us. The yellow around his pupils seem to suddenly burst into tiny suns, but I didn’t even flinch. Some door inside me had sprung open the moment I put Mom’s ring back on. I had already accepted what should’ve been impossible.

      By the time we broke apart, Tom’s eyes weren’t human anymore. Their pupils had flattened into a thin vertical line, and their blue color shone iridescent like an ancient iceberg bathed in moonlight.

      He let go of my wrist then, pushing me away and jumping into his Hummer.

      Santiago and Ki exchanged meaningful glances that should have made me pause, but there was too much whirling inside my mind already. The main question was: how did I get Tom to confess what he knew?
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      If there was another exercise more futile than stopping at the police station for answers, it sure was beyond me.

      And yet, here I was, in the parking lot of the dumpy building, furious over their lack of progress.

      The minute Officer Yeager had seen me coming, he’d locked himself in his office. His secretary hadn’t answered any of my questions, pretending to be on a very important phone call as soon as I walked in. Looking around, it seemed I was not the only one who wanted answers. Several other people were waiting in folding chairs in the tiny waiting room. They glared at me with suspicion on their faces. I thought I heard one woman whisper to her husband, “That’s her.”

      Cringing, I turned tail and hurried back to my car. I couldn’t take their accusatory stares, not after the day I’d had.

      Outside the police station was no better. Our normally quiet downtown was receiving some newfound popularity. The station parking lot and street parking were filled with cars. Clumps of people gathered on corners just waiting for something to happen. TV crews from all three of the major local networks were parked up front. I spied a sharp-looking, thirty-something man in a shirt and tie, getting ready to go on camera. To think my little town would be on local, maybe national news. It all felt like a nightmare.

      An urge deep inside me told to run into their live news feed, spouting conspiracies and dragons, but it wouldn’t do anything but make me a YouTube star and little else. No one would take me seriously if I told them what I believed.

      And what did I believe? That dragons—honest-to-God dragons—abducted my friends. That they killed one of them. That Tom was either a shape-shifter or in cahoots with them. And if so, what did that make Santiago and Ki?

      What did that make me?

      It makes you crazy in the Cocoa Puffs, my internal voice said.

      This wasn’t the first time I’d spouted this whack-a-doo theory. I’d believed in dragons from birth until I was ten, the year Mom died. In fact, one ended in direct correlation with the other. When she died, I stopped believing. It had been my belief in dragons that killed her.

      The memory of what happened swam up in my consciousness, a black, tarry thing. This time, however, I didn’t shove it back down like I always did. There had already been so much sorrow, so much heartache in my life this week, that a little more was just icing on the cake. I’d been ruminating on Mom’s death since Tom mentioned her in the woods.

      Inside my car, my safe space, my fingers twisted her ring around and around.

      The story went like this. From birth, I had believed in dragons. It didn’t hurt that I grew up surrounded by them, that my parents were obsessed with them. I had stuffed animal dragons in my crib, dragon posters on my walls, even a Chinese dragon marionette Dad would use to put on puppet shows for me.

      From what my parents told me, they had moved to Summers Lake because of the dragon legends, not despite them like most other residents. Every year, we’d make a huge deal out of the commemoration festival, camping out on the beach as spotters. Dad would bring out his binoculars. Mom would drag out blankets, food, and old books filled with lore. She’d read me dragon stories until I fell asleep and they danced in my dreams.

      My childhood was full of these dragon moments. I had a very strong memory of being on a blanket on the beach. The summer night was warm. Dad was behind us snoring and Mom was curled around me, our eyes cast up to the twilight stars.

      “Dragons are sneaky creatures, Lila. You have to be quick and wise to spot them.” Her finger traced a line of stars above us in a zigzag pattern.

      “Why do they hide?” I’d asked. “Why not come out and let everyone see them?”

      Mom played with my hair as she answered, her voice vibrating behind me. “Dragons have many secrets. They don’t want humans prying into all their business, so they blend in. Humans don’t even know when they are right up next to a dragon sometimes.”

      “But you know,” I said, reaching for her ring.

      She took it off, slipping it onto my too-small finger. “I was given a special gift. And someday, I’ll give it to you. But it is not something to be taken lightly.” She pulled it off my finger and placed it on her own.

      “When can I have it?” I’d asked, hungry for more.

      She shook her head, combing her fingers through my hair in a way that made me very sleepy. “We’ll know when the time is right.”

      We didn’t talk about the ring much after that, but I never forgot about it. I’d spy it on her finger, and that yearning would twist inside me again. It got so bad I’d sneak down to her room at night and watch her sleep, seeing the ring’s red eye stare at me, call to me.

      One day, Dad was at work and Mom was home watching me as she did on summers off from school. I’d walked by the kitchen counter on my way to grab a snack, only to find the ring just sitting there. She’d done dishes earlier in the day and forgotten to put it back on.

      Seeing it free of her finger made my heart literally skip in my chest. It was what I’d been waiting for all this time.

      I grabbed the ring, then snuck out of the house and down to the beach.

      My heart was pounding so hard when I got to the waterfront I was almost sick with anticipation. With my toes in the wet sand, I slipped the ring onto my finger and scanned the sky.

      Only… nothing happened. I didn’t see anything.

      Disappointment penetrated my bones, causing me to slump into the sand. It was all made up, the stories, the sightings. The dragons. The ring was just a ring. It didn’t help me see dragons everywhere, as I’d expected. I’d had glimpses of them without the ring, but now I doubted my own memories. I felt like chucking it into the lake, but Mom would be furious. I got up, ready to return it to the counter and move on with my life.

      But as my eyes skimmed past the choppy lake water, I saw something that made me turn back.

      With the waves lapping as they were, I thought at first it was nothing but a trick of the light, but then I saw it again. A deep green shape sliding out of the water and then back in again.

      Eyes wide, I realized I was seeing the dragon of the lake. Kids at school had told me it wasn’t real, but now I knew they just couldn’t see it. They didn’t have the ring. When it rose up a third time, I was positive.

      I had to get closer. Just seeing a flash of scaly skin was not enough. I wanted it all.

      Wading into the water was no big deal. I’d swam this lake since I could walk. Hip deep wasn’t scary. Shoulder deep, I started to wonder if it would grab me, but my desire was too strong. Once I could no longer touch the bottom, I started to swim out.

      The current felt stronger than I remembered. My fear grew, but curiosity wouldn’t let me swim back. Stroke after stroke, I headed out to where I’d seen the shimmery image.

      It was then that something grabbed my ankle.

      My head was underwater before I could scream. Water flooded my senses, and panic spiked through my body. Thrashing at the water, I tried to kick my way free and reach the surface. I opened my eyes, but the murky water was churning with my strokes. There was a flash of movement before whatever had my ankle let go.

      Scrambling for the surface, I made it back up, gasping and spitting water. When I was able to draw breath, I used it to scream.

      “Mom! Help!”

      Terrified, I tried to swim to shore. But it grabbed me again and yanked me down.

      This time when I went under, I saw a large reptilian claw clamped around my foot.

      Fear had its own hold on me, paralyzing every muscle.

      The water churned as if something large were moving beneath me. Once again, I was let go. I broke the surface, coughing and screaming. This time, Mom was charging into the water.

      “Lila!” Her face was white with terror.

      I reached for her, choking on water and fear.

      When her arms were around me, the relief was instantaneous. I hugged her, causing us both to dip into the water before I let go.

      “Lila,” she puffed, blowing water out of her mouth.

      “There’s something down there!”

      She peered down, her eyes growing wide. “Swim back!”

      I wanted to believe she had it all under control, that she was going to save us both, but the fear on her face let me know otherwise. She took a deep breath and dove down.

      “Mom,” I screamed, watching her shape disappear. I reached for her, wanting to draw her back to me, but my fingers slipped through empty water. Kicking around, I searched the water.

      “Mom!”

      The water below me began to churn. It bubbled like a hot tub set to high. Light flashed below me, a pulsing greenish-blue.

      “Mom!”

      A spout shot up, blasting me half a dozen feet in the air. I flew up and then came crashing down, going under again.

      Underwater, two gigantic dragons were locked in combat. Mom floated in the center, a corona of light around her. It was luminous and all encompassing. She was protected within that light. She would be okay. She had to be.

      The water blasted me upward again. My head broke the surface. Gasping, I fell, splashing into the churning surface. My feet hit the rocky bottom. I stood, sucking air.

      “Mom!”

      Eyes open, I dropped my head underwater. The light was gone.

      So was Mom.

      They found her body three days later. She floated to shore seventy-five miles from our home on the other side of the lake. They said cause of death was drowning.

      When I told Dad what I saw, when I told everyone what I saw, they sent me to a therapist. They whispered about trauma-induced hallucinations. They talked behind my back about the guilt I must feel. What a burden it was.

      I had killed my mother.

      It was only when I heard other people say it that I started to believe it was true.

      I killed my mother. It was my fault she went into the water. She swam out after me. I made up those dragons to try to divert the blame onto someone or something else. They weren’t real.

      Dragons were figments of my tortured imagination meant to protect me from the horrible reality.

      I put the ring away after her funeral, and I didn’t pick it up until that night.

      The night Tom brought up Mom. The night my friends went missing.

      Sitting in my car, I looked down at the ring on my finger, twisting it over and over.

      Then I left the police station and drove to Tom Palmer’s house. I would refuse to leave until he gave me answers.
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      I drove to the Palmer’s with a hornet’s nest in my stomach. I was not going to back down. I was going to find a way to make Tom tell me what he knew.

      How was I going to do that? That was the only hitch in my plan, the one that was making my palms sweat on the steering wheel.

      Finding their tree-lined path was not a problem. In the daylight, the tunnel of trees didn’t seem quite so frightening as I journeyed farther in. The mansion, too, looked less creepy and resembled the interesting piece of Gothic architecture it was—not a haunted house like the last time. When I pulled up the driveway, my eyes immediately went to the cupola and the window where I’d seen Tom’s face that night, but the curtains were drawn. Tom’s Hummer was here, though, on a pad off to the side.

      Bingo.

      In case he tried a quick escape, I parked my car behind his SUV. Getting out before my nerves made me abort the whole mission and nausea caused me to lose the basket of fries I’d had for lunch, I set my shoulders. Heart pounding with fear and anger, I marched up the porch steps and hammered on the old wooden door.

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      My knock echoed loudly around the wrap-around porch, gaze drifting to the rusty windchimes on a hook and over to the twin rocking chairs that appeared unused. The porch seemed as if no one ever used it, though they had a dock with a boat so who’d want to sit here with that option? Still, I thought someone with a house as big as this would put some effort into maintaining it.

      Moments ticked passed. I couldn’t hear any noise inside. No footsteps headed my way. I knocked again.

      “Tom,” I yelled. “Tom, I know you’re in there. I see your car. Open the door.”

      Nothing.

      My plan was falling apart at the seams. Was he hiding inside or was he not home? There was also the possibility he was down at the lake, though only a monster would go for a nice afternoon dip when someone had died out on that water.

      Our local beach was normally bursting with people after school and on the weekends, but since the abduction and death, no one had dared set foot in the lake. It reminded me of Jaws, that cheesy movie about the killer shark. But there were no sharks in our waters. This was something else entirely.

      “We’re gonna need a bigger boat,” I said, repeating the famous movie line.

      I left the porch, scanning the windows like the world’s biggest stalker, before going around the side. I skirted the porch past Mrs. Palmer’s flowerbeds full of withering hostas. With all the trees around, the plants didn’t get much sun, so it made sense they weren’t thriving, but it just seemed like another indication of neglect. Either the Palmers weren’t into home DIY or they had other things on their minds.

      The side of the house was much like the front—ornate woodwork, white flaking paint, and shaded windows. The backyard was small, with a stone patio, a rusty gas grill, and a table and chairs that also looked unused.

      Spotting the cobblestone footpath at the end of the patio, I trailed my gaze toward the trees, a passage that pointed in the direction I needed to go. I walked to the edge of their yard to the tall trees, seeing only forest. Then I plunged inside before I could talk myself out of it.

      Around me, the trees rose. The birds twittered in the branches, and the wind shook the leaves. But the path was longer than I’d thought, and I began to realize how isolated I was. If something were to happen to me, no one would hear me scream.

      I had my cell phone. Pulling it out, I checked to make sure it was charged. No bars. I had no signal out here. Swallowing hard, I shoved it back in my pocket as my nerves began to get the best of me.

      Thick shadows danced all around me. The trees seemed to close in as I stared. Still, I’d told myself I would get answers. My friends deserved it. Somehow, I made myself keep going.

      Soon, a different sound replaced the call of birds overhead. It was an intermittent shush shush, like a shovel being plunged into the dirt.

      Who was digging this deep in the forest? And why?

      Nervous, I tried to creep forward without being seen or heard. Sticking to the thickest part of the trees, I managed to conceal myself while sneaking up on a figure digging a hole.

      The shovelhead flew up, dumping clods of dirt as it arched through the air. Dirty, baggy coveralls hid the shape of a person who stood hip deep in the hole. A hat concealed their hair and face.

      I wanted to see who it was. A hole could mean a body. And a body could mean a crime. Was I looking at a murderer right now? My heart beat hard as I crouched low and crept closer.

      When I was as close as I thought prudent, I stopped. Clutching the tree in front of me for support, I leaned around the trunk, trying to get a better view. He or she was creating a sizable hole. One big enough to hide a body. I got out my phone and carefully checked the setting before starting to film. I didn’t want some stupid camera noise to give me away.

      As I filmed, the person stopped digging, dusting off his gloved hands. He climbed up, then reached down for something I hadn’t noticed before. With a jerk and a grunt, he pulled and slid a shape wrapped in a black tarp into the hole.

      God, this was it. This had to be a body. I tried to zoom my phone camera in, but the image blurred. Barely breathing, I leaned forward, gripping a branch for stability. It broke under my weight, the snap echoing in the quiet forest.

      The digger’s head lurched up, locking on me.

      It was Tara Palmer.

      “I see you there, Lila,” she said, eyes narrowing. “Come out.”

      She stalked toward me, holding the shovel in both gloved hands. Dirty and wearing coveralls, she was much changed from when I’d last seen her on the porch, more like someone who could hit a person with a shovel and dump their body in a hole.

      I wanted to run, but I didn’t dare turn my back when she had a weapon and I didn’t. Feet on the path, I stood, ready to run.

      I said the first thing that came into my head. “Where’s Tom?”

      Her brow creased like that was not what she was expecting me to say. “He’s out with a friend. But it seems like I should be the one asking you questions since you are here trespassing on my property.”

      “I’m looking for Tom,” I said. “He said he’d meet me here.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “Funny. He didn’t mention anything like that to me.”

      “Maybe he knew you were busy. Doing some new planting?” I nodded behind her at the hole.

      She didn’t take the bait, choosing instead to watch me like a hawk. “You are a very nosy girl, aren’t you, Lila?”

      “Not nosy. I just want the truth.” I met her gaze. Even if she was a grown woman, a pillar of our community, I knew there was something up with her.

      “You want the truth?” she said, raising a trim eyebrow.

      I nodded.

      “You know, Lila, I like you. I like your spirit. I want to give you some advice, woman to woman. There’s a time in every person’s life when they need to ask themselves if they want to get involved. A crossroads, so to speak. A time when they can walk away, and everything can stay as pleasant and happy as it once was. Or, instead, they can stick their dirty little noses into something they cannot possibly understand.” She looked at me to make sure I was listening before continuing. “One path keeps that person and the people they love safe. The other path leads to misery and darkness. Do you understand what I’m saying, Lila?” Her eyes were cold. She stared at me unflinching.

      Was she threatening me? But how could she hurt me more than I’d already been hurt? Mom was dead, and my best friend was missing.

      “I’m not going to let you hide this from everyone,” I said, my pulse beating in my ears. “I know you and your son know something about what happened.” My eyes flicked to the hole and back to her face. “I’m going to find out the truth.”

      She nodded slowly. “You’ve made your bed, then.”

      “What?” I asked, not sure I heard her right.

      “Come see,” she said, as if she’d given up.

      I eyed the shovel in her hands.

      She tossed it away into the woods, demonstrating her empty hands in a show of good faith.

      I didn’t want to trust her, but I had to see what was in that hole. Shaking, I walked forward, my eyes locked on her for any movement. The closer I got, the more the smell of loamy earth and a distinct tang of rot clogged my nostrils. Something was decomposing.

      I could barely breathe as I got near the dirt pile.

      Stopping at the edge, I glanced at her to make sure she wasn’t trying anything funny. She stared at me like she was bored and needed me to get on with it.

      I took a deep breath and looked down.

      The black tarp lay at the bottom, concealing a lump. A swatch of dark brown hair stuck out at one edge. Tensing, I zeroed in on it until it took shape in my mind.

      A paw?

      Tara used a stick to flip the tarp back, revealing the dead body of a large German Shepherd.

      “What is this?” I asked, feeling horrified and confused at the same time.

      “Sometimes my clients are too distraught to come and get their pets after they die. I have a freezer to preserve them, but it gets full. Normally, we burn the bodies, but the crematorium is on the fritz and we can’t get someone out to fix it, so a solution must be found.” She gestured to the forest around us.

      Other mounds of dirt, some fresh, some old, lay around us. Small, crude crosses made from sticks poked out of the ground beside several graves. The effect was completely creepy.

      Suddenly, I wanted to run far away.

      Shaking, I backed up, but Tara was very close to me. Her eyes were menacing, and a shade darker than I remembered.

      Her lips pulled back from very white teeth. “Remember, Lila, I gave you the choice. You said you wanted to know regardless of the consequences.”

      I took several steps back from her, nearly tripping over a root. Gripping the tree to stabilize myself, I kept my eyes on her. Why did I get the impression she was talking about something other than her pet cemetery? Why did the look in Tara’s eyes make me think she might kill me before I got out of the woods?

      “Tell Tom I stopped by,” was my stammered response.

      She picked up her shovel and shoved it into the pile of dirt. “I’ll tell him, Lila. Thanks for stopping by.”

      I didn’t respond. Instead, I ran the hell out of there.

      Sprinting through the trees, I kept glancing over my shoulder. I hadn’t been this afraid since that time in the water. Tara Palmer was going to kill me. I ran faster.

      Despite my fear and panic, though, I made it out of the forest and back to the house. My lungs burned and my legs begged for a break, but I sprinted to my car without stopping. When I got there, I jumped in, started the engine, and peeled out, gravel pinging the underside of my Mustang.

      Only when I was on the open road did my heartbeat start to slow down.

      I had to get home and talk to Dad. He’d know what to do next.

      Pulling down our driveway, I was relieved to see his Jeep on the pad. I parked next to his car and ran in the house.

      “Dad?”

      No answer.

      I hurried around our little bungalow calling his name, but it didn’t take me long to realize he wasn’t there. Dad, who never went anywhere or talked to anyone, was gone.
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      Heart in my throat, I ran out of the house. Dad’s phone and car keys were on their usual spot on the kitchen counter, so he had to be outside, never mind the insistent alarm in my head that kept blaring Tara Palmer’s words back at me.

      One path keeps that person and the people they love safe. The other…

      After those ominous words, she’d promised misery and darkness. Taking Dad from me delivered on that promise. But why take him? Why not just take me?

      I poked around his Jeep first, searching the ground for any recent signs of his uneven gait, though deep inside, I realized I was looking for signs of struggle.

      Knowing he was stubborn and he might have decided to climb to the top of the lighthouse to check on its upkeep, I unlocked the heavy wooden door and sprinted up the winding stairs to the service room. I reached the top breathless, sweat pouring from unladylike places.

      He wasn’t there. I even went out on the gallery and scanned the area. Nothing.

      I ran back down, heart pounding from both exertion and panic in equal amounts. Bursting through the lighthouse’s door, I glanced right and left as I tried to decide where to look next. Dad hadn’t gone close to the water in a long time due to the steep descent, but I headed that way regardless. A set of mildewed wooden steps took me to the rocky path, which then led to a small patch of sandy beach nestled in the center of the otherwise-rocky terrain. Nausea gripped my stomach at the sign of the empty horizon. I’d known I wouldn’t find him here, but still I felt my insides shatter into a million pieces.

      On trembling legs, I made my way back up to the lighthouse. The door was ajar, a big no-no since it was supposed to be locked at all times to avoid vandalism and lawsuits from eager tourists. I walked inside. Succumbing to despair, I collapsed at the bottom of the stairs, my back scraping the wall as my bottom reached the cold stone floor.

      Tears burned at the corners of my eyes. What had I done?

      The smell of burned kerosene clogged the air. It reminded me of Dad, of sitting on his lap after he’d been servicing the lighthouse and begging him to let me help. A tear threatened to spill down my cheek, but I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes and refused to fall lower than I already had. I would not let Tom, Tara Palmer, or whoever, break me. If they thought I would sit here waiting for them to give me back my father while I cried and did nothing, they had another goddamn thing coming.

      With a deep inhale, I rubbed my eyes and blinked through the blurriness. As it cleared, I stared at the wall across from me. Was there something there?

      I tilted my head, taking it in like I would one of those 3D hidden images. The ring on my finger grew slightly hot, but instead of letting it distract me, I took the change in temperature as a cue to pay attention.

      As I allowed my eyes to become unfocused, a large emblem began to take shape. Markings that had always been on the stones seemed to jump out, depicting an image I was very familiar with.

      The intertwined dragons from Mom’s ring!

      I stood slowly, afraid to lose my focus. Staring for several minutes, I examined every little detail, hoping for… I wasn’t sure, but something to happen. As the moment stretched and nothing changed, I edged closer, taking measured steps until the image blinked out of existence. I backed up and found it again. Going at it from different angles and distances, I tried to figure out what it could mean.

      Had whomever took Dad left this as a warning? Or had it always been there? If so, why hadn’t I seen it before?

      At the thought, my gaze snapped to the ring on my finger. Holding my breath, I lifted my unsteady hand toward the wall and pressed it flat against the stone.

      The grinding sound of rock against rock filled the space. My gaze darted toward the floor where two of the large slabs in the center of the building were sliding away from each other, revealing a dark hole. I couldn’t believe my eyes as I watched it open like I was in the middle of some Indiana Jones movie.

      When the slabs stopped moving, I pulled away from the wall and peered down. An ancient-looking set of stairs led down into darkness. My spine tingled as I considered going down there alone. I threw a furtive glance toward the door. It was still open. That gave me a smidgen of confidence, but not much.

      Letting my armor pixies cover me with a protective shell, plus additional reinforcement around my weak knees, I snatched an emergency flashlight from a hook on the wall and clicked it on.

      “It’s just an ancient hole in the ground, Lila. What could possibly go wrong?”

      I shone the light into the darkness, following the steps. Like the ones that led to the top of the lighthouse, these stairs also twisted around, but leading where? A cellar? The bottom of the lake? A crypt full of bones? I shuddered.

      A crossroads, Tara Palmer had said. A time when they can walk away, and everything can stay as pleasant and happy as it once was. Or, instead, they can stick their dirty little noses into something they cannot possibly understand.

      What a bitch.

      Well, if there was someone I would risk my dirty little nose for, it was Dad. No matter how many threats anyone, especially Tara Palmer, threw my way.

      Steadier than I would have thought possible, my legs carried me down the narrow, serpentine stairs. There was a rope railing that didn’t help the descent feel safer, but I held on to it for dear life while my other hand pointed the light beam as far ahead as possible.

      Spider webs stuck to my face when I came around the fourth or fifth turn. I swept them away, then stifled a sneeze. I stopped and took a deep breath, fighting the urge to run back upstairs, telling myself the sliding slabs would not close on me, shutting me inside an eternal tomb that no one knew existed to die a horrible death alone, feasted on by spiders, their babies laying eggs in my…

      “Stop it. You’re brave,” I whispered.

      The words, as low as they were, echoed inside the cavernous space, mocking me.

      “Gee, thanks for the support,” I muttered.

      I kept going for a few more turns, expecting to hit magma or something soon.

      Then the air changed ever so slightly, and I knew I was almost there, wherever there was.

      My light gleamed on the moisture of the last step.

      Breathing shakily, I crept out of the constricted passage into an open area. Slowly, afraid of what I would find, I swung the flashlight in a slow arc, first illuminating the dank stone floor and walls, which rose into an arched ceiling at a height of twelve feet. Water dripped from jagged rocks overhead, making splashing sounds. I followed them as they fell and traced their journey to a dark pool of water, stopping where the polished floor switched to natural rock and dipped under the surface of the pool.

      Great—a creepy, wet, dark, spider-infested cavern. My favorite.

      Completing the circle with my flashlight, I spotted an alcove tucked in at the back. I walked inside, feeling as if I should be surprised, but actually too numb to process all I was seeing.

      The recess was small, but it contained enough things to send my mind spinning. To the right, there was an old table made of thick planks, like someone’s barn wood Etsy project gone wrong. My light bathed its mildewed top, which held a kerosene lamp, a tall cup full of dust-caked color pencils, and a large sketchbook shriveled and warped from humidity.

      Laying a hand on top of it, I suspected it had belonged to Mom. I turned the flap, top-wise, to find a disfigured drawing, the colors faded, the shape impossible to recognize. Humidity hadn’t been kind to it. With a knot in my throat, I whirled around and pointed my light elsewhere. I couldn’t look at her destroyed drawings when I had the parent I hadn’t yet killed to worry about.

      Because he was still alive. There was no other truth.

      Across the table lay a wooden chest with rusted hinges. It was large with a curved lid and metal strappings, like a child’s treasure chest. I tried to lift the lid with one hand, but it was too heavy, so I propped my flashlight on the table and heaved the top up. It thumped against the wall, revealing only darkness.

      I grabbed my flashlight and illuminated the interior, expecting it to be full of junk. But one single item rested at the bottom.

      A sword.

      Twin dragons with ruby eyes stared at me from the round pommel, a matching design to that on my ring.

      Holy crap. A real sword.

      Tentatively, I reached for it, but as I laid my fingers on the grip, something splashed in the pool behind me.

      I yelped and pulled back. The flashlight fell from my hand, hit the floor, and spun around several times. I fumbled for it as it revolved and cast dizzying shadows that pushed me to the edge of a scream.

      When I finally snatched the flashlight and shakily pointed it toward the water, only echoes of the splash remained. I hadn’t imagined it. Something was in the water.

      I left the alcove, retreating toward the steps and never taking my light from the surface.

      There was nothing here to help me find Dad, no matter how bizarre the place or how many questions it spawned into my head. So I was getting the hell out before whatever was in the water grabbed me. I’d watched enough horror movies to know how that went down.

      Taking the steps two at a time, I left and reached the top, breathing a sigh of relief as I ran out of the hole. Gratefully, I didn’t have to figure out how to set the open slabs back into place because they did it of their own accord.

      They had just finished closing when gravel crunched outside.

      I spun toward the door. “Dad!”

      Relief washed over me as I ran out of the lighthouse. I’d been a dramatic fool. He was fine. No one had taken him. He was here.

      I came to a stop and froze. It wasn’t Dad. My brain seemed to throb, unable to process what I was seeing.

      “Lila,” Mercedes said in a mere whisper.

      She was barefoot on the graveled path, the dress she’d been wearing during the bonfire dirty and torn in places. A trail of blood ran out of one of her ears, and black and blue bruises covered her arms and legs. Her normally smooth braids were tangled and coming apart at the tips.

      My friend swayed, her eyes rolling into the back of her head.

      I rushed forward and caught her. She was taller and heavier than me, but I managed to ease her fall. I sat on the ground and gently laid her head on my lap.

      “Mercedes.” I ran a hand down the side of her face. “Oh my God.”

      She opened her eyes and blinked at me.

      “Stand back, Warden,” she mumbled.

      “What?” I leaned in closer, doubtful of what I thought I’d heard.

      “Stand b-back, Warden. Or… or you’ll never see him again.”
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      Officer Yeager walked out of the hospital room, followed by Mercedes’s parents. Neither one of them looked pleased. They talked in hushed tones while I sat a distance away, worrying at a hole in my jeans.

      After a moment, Mercedes’s parents went back into the room and shut the door with a decisive thud. Officer Yeager sighed and rubbed his forehead. For the tiniest instant, I felt sorry for him. How could the man make headway in the investigation when the first thing he’d have to do would be to take a leap of faith into the paranormal?

      He turned. Spotting me, he strode in my direction. Deep grooves marked his forehead, turning him into the grumpiest grown-up I’d ever seen. So much for feeling sorry for him.

      I stood, refusing to be intimidated.

      “How is—” I started.

      “What kind of prank is this?” he demanded.

      “Prank?” Was he drunk and ready for his next DUI?

      “Stand back, Warden?” he said a bit hysterically. “That’s the first thing that came out of your friend’s mouth?”

      I squared my shoulders. “Yeah, that’s what she said. ‘Stand back, Warden. Or you’ll never see him again.’”

      “And who is this Warden supposed to be? Me?” He pointed a fat finger to his wrinkled uniform.

      “No,” I said with a hint of are you stupid? in my tone.

      “Then who?” he asked, exasperated.

      “I… I don’t know.” God, I sucked at lying.

      “Pshaw!” He lowered his voice and glanced around. “You two are in this together. I can tell.”

      “What are you talking about? Why don’t you focus on the ‘you’ll never see him again’ bit?” I was losing my cool if I’d ever had any.

      “I never heard her say any such thing. All she keeps repeating is ‘Stand back, Warden. Stand back, Warden.’” He almost growled the words out.

      “I’ve already told you Mercedes was talking about my dad. They took him! You have to find him.”

      “There are ten kids still missing, and the town has turned into a freak show. You’ll have to come by the station in seventy-two hours and file a missing person report. There’s nothing I can do right now.” He turned and walked away.

      “What? Seventy-two hours? What good are you?” I yelled at his retreating figure.

      He didn’t look back, just gave me a dismissive, backward wave and disappeared down the hall.

      I collapsed back on the chair with a huff. Feeling as if I would burst, I sat on the uncomfortable vinyl seat until my ass went numb. I had to talk to Mercedes, but her parents took precedence. They’d been worried to death. The fact their daughter had turned up alive, unlike Sam, felt like a miracle. It made sense they were monopolizing her. I wouldn’t be surprised if they stuck her in a bubble.

      Calls came over the PA system. Nurses and doctors in colorful scrubs hurried back and forth. Service employees strolled by with carts full of sheets and food.

      I almost screamed from impatience.

      Finally, the door to my friend’s room opened. I jumped to my feet, and her mom waved me in. She was a tall, imposing woman with high cheekbones and a long neck. It was easy to see Mercedes took after her.

      “She hasn’t said much,” Mrs. Truman whispered, “but she just called for you.” She smiled and escorted me to the side of the bed, a hand on my shoulder.

      Mr. Truman nodded at me from the other side of the bed, but his eyes darted back to his daughter. He appeared worried and angry at the same time. His thick arms were crossed, muscles corded, and his mouth twitched over a well-kept goatee.

      I took Mercedes’s hand in mine and squeezed. Her jaw and shoulders hung slack, and her eyes focused on a faraway spot. A square bandage covered her right ear. The striped hospital gown draped limply over her, but I tried to notice the positive things, too. It made me glad to see her braids were smooth and back into place, just the way she liked them. Mrs. Truman always helped her make them perfect. I smiled at Mrs. Truman over my shoulder. Her eyes were wavering pools. She smoothed my hair down my back and kissed me on the cheek.

      “Thanks for bringing her back,” Mrs. Truman said.

      A knot formed in my throat, and I couldn’t say anything.

      “We’ll be outside if you need us.” She took her husband’s arm, ushering him out of the room.

      As soon as the door shut, Mercedes popped up like a jack-in-a-box and pulled my hand into her lap. Her eyes burned into mine with maniacal intensity.

      “What the hell? You’re awake?”

      “Lila,” she said, her voice hushed and urgent. “Please don’t think I’m crazy, but I have to tell someone. If I don’t, I’m going to go nuts.”

      Her eyebrows drew together, and her rich brown eyes darted from side to side, as if she didn’t know whether she’d lost her mind.

      “Mercedes, calm down. You’re still—”

      She cut me off. “Don’t tell me to calm down. Not when there are freakin’ dragons in our freakin’ town. All the insane stories they told us when we were kids…” She yanked my hand until we were face to face. “They’re all true, Li,” she whispered.

      I nodded, unable to form words.

      “You know,” she said with a sigh of relief as she wrapped her arms around my neck. “You know.” She sagged against me as if the weight of what she was carrying was now on my shoulders.

      “I do,” I said, squeezing her back.

      We remained in a tight embrace until I couldn’t stand the suspense anymore.

      I pushed her to arm’s length. “Mercedes, what happened? Where did they take you? They took my father, too. Did you—”

      Noticing her overwhelmed expressions, I stopped. Too many questions all at once. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ve just been so worried. And today, they took Dad.”

      Mercedes reclined back on the pillow, her forehead creased with thought.

      “I don’t remember much,” she began, wiggling her feet under the hospital bed sheet. “One moment, I was on the beach. The next I was in a dark place, strapped to a chair, gagged.”

      Not daring to breathe or move, I stood still as my friend told me what she could remember.

      “There were others around me, I could hear them crying. We were there for hours. Someone started thrashing around, trying to get loose. Someone else tried to talk through their gag. I think they were saying ‘calm down’ or something.”

      Tears spilled down Mercedes’s cheeks. I bit my tongue, imagining the terror she and the others must have felt.

      “It was cold,” she continued. “Like some sort of cave.”

      “A cave,” I echoed.

      God, there were hundreds of them in the woods around Summers Lake, assuming the kidnappers had kept everyone in town, which something told me they had.

      “One of those… creatures came to us a while later,” Mercedes said. “They didn’t have a light, didn’t need one. I saw their slitted eyes. They were glowing.” Mercedes’s chin quivered as she spoke. “They took Sam first, I think. It sounded like him.”

      My heart stopped. Did she know Sam was dead? Oh, God, I didn’t want to be the one to tell her. Not now. Not ever.

      “They n-never brought him b-back.” A sob shook her, and no matter how many times she gulped for air, there didn’t seem to be enough.

      “They came for others every so often, and they never brought them back either. Then they came for me, and I thought…”

      She pressed her face into her hands and cried. Her next words came out muffled.

      “They’re all dead.”

      “W-what?” The word was barely a whisper. “What makes your say that?” I asked, doing my best to ignore the terror climbing up my spine.

      “She told me.” Mercedes pulled her hands away from her face and stared at me with joyless eyes.

      “Who told you?”

      “She said her name was ancient, and I was lucky to see her true form and not die. She…” Her voice became a squeak. “She picked me up in one of her talons and held me to her mouth. I thought she was going to eat me. Instead, she pressed a claw to my ear and told me to pay close attention. She ordered me to memorize those words, ‘Stand back, Warden. Or you’ll never see him again.’ She said to repeat them to you. She said you were the warden.” Tears wavered in her sunken eyes.

      “If you don’t do what they say, they’ll kill your dad, Li. They’ll kill him!”
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      “Caves,” I said, staring at the overhead tiles in Mercedes’s room. How many could there be? Could I find a map online?

      Mercedes gripped my hand hard. “Lila, did you hear what I said? About your dad?”

      I nodded, still mulling over the caves I’d seen in Summers Lake. If Dad was in one of those, would the ring tell me? My other hand clasped over it, hoping for a sizzling heat, but feeling nothing. But if I got closer—

      “Lila, you need to stay away. I’m telling you. They’re… horrible.” Mercedes lips trembled as her face tightened, letting me know she was reliving her captive moments. Tears welled in her eyes again.

      I squeezed her hand in a way I hoped was comforting. “Mer, listen to me. You’re safe. They aren’t going to touch you again.”

      She smeared tears across her mocha-colored cheeks. “How can you b-be so sure?”

      A fire blazed in my heart at the sight of my strong, sassy friend reduced to this. No one was going to hurt her again.

      “Because I’m going to make sure.”

      “What are you going to do?” Her eyes searched mine.

      The less she knew, the better. “I’m just so glad you’re alive.” Pressing her into a hug, I stood up. I had to go. She was safe, but Dad was still out there in the clutches of some monster.

      “You’re going to look for him,” she whispered.

      I didn’t answer. “I’ll tell your parents they can come back in.”

      “Be careful,” she moaned, gripping her sheets. “Oh God, Lila.”

      I gave her one more squeeze, but I couldn’t let her try to talk me out of going. If they had him, it was up to me to do something about it. I was this warden after all, whatever that meant.

      After I left her room, I gave Mrs. Truman a pat on the arm before leaving the hospital. I didn’t want anyone else to notice my exit. The less people who knew, the less likely the dragons, or whomever was watching me, would know what I was up to.

      But once I got in my car, my plan seemed as thin as the first crackle of lake ice. Of all the caves in all the world, would I be able to find the right one? And once I did, what exactly did I think I would be able to do to stop huge, mythical creatures?

      The sword. It had to be at the bottom of my lighthouse for a reason.

      So, a pit stop was in order. And coffee. If I was going to engage in mortal combat with gigantic beasts, a latte had to be in my future.

      I drove home at ten miles over the speed limit, hoping all the cops were busy with our town catastrophe. Luck was on my side because I saw very few cars on the way.

      The crunch of gravel under my tires was usually a great relief, but not today. My eyes locked on the lighthouse and the vacant, neglected wick up top. It hadn’t been lit in at least two nights now. Did the city council know? Would they care? I couldn’t worry about getting evicted when Dad’s life was on the line. I’d just have to hope the current events would keep the council and their prying eyes elsewhere until things settled down.

      Our house came into view next. The sight of Dad’s Jeep still parked on the slab twisted a knife in my gut. Knowing he was in some dark cave locked up because of me had to be one of the worst feelings in the world. I pinched the bridge of my nose, forcing the tears back where they came from. I needed to focus on finding him, then taking revenge. That sword would feel good in my ready hands.

      Get pissed, Lila. Get even.

      As I slipped into the house, Pickles met me at the door, meowing his head off. I filled his bowl to bursting and made sure he had clean water. He wriggled around my legs, yowling angrily, demanding attention.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, “but you’re just going to have to fend for yourself for a while, bud. Dad needs rescuing.”

      His yellow eyes were unforgiving. Pickles cared about food and neck scratches. He didn’t concern himself with abductions and dragons. At least there was comfort in some things never changing. I gave him a pat and cracked open a can of tuna for him. With his needs taken care of, mine were next. Quickly, I threw some protein bars, a water, and a refrigerated coffee drink in a bag, then set them by the door to grab on my way out. Then I made a beeline for the lighthouse.

      The gravel crunched under my feet, and the gulls cawed as they banked on air currents above. I wondered if Fernando was up there looking down at me. But thinking of anyone or anything watching from above sent a chill over my body. Were there only gulls in the skies or something more sinister? Alert for anything suspicious, I ran the distance between the house and the lighthouse as fast as I could. When I hit the small landing before the entrance door, I felt slightly better.

      Fumbling around for my keys, I put my hand on the knob. The door pushed open.

      It was unlocked. My heart seized. I knew I’d locked it this time since I’d found such an important item down below.

      Had someone been here?

      Fear tripping down my spine, I pushed the door open and clicked on the light.

      The vestibule was undisturbed. There were my indoor shoes, the spare flashlight, and the can of lamp fuel. Yet, there was something about the air that made it feel disturbed, as if someone had been here recently. Swinging around, I half expected someone to jump out and pound me, but the space was empty.

      I strode over to the intertwined dragon markings, and pressed my ring-wearing hand to the brick. My finger heated up at the same moment as the grinding of rock signaled the secret passage opening. Turning around, I snagged the flashlight and aimed it down at the ancient stairs. No one jumped out from here either, but that didn’t ease my nerves. What I wouldn’t give to have the sword in my hand now. I should’ve grabbed Dad’s tire iron, but it was too late now.

      Sucking in a huge breath, I took the stairs as fast as I could without falling headlong to the bottom, my light barely keeping up as I circled down and down.

      If someone was here, they’d hear me coming. For good or ill, I’d face them, sword or no sword.

      But when I made my last turn, there was no one there waiting to brain me and drag my body into the abyss. Imagine my surprise.

      I hurried into the drippy cavern and past the deep, dark pool, heading straight for where I’d left the sword. One more turn and I’d be able to see the alcove with the chest. I’d open it, and it would be there waiting for me. And I’d figure out how to use it somehow, then I’d find the cave and—

      I made the turn as someone was coming out. Our bodies collided.

      I screamed and stumbled back, losing my footing and my flashlight. It hit the stone, bouncing a few times, and then rolling around, causing light to dance wildly around the room. I scrambled for it as footsteps thundered away. Whoever had been down here wasn’t coming after me. He was running away from me.

      When the flashlight was in my hand, I pointed it at the sound of retreating footsteps, catching a male figure, but more importantly, seeing my sword in his hand.

      “Hey, that’s mine!” I yelled, scrambling up.

      The figure turned toward me.

      “Tom?”

      Luminescent blue eyes glanced in my direction before turning away from the brightness of my beam. It was him all right. Dirty, disheveled, and looking like he hadn’t slept in three days, Tom Palmer was in my lighthouse, trying to make off with my sword. His Nike shirt was torn, and his curls were tousled. My eyes landed on his mud-covered bare feet.

      “Put that down,” I said, walking toward him. “It doesn’t belong to you.”

      He gripped the sword hilt, the expression on his face a complicated one to read. He chose his words carefully. “The sword doesn’t belong to you either, Lila. Just let me go. It’s for the best.”

      “What are you doing here? This is my house, my property…” Then a realization hit me in the chest like a wrecking ball. Anger and rage flooded into my body like a torrent. “Did you take him, Tom? Was it you?”

      He took a step away from me, closer to the pool. “Did I take who? I don’t know what you’re talking about, and I think maybe you might need some rest after all you’ve been through.”

      “Did you take my father?” I screamed, losing all control.

      Tom’s eyes were blazing blue now, the pupil’s slitted like that night in the woods, so unnatural. Yet, it didn’t faze me anymore. “God, you just won’t do what’s good for you or your family. Just like your mother.”

      “What about my mother?” I hissed, taking another step toward him. There was a burning on my ring finger that I ignored, channeling my rage at Tom. “Did you take her away, too?”

      Tom flinched like I’d hit him, his head tilting to the side as if to ward off a blow. When he looked at me next, his face held more pity than the snarky antagonism he normally exuded. “Lila, I’m going to be straight with you. You can’t win this. Even if your mother were still the warden, you couldn’t win this. My mother and her den are unstoppable.”

      “My mother was a warden?” I said, latching onto that detail like a lifeline. I’d suspected as much, but with the fact laid bare, it made my mind reel.

      “Hear what I’m saying. My mother will kill your father. She will tear him to pieces if you don’t do as she says. And there’s nothing I can do to stop her.”

      “But maybe I can. I am the warden now, right?”

      “You don’t even know what that means!” he said in frustration.

      “But you do. Tell me,” I demanded.

      “It’ll just fuel your craziness. Trust me when I say that if you leave everything alone, your father will be returned to you unharmed… after a time.”

      “After a time? How long? And what about the others?”

      Tom sucked in sunken cheeks. “I don’t know.”

      “You’re useless. Give me the sword.” I charged forward.

      “No,” he said, pulling it away as he stepped toward the pool. “Leave it be. You can’t wield it anyway.”

      He pulled it back as I reached for it. My ring hand latched onto his wrist.

      A jolt of lightning shot from my hand into his body. Electricity coursed through my veins, a burning that began in my fingers and traveled outward. He jolted, all his muscles tightening, a cry emitting from his throat. His body went as rigid as the sword that fell from his hand and clattered to the stone floor.

      I took a step back, staring at the ring in horror. At the smoke rising from it. My hand didn’t hurt. It should be burnt to a crisp—charred stumps where my fingers were—but the skin was fine. I was undamaged.

      I couldn’t say the same for Tom.

      He lay prone on the stone floor, groaning.

      Panicked, I knelt beside him. His skin was a translucent blue, and there was a heat coming off him that scared me. “Tom, are you okay? Tom?”

      A low moan escaped his lips. Slowly, his eyelids fluttered open, revealing dimly glowing eyes. When he saw me over him, he jerked back, his eyes burning brighter.

      “Stay away from me.” Skittering back, he lurched up and ran to the pool. I heard a splash. Would he drown himself just to get away from me?

      “Tom!” I pointed the flashlight at him. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m sorry.”

      But he wasn’t paying attention to me. He was… changing.

      With his back to me, I couldn’t see his face, but I could see his body. His flesh was the deep blue I had seen in the woods. Steam rose from his body as it trembled and expanded. Fabric ripped, first at the seams around his shoulders, and then at his thighs as they tore out his tattered pants. His height rose from six feet to seven, eight, nine feet as his legs elongated and thickened. Back hunching, protrusions punched out of his shoulder blades—starting as nubs but growing into wings that extended out. They unfurled like gigantic kites, stirring the air around us. More knobs grew out of his spine and something longer ripped out the seat of his pants. A tail shot out, swishing over the stone.

      It all happened in a matter of seconds. First, Tom was there. Then a giant blue dragon stood in his place. I’d seen it all happen and yet, I couldn’t believe it. But there it was in plain sight, his long knobby tail and the giant clawed feet with webbing between the toes.

      Webbed feet? That sparked a memory I couldn’t pin down with all the insanity swirling around in my head.

      I wanted to stare at this dragon forever, but he whirled on me.

      His face was as beautiful and fearsome as I could have imagined—the elongated snout, the knobby protrusions, twisted horns that angled out on either side. But it was his eyes, the glowing blue irises, that let me know Tom was still in there.

      “Tom?” I said, holding out a hand and stepping forward.

      The dragon pulled his head back, opening his mouth to show razor-sharp teeth. A throaty growl let me know to come no closer. I stared at the dappled blue tongue that was now nearly as big as my body.

      “Tom, please. We can help each other.”

      He closed his mouth, tilting his head as if considering my offer. Then he turned and dove into the dark pool with barely a ripple.

      I ran to the edge of the pool, shining my flashlight into the murky water, but Tom Palmer was gone.
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      Tom Palmer had shifted into a dragon right in front of my eyes. The image of his expanding shape played in my mind on constant repeat and still I had to fight the voice in my head that said none of it was real.

      I twirled the ring on my finger, remembering how it had repelled Tom. The more I found out about it, the more complicated it all seemed. The ring and the sword belonged to the warden, but why? What was their purpose?

      I lifted my head, stared at the woods through the passenger side window of my Mustang. There were two hours of daylight left, and I was determined to look for Dad.

      My mother will kill your father. She will tear him to pieces if you don’t stop, Tom had said.

      Tara Palmer was responsible for this. I had figured out as much, but now I had confirmation from her own son.

      Her son. A dragon.

      Did that mean Tara Palmer was also one?

      Mercedes had talked about a dragon that she’d called a female. She said her name was ancient, and I was lucky to see her true form and not die.

      It had to be Tara Palmer. She was behind all of this, and I couldn’t say I was surprised.

      Tom’s warning was hard to ignore. It was obvious he believed his mother would let Dad live if I stayed out of this, but I didn’t trust that woman farther than I could throw her.

      I couldn’t leave Dad’s life in her hands. She was the kind of person who strapped innocent dogs to metal tables, then buried them in her backyard when they died.

      A shiver made its way up my spine, a stream of sinister scenarios coming to life inside my head.

      I didn’t want to imagine my friends or my father with tubes sticking out of their necks while Tara Palmer hovered over them with a wicked glint in her cold blue eyes, licking her lips as if they were food!

      Had she taken my friends to turn them into dragon snacks? I had no idea what a creature Tom’s size ate, but even a whole person didn’t seem enough. Or could he eat a hamburger in his human form and then be full as a dragon?

      Shaking my head to chase away my insane thoughts, I got out of the Mustang, sword in hand. There’d been a leather scabbard at the bottom of the chest, and the sword now rested inside, keeping me safe from the sharp blade.

      That the edge was still sharp was an absolute mystery, same as the fact I intended to wield it against dragons, at least two of them, but possibly more. Good thing I had on the ring, the same one that could burn the big creatures and send them scurrying away like scared squirrels. This gave me some confidence, which I needed badly.

      Slinging the sword over my back, I tightened the strap across my chest. With a deep inhale, I entered the woods.

      There were several caves around Summers Lake, but I didn’t go to any of those. Instead, I’d driven around for a while, hoping the ring would give me a hint of where to stop. Unfortunately, it didn’t, so I picked the most isolated-looking spot I could find—one without any trail heads or a proper parking area—and squeezed my car on to the barely existing shoulder.

      Clenching and unclenching my fists, I moved away from the Mustang until it disappeared behind thick trees. Walking in a straight line when possible, I listened for unusual sounds, eyes darting in every direction. The branches overhead grew thicker as I went, blocking the setting sun and drowning me in shadows.

      “Any help here, ring?” I urged.

      Nothing. Not even a momentary lukewarm sign.

      “Great. Another fruitless adventure into mosquito territory. My favorite.”

      An hour later, sweat dripping down my back and thorny vines stuck to my jeans, I stopped by a gnarled tree that seemed very familiar. I frowned at it, scratching my head. Had I already…

      “Yep, already passed this way.” The voice came from the tree, sending me in backward retreat as my heart thumped out of control.

      Talking trees were also a thing?

      After a few haphazard steps, another tree got in my way, and I came to an abrupt stop.

      I was thinking of Tolkien’s Ents and searching for a mouth and eyes on the trunk when a dark figure dropped from above and landed in a crouch. In my panic, I reached for the sword and pulled it out. Or at least I’d intended to, except my arm wasn’t long enough. Only half the sword came out of the scabbard.

      The figure stretched to his full height, features hidden in dappled shadows. As I wrestled with my weapon, the person began to walk in my direction with resolute steps. Tara Palmer’s face flashed inside my mind, her blue eyes spelling murder. I tugged like mad, trying to dislodge the blade from its sheath.

      “Never a girl scout, huh?” an accented voice asked.

      A lone ray of light cut through the foliage, illuminating the would-be Ent’s face.

      Ki!

      He stopped a safe distant from me, watching me with a lopsided smirk. He was dressed in tight-fitting clothes, all black. Only a mask was missing to make him look like some sort of ninja. His black hair was mussed and tilted stylishly to one side. Predatory dark eyes pinned me to the tree like a helpless butterfly.

      “Y-you…” I cleared my throat to mask my fear, then forced my voice into a steady flow. “You are one of them,” I said.

      Ki didn’t confirm or deny it. He simply continued to smirk at me.

      Greetings, Dragon Warden. His voice sounded in my head the way Santiago’s had at the beach. He inclined his head respectfully, never taking his eyes off me.

      “Where are they?” I demanded. “Where are you keeping them?”

      “You’ve jumped to two different conclusions, and they’re both incorrect. I am not one of them, and I do not know where they are. Though,” he paused and rubbed his chin, “if by ‘you are one of them’ you mean that I’m a dragon, then you’re only fifty percent wrong.”

      As he said this, one side of his face and neck rippled, switching from bronze skin to a layer of shimmering black scales that quickly turned back to normal.

      My eyes bugged.

      “We are not all in agreement with Tara Palmer,” Ki added, forcing my gaze away from his neck and back to his face.

      Maybe it was a good thing I couldn’t get my sword out, or Ki might’ve been piecing himself back together. Or at least it was what I told myself about my total lack of skill with my sword.

      “You aren’t all some sort of evil dragon army bent on destroying my town?” I pulled away from the tree, feeling my heart ease its pace a little.

      He shook his head.

      “So can you help me then? I… I don’t know what to do.”

      “You could have fooled me.” He grinned, his dark gaze traveling from the sword to the ring.

      I swallowed hard, forcing my pride down. “I don’t know what being a Dragon Warden means.”

      “The previous warden,” Ki said, “was your mother, correct?”

      I nodded, swallowing hard. It was what Tom had said.

      “And she…” He let the question hang.

      “She died when I was ten, and never told me anything about these.” I gestured toward the ring and the sword.

      Ki’s features filled with something like pity.

      “It can’t be easy,” he said, taking a step forward and offering me a hand so I could move away from the tree’s roots where I’d ended up in my retreat from the Ent.

      I hesitated. Ki looked nice enough, but I knew nothing about him. Could I trust him? Before I could figure out an answer to my question, however, another dark shape fell from the trees behind Ki.

      What the hell? Was it raining men?

      “Step away from her, Ki,” a voice that had become familiar said from the shadows.

      This time it was Santiago.

      “Let me guess,” I said in a tired tone. “You’re also a dragon.”

      Santiago didn’t answer. Instead, he stalked in Ki’s direction. Ki stepped away from me, readying for a fight.

      “What are you doing here?” Ki asked. “You’re trespassing.”

      “The warden requires my protection,” Santiago replied. “Den boundaries mean nothing compared to that.”

      “And who appointed you as her protector?” Ki asked, circling around Santiago. His nose flared, and his eyes turned an inscrutable black.

      “I did.”

      Ki frowned. “Mighty worthy of you, but I wasn’t going to hurt her.”

      “That’s not what you said the other day,” Santiago said in an insinuating tone that made my cheeks flush.

      “I… I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      Really? This was fresh. “I’m standing right here, you idiots!” I snapped. “How about you quit with all the macho posturing and tell me what’s going on?”

      Santiago’s gaze flicked to me, then back to Ki. “Is she for real?” he asked.

      Ki shrugged and nodded.

      “Truce, then?” Santiago asked.

      “I guess,” Ki agreed. They turned to face me, looking like they were still a bit wary of each other.

      Just what I needed, a dragon pissing contest.

      “Explain yourselves,” I demanded, gathering confidence from who knew where. Even if they were acting like idiots, they could shift into creatures with razor-sharp teeth.

      “We have nothing to explain,” Ki said. “We didn’t do anything.”

      “Yeah,” Santiago nodded. “For once, I agree with him.”

      Ki sighed and rolled his eyes. “Don’t try to stand there looking so innocent. Your den has been playing a dangerous game with Deeploch. You can’t act as if you had nothing to do with it. We warned you.”

      “Deeploch?” I asked.

      “Tara Palmer’s den,” Ki said without breaking eye contact with Santiago.

      Santiago thrust his chin forward. “We are concerned for our kind and will consider any possibility for survival. But we never agreed to this. Deeploch acted on its own.”

      “Can someone start from the beginning, please?” I said between clenched teeth. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Santiago lifted his hands and backed away. “I’m not explaining anything.”

      “What are you doing here, then?” I asked, exasperated.

      “Protecting you, of course,” he said as if I were dense.

      I threw my hands up in the air. “You’re just like Tom. If you’re not going to help, then stay out of my way.” Anger built in my chest, buzzing like a beehive. “You two are wasting my time. For all I know, you and your den of savage beasts are in it together.”

      “Hey, careful with that!” Ki said, jumping away from my outstretched hand.

      I blinked and stared at my hand. Somehow, I had pulled out the sword from the scabbard. I was now holding it as if ready to shred whatever and whoever crossed my path. Where was that ability ten minutes ago?

      “That. Is. Not. A. Toy,” Santiago said very slowly. “Please, put it away.”

      Was that fear in their eyes?

      To test the theory, I took one short step forward, stomping my foot and tilting the sword into a different angle.

      Ki and Santiago jumped back, keeping a safe distance from the blade.

      Interesting. A grin spread across my face.

      “Ki,” I said, pronouncing the name like a punch to the gut.

      He startled and straightened to attention. From what I’d gathered, he and his den didn’t approve of what Tara Palmer had done, so they might be willing to help.

      “I need answers,” I said.

      Ki winced, clearly unsure of whether he could give me what I demanded.

      “Where’s my father?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Ki answered, holding my gaze.

      I narrowed my eyes, challenging his answer, but he didn’t waver. “Okay. Then tell me… why did Tara Palmer take my classmates?”

      Ki looked away. “I don’t know.”

      “You’re lying,” I said.

      He didn’t argue, probably aware he was a terrible liar.

      “I guess you and your den are in cahoots with Deeploch, after all,” I said.

      “No, we are not,” he said, practically shouting the last word.

      “Then why are you protecting them?”

      “It’s… complicated.” His eyes darted away in apparent shame.

      Distractedly, I sheathed the sword. It went into the scabbard with one fluid motion of my arm. At some level, I recognized that was so beyond my abilities, but I was too busy interrogating Ki to give it further thought.

      “Explain it to me, then,” I said in an entreating tone. “I’m the warden, and even if I don’t know what it means, I get the sense I have to save them.” I straightened, changing tactics. “Please, I’m begging you. For my friends and my father, help me understand it.”

      Ki and Santiago exchanged a knowing glance.

      “You’re already playing your part,” Santiago said in a hushed voice.

      I clenched my fists, tired of all the cryptic answers. “You guys are useless,” I spat, turning to leave.

      “Wait!” Ki said.

      I stopped, but didn’t look back.

      “My father would be able to explain things better,” he said. “I can take you to him.”

      “No way!” Santiago protested. “You’re not corrupting this warden with all your nonsense.”

      I whirled and fixed an intense gaze on Santiago. “Then come along and make sure they don’t, but give me answers and give them now or I swear I will hold you responsible for whatever happens to my people.”

      Ki and Santiago swallowed thickly, making me feel more badass than I’d ever felt in my entire life, even that time I rescued a lizard from the side of the lighthouse while hanging upside down from the catwalk’s railing.

      Coming to a silent agreement, Ki and Santiago formally bowed their heads in my direction.

      “We will meet you at Dragon’s Beacon in an hour,” Santiago said.

      “Dragon’s Beacon?” I asked.

      “The lighthouse, you dummy,” Santiago said.

      Did he just call me a dummy? My mouth opened and closed, unable to throw back a proper insult to the cocky Spaniard.

      He sighed. “I don’t understand why beautiful girls are so dense sometimes,” he said, turning away and leaping to a tall branch like some sort of super monkey.

      Aggravated, I gave Ki a “what the hell?” expression, but he just shrugged and exited in Santiago’s fashion.

      I ran to the spot where he’d been standing and looked up through the heavy foliage. I couldn’t see much, but I heard the rhythmic whop, whop, whop of huge wings.
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      I paced beside the lighthouse, creating a rut in the sand as I waited for Ki and Santiago. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting—two giant dragons dropping out of the sky? I didn’t have neighbors, but the lighthouse and the lakefront were visible from the road and people always drove by, so maybe that wouldn’t be wise. In the past, visitors had randomly dropped in from time to time requesting a tour. When Dad was healthy and Mom was alive, they used to oblige, walking wide-eyed tourist up the staircase and letting them gaze out onto the lake. But now, that was a distant memory, as were most happy memories associated with my home. The cold, dark house behind me was one more reminder of how much I stood to lose.

      The sun had completely disappeared, and I kept fighting the urge to run up the lighthouse steps to light the wick. I knew I should do it, but what if the guys came while I was up there? No. I had to wait and do it before we left to see Ki’s dad.

      I wished those two would hurry the hell up. It left too much time to worry about what was coming. What would I be walking into? And would I be prepared? The sword still hung on my back and the ring never left my finger, but I still felt ill-equipped.

      Why hadn’t I gotten their phone numbers? Not that I could call them from out here. I’d left my cell in the house since Mercedes kept texting, and I didn’t have the head to deal with her.

      I couldn’t expend my nervous energy by taking it out on the sand, so I pulled the sword from my back and unsheathed it. I hadn’t really given it a good look since snagging it, so I took a moment now. The scabbard was old, dusty, and plain, but the sword was miraculous. Thin and sharp, the blade was engraved with markings that looked similar to elvish from Lord of the Rings. I tilted from side to side, admiring the shapes and swirls in the light. If I got the hang of this, I could handle a horde of dragons.

      Did they go by horde? Or flock? If a group of crows was a murder, was a group of dragons a holocaust?

      Wait! I think Santiago used the word den. I needed the boys to show up fast, so my brain would stop running on uselessly.

      The crunch of footsteps on the rocky shore made me whirl around. Ki and Santiago approached, wearing the same clothes as earlier, but their expressions had changed. Both looked like they’d just come from the principal’s office after getting caught setting the teacher’s lounge on fire.

      “Hey,” I said, jogging toward them. “Are we good to go?”

      Santiago ran his fingers through dark curls in an irritated way. “If by good to go you mean trying to start an international dragon war, then yes, we are good to go.”

      Ki flashed him a look before plastering on a smile for me. “Hey, Lila. How’s it going?”

      “How’s it going? Why do you two look like you’re about to drop a bomb on me?”

      Ki blew out a nervous breath and Santiago averted his eyes, which seemed to confirm my suspicions.

      “Don’t tell me you aren’t taking me to talk to your father, Ki, because I’m going.”

      “I admire your tenacity, Lila, but we are in some hot water, and we’d really appreciate it if you’d just dial it back a little,” Santiago said, taking off his glasses, rubbing them on his shirt, and placing them back on his handsome and infuriating face.

      I gave him a glower I hoped he interpreted like a middle finger and turned to Ki. “You told me you’d take me. What changed?”

      Ki shrugged. “I asked my dad if I could.”

      “Your first mistake,” Santiago mumbled. “Ask for forgiveness, not permission.”

      “Where was that advice an hour ago?” Ki said, then he turned back to me. “My father doesn’t want you to set foot on the training grounds or any dragon-created area for that matter. It could start World War III or whatever.” Ki held his hands up in a what-can-you-do gesture.

      “No. No, no, no. You promised.”

      “Actually, I don’t think anyone promised,” Santiago started.

      “I will ring you. I swear it,” I said, holding up my ringed hand.

      He shook his head like he didn’t believe me, but it still shut him up so I considered it a win.

      “Ki,” I said, turning to him. “Please. It’s my dad.”

      His face scrunched up like he was fighting an internal war. The lake breeze ruffled his dark hair, and I was struck by how handsome he was. Maybe being a dragon shifter made the person a human hottie. Maybe they were all randomly blessed with good genes. Maybe it didn’t matter because I had bigger problems.

      Ki cut his gaze to Santiago, who shrugged. “You know your dad. What will he do if we show up with her?”

      “Kill me,” Ki said resignedly.

      “Literally?” I asked.

      “Dragons stopped eating their young around the eighth century,” Santiago said. “Ki will be fine. Let’s go. Maybe Lila can make her case.”

      Santiago started trudging down the shore. Ki gave a growl and jogged to catch up. I ran after, my nervous energy renewed, the sword thumping against my back like a second heartbeat.

      When we came upon a grubby fishing boat with a rusty outboard motor, I thought it was a coincidence, but Santiago began untying it from its moorings.

      “A boat? I thought you were big, bad dragons,” I said.

      “You can’t shift, and we can’t have you riding on our backs in broad daylight.” Ki rolled his eyes.

      “I thought other humans couldn’t see dragons,” I said.

      “You could, right? When you were little?” Santiago asked, looking up from the knot he was loosening with his thin elegant fingers.

      “Well, yeah, wasn’t it because I was a future warden?”

      Ki gripped the sides of the metal boat, ready to help push it toward the lake. “Probably, but there are others who can see us. Maybe not as clearly as you, but shimmers. We need to be careful.”

      “The first rule of Dragon Club,” Santiago said, smirking, “is you don’t talk about Dragon Club.”

      Ki gave him a smile and a point for the movie reference. “We get in huge trouble if humans detect us and it gets plastered across the internet. Of course, no one believes it, but imagine if they got real proof. What our lives would be like if people knew we exist. Chains. Cages.” Ki shivered.

      “Which is where you come in,” Santiago said, gazing at her across the little boat.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “We’ll tell you on our way there.” Santiago began pushing the boat toward the shoreline. “It would go faster if you’d help.”

      Together, we launched the boat into the surf. The waves were calm as the evening began to cool. The boys insisted in me getting in once the boat was in the water. It sloshed up to their hips before Ki climbed in and pull-started the motor, which grumbled and let out a plume of smoke. Santiago clambered in as the engine sputtered and rattled to life.

      I sat on the front bench, Santiago in the middle, and Ki at the back, manning the rudder.

      “Where are we going?” I yelled over the noise of the engine.

      Santiago put a hand to his ear like he couldn’t hear me, then stared off toward the horizon in a way that made me want to shake him until his teeth rattled. He just didn’t want any more of my questions like everyone else.

      We rode out, the waves chopping against the hull. I’d been out on friend’s boats before, but never in one this small. There was something intimate about being this close to the water, about the spray on my cheeks as we cut into the waves. The smell of seaweed and lake water flooded my senses. And watching the lighthouse grow small gave me the feeling I was crossing another threshold.

      “Oh, shit!” I smacked my forehead with the heel of my palm.

      “What?” Ki mouthed.

      “Nothing.” I shook my head, feeling like a total idiot. I’d forgotten to ask them to give me time to light the wick. All I could hope for was that the city council didn’t notice.

      A stiff wind cut across the bow, making me shiver. I glanced back. Santiago now stood in the center of the boat, hands clasped together in a prayer-like fashion as he muttered under his breath. As he did so, a ripple of scales ran down his exposed skin. His eyes blazed a golden color.

      There was a sudden change in air pressure. The boat pitched to one side. I gripped the edges, worried Santiago would plunge into the lake, but he was as stable as an Olympic gymnast. I wanted to keep watching his incantation, but a light behind me drew my attention.

      A fog rolled out, obscuring the view on either side. In the center of the foggy distance, a blue-green light swarmed like a million fireflies clustered together.

      “We’re crossing the membrane. Prepare yourself,” Santiago shouted.

      I glanced back, realizing he had sat back down and was gripping the boat tight. Ki was also hanging on for dear life. Why were they—

      The boat lurched forward. My hands scrambled for the sides as my body tipped precariously. I gripped the hull just as the boat tilted back and began to rise.

      It felt like the flume ride at an amusement park. The boat glided upward, but when I looked below, fog obscured my vision. My stomach dropped, and my protein-bar lunch threatened to make a reappearance. If we fell, my companions would be fine. They were dragons and would fly away. I, on the other hand, would die.

      Suddenly, the boat skidded to a stop with the sound of gravel scrapping the underside of the hull. We had washed ashore on a lush, forested piece of beachfront. One that looked very much like Summers Lake.

      “All ashore that’s going ashore,” Santiago said, stepping out. He took the rope from inside the boat, tying it to one of the posts staked into the rocky sand.

      Ki got out and offered me a hand.

      I took it, exiting the boat. Ki smiled at me flirtatiously before letting go. I had to admit the feel of his skin on mine was nice. A blush heated up his cheeks.

      I let go as a flutter pattered in my chest. “Thanks for bringing me.”

      He tugged at the tips of his spiked hair, still smiling. “Sure. It’s no problem.”

      “Is this an alternate universe?”

      “It’s a mirror island. A reflection. For the most part, the same as where we just came from, with a few differences. Humans can’t reach it. They can’t even detect it. It keeps us safe, lets us train and meet without fear of interruption.”

      Turning around, I took in my surroundings—tall oaks and maples, a white sandy beach, stars shimmering on the lake. Except the faraway edges blurred with fog, making me feel that if I walked too far, I’d disappear.

      “You can do magic?” I asked Santiago as he approached, brushing loose sand off his hands.

      “We all can,” he said matter-of-factly. “Otherwise, you’d know about us, right?”

      “I guess,” I said, my mind still reeling. I turned to Ki. “Where’s your dad?”

      A dark shadow crossed over Ki’s features. I felt terrible forcing him to face his father after how nice Ki had been, but I had no choice.

      “This way,” he said, hanging his head.

      Santiago shrugged. “If Ki’s dad kills him, you’ve still got me.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Comforting.”

      Chuckling, he strode forward. I followed them into the trees.

      It wasn’t long before we heard sounds of a scuffle. Big booms rocked the ground, and crackling bark made me think something was ripping trees from the soil. And we were heading right toward it.

      Ki lead us along a path and into a clearing. What came into view was too stunning for my brain to process.

      Ringed by giant pines, a grassy clearing spread across the forest floor as big as a football stadium. In the center, two dragons were locked in combat. The giant lizards, the size of two semi-trucks, grappled with claws and fangs. The larger of the two had shimmery black scales, a serpentine-like body, and short legs. The smaller dragon was brown with a broad head shaped like a shovel. Its features reminded me of a komodo dragon, while the other was more snake-like.

      Regardless of their different features, both moved lightning fast as they clashed in battle. The brown dragon struck, latching powerful jaws onto the black dragon’s neck. The black dragon lashed its long whip-like tail, striking the brown one over and over with a loud thwap, thwap.

      As they wrestled, they trampled everything in sight, tearing up the ground in giant trenches and toppling trees along the perimeter.

      “They’re killing each other!” I said in alarm, gripping Ki’s arm.

      He dropped his gaze to where I touched him, that smile spreading on his face again. Apparently, I hadn’t grabbed him with my ring hand or he wouldn’t look so flirty. I drew my hand away.

      “They’re sparing. Testing their strength and blowing off steam. It’s nothing to worry about,” Ki said, watching as the brown dragon lowered its head, ramming his opponent. The forest shook and birds that were trying to sleep launched themselves into the air.

      “Ki!’ A man came jogging out of the clearing.

      It wasn’t hard to tell who he was. The older version of Ki made a beeline toward us—short black and gray hair, tan skin, and almond-shaped eyes fanned by crow’s feet. His clothes were simple—black pants and a tan shirt covered by a quilted jacket with a White Sox logo on the lapel. He wore Adidas sneakers I’d seen kids wear in class. For some reason, I was expecting an ancient Chinese Kungfu master, but that was just a stereotype I’d concocted. A blush burned into my cheeks, but dropped away when I saw how furious he was.

      “Get her out of here!” Ki’s father yelled, gesturing wildly. “Ki, get her out now!”

      Ki froze. Santiago seemed to blend into the trees. Even the two sparing dragons stopped to swivel their giant heads in our direction.

      “Hello, uh, sir. My name is Lila, and I wanted to—”

      “I know who you are,” he snapped, veins on his neck pulsing. “And you cannot be here.” His furious face twisted in Ki’s direction. “Do you know what Tara Palmer will do to us if she finds out? We’re in her territory. We can’t even channel full power here. What were you thinking? I told you no.”

      “Baba, I know what you said, but she needs our help,” Ki begged, but his father just shook his head.

      “She needs to mind her own business,” Ki’s father said. “Tara Palmer said she’d return the girl’s father once she has finished her experiments.”

      “What experiments?” I asked.

      He jabbed his finger back toward the beach. “Take her home. And make sure she stays away from Barimont Bay!”

      “Sir,” I started, but the man shook his head and stalked away. He made a twirling gesture with his hands, and the dragons followed him deeper into the trees.

      Ki, Santiago, and I were left alone in the damaged clearing.

      “I’m sorry, Lila,” Ki said, shaking his head, hands in his pockets. “He’s stubborn and pigheaded, but he means well. Tara Palmer is a real bitch, but my dad is right, our den and Santiago’s can’t go up against Deeploch on their turf. We draw power from our own beacons, and your lighthouse is theirs.”

      “It’s a lost cause, I guess,” Santiago said. “Best to just go home and wait it out. Do you have cable? HBO?”

      “It’s not a lost cause,” I said, smiling.

      Both boys stared at me.

      “You called me dumb, but don’t you see? He told us where to go.” I grinned, feeling the weight of the sword on my back.

      “Who’s up for a trip to Barimont Bay?”
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      The trip back to Summers Lake seemed to take four times as long as the trip to the mirror island. The fog was never-ending, and the silence between us unbearable. When we finally neared the shore, I hopped off the boat without waiting to hit the sand. I landed in the water, turning my tennis shoes into a soupy mess, but I didn’t care. There was only one track in my mind: getting to Barimont Bay.

      I ran up the moonlit beachfront, the wooden stairs that lead away from the beach, and gravel pathway at a full pelt. As I reached my Mustang, I pulled out the keys from my pocket and opened the door just to have Ki slam it shut. His hand lay flat on the window, holding the door closed. I blinked, taking a step back.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded.

      Ki wedged himself between the car and me. “I can’t let you go.”

      It was clear to see it pained him to stand in my way. He couldn’t look me in the eye.

      “Get out of my way,” I said in a cold, emotionless tone that scared even me.

      “You don’t know what you’re doing, Lila.”

      “And whose fault is that?” I asked.

      Gravel crunched behind me. I angled my body to make sure I could keep an eye on both dragon shifters.

      “We tried,” Santiago said. “But you heard Ki’s father. We can’t allow you to go to Barimont Bay unless we want to start World War Dragon.”

      “This is wrong,” I said. “And you’re allowing it to happen.”

      A muscle jumped in Ki’s jaw as he audibly ground his teeth.

      I’d hit a nerve, so I decided to pluck it some more. “Sam’s death is on you. The experiments Tara Palmer is running are on you, too. You’re as guilty as she is, and you’re going to dragon hell, or wherever, for what you’ve done.”

      “There’s no such place,” Santiago pointed out nonchalantly. “Just so you know.”

      I ignored him.

      “Move, if you’re not going to help,” I ordered Ki.

      He lowered his head ever so slightly, looking more conflicted than before. For a moment, I thought he would step aside and let me go, but he squared his shoulders and met my gaze with determination.

      “You don’t know what a war between dragons would be like,” he said. “Risking a few lives is worth avoiding what would come if you interfere.”

      “You would kill my father then?” I spat.

      Ki sucked in air through his teeth and shook his head. His eyes said “no, I would never do that,” but his feet were planted firmly as he continued to block me.

      “I can tell you’re torn, Ki,” I said, “but what I need right now is whole. Sorry about this, but you’ve left me no choice.” I lunged in his direction, gripped his wrist, and squeezed.

      Obeying my command, the ring ignited. Power coursed through me, the same way it had when I’d gripped Tom’s arm, like I was tapped into an electrical current that didn’t hurt me, only what I was touching. Ki’s body spasmed as he fell to his knees.

      Santiago jumped forward and yanked me back by the shoulders. “You’re gonna kill him!”

      I broke out of his grip and turned on him, trying to ignore Ki’s squirming figure on the ground. Remorse weighed heavily on me, but this was Dad we were talking about. Thrusting my hand forward, I threatened Santiago. He jumped back, eyes wide.

      “Don’t be like that,” he said, putting on a rakish, albeit wary smile. “I don’t care how cute you are. If you zap me, I will have to take you out.”

      The grin totally worked on him, making him look devilish and dangerously fun at the same time, but this was not the time for flirting. He threw a quick, worried glance in Ki’s direction, then put his hands up and inched tentatively toward his dragon friend.

      I started toward the Mustang as Santiago knelt by Ki.

      Ki’s black scales rippled on and off down one side of his body, light shining through them as if his insides were on fire. His head was thrown back, and his spine arched at an impossible angle.

      Dread filled my chest. What had I done?

      Santiago laid a hand on Ki’s chest and another one on his forehead. “Hey, hey!”

      Ki’s eyes stopped swiveling and found Santiago’s.

      “You need to shift, dude,” Santiago said. “Scales, horns, and all. Bring them on.”

      Ki shook his head, looking scared.

      “It’s okay. No one’s around,” Santiago reassured him. “It’s not like you hate doing it, and you’ll feel like new.”

      I reached for the door handle, knowing I should leave but too mesmerized to do more than gawk. Besides, I wanted to make sure Ki was okay.

      As if a tiny earthquake were originating at his core, Ki’s body began to tremble. His black pants ripped down the length of his legs. His cotton shirt stretched and then tore down his back as tall spikes protruded along his spine. He got on all fours as his hands turned to talons and his sneakers tore apart and fell off in shreds. Wings, a tail, and horns followed, until Ki, the boy with the sweet disposition, had transformed into the fierce creature of my childhood imaginings.

      He was magnificent.

      Armored with black scales that gave out a deep purple sheen in the light, he shimmered. His tail was long and graceful, tapering to an arrow point. His bat-like wings opened, expanding and blocking the moonlight. He stretched his long neck toward the sky with obvious relief, then his black eyes darted in my direction.

      Hesitating no more, I jumped into the car and tore out of the driveway, tires spinning in the gravel. In my rearview mirror, I witnessed Santiago explode into his dragon shape. I wanted to stop and drink in every detail of his altered form, but Barimont Bay was waiting for me.

      I had my ring, and I was intent on wrapping my hands around Tara Palmer’s neck.
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      Fifteen minutes later, I skidded to a stop at the edge of Barimont National Park. The pier and the bay itself were five more minutes down the road but, if I was looking for a cave, I doubted it would be near the water. Or would it? The Warden’s Lair—as I’d come to think of the space beneath the lighthouse—came to mind.

      The engine idled while I fought my indecision. Where should I look? I held my hand in the direction of the forest, hoping for a signal from the ring. Nothing. God, I so needed to learn how to use these warden tools.

      I closed my eyes, trying to focus. The image of Tom’s slick dragon body submerging and disappearing under the pool in the Warden’s Lair flashed inside my head.

      Opening my eyes and clutching the wheel with both hands, I stepped on the gas.

      The water it is.

      Five minutes later, I pulled into the parking lot of Barimont Pier, a beautiful place with clear water and a sparkling rock bottom. I’d been here several times during the day, and I had witnessed the radiant blue, the exact shade of Tom’s eyes.

      I got out of the car and surveyed the night sky. Stars twinkled like gems, reflecting off the water. The ring warmed. My gaze darted across the rocky beach as I wondered how I would find passage to the dragon side of this bay. Was there another mirror island? Did I need a boat?

      I made my way down the rocks until I reached the narrow beach where there was barely enough room to walk without getting licked by the waves. I headed away from the pier but, after several steps, the ring grew cold.

      “Okay, the other way. At least this time, you’re cooperating.” I retraced my steps.

      The sound of my own voice soothed me. The night was too quiet, even the water seemed to hold its breath, as if it knew a storm was coming.

      As I neared the pier, the ring started to deliver intermittent flashes of heat. A warning. The pier’s huge shadow split the sand in two. Hesitant, I stopped at the edge of the outline. My heart thumped, making me feel like an idiot. I was afraid of cutting across a shadow, like one of those people who freaked at the sight of a black cat.

      This was why I’d come—to find something that didn’t want to be found.

      With a deep inhale, I walked under the pier.

      The shadow fell over me, obscuring the moon and the stars. I waited for the sand to suck me in, or a wave to wrap around my ankles and pull me under, but nothing happened.

      I kept going until I came out on the other side, unscathed.

      The ring stopped its insistent throbbing.

      “Really?” I growled at the stupid thing. “You suck! You know that? At least you could try to make some sense. It’s not like—”

      Something wet and cold suddenly wrapped around my ankle.

      I looked down to see a scale-covered tail wrapped around me. Oh, shit.

      My feet left the ground. I punched at the tail, but it was like beating on a brick wall. The world swirled past me as I was lifted higher. My arms flew up as items fell from my pockets. My hands scrambled to grasp the large ropelike appendages squeezing the life out of my ankle.

      My hand. The ring!

      I laid my open palm on the hard scales, willing the ring to attack. My hand lit up as if on fire.

      Yes! I waited for the dragon to writhe, and cry in agony.

      Nothing happened. The ring had no effect on the dragon.

      I thrashed, arching my back and wiggling, to no avail. The dragon let me fight for a moment, then chuckled as my strength waned.

      Slowly, the dragon twisted its tail so I could finally see its face, albeit upside down. I stared into the terrible visage in horror. Where I had thought Tom and Ki’s dragon forms were magnificent, the only word I had for this one was hideous. My limbs went limp from fear.

      The huge head—all I could see from the narrow, up-close angle—was twice as big as Tom’s. The snout was thick with large nostrils that glowed as if ready to snort out jets of fire and burn me to a crisp. Horns in different sizes protruded from various places. The largest sprang from the sides of the head, curving outward and tapering into sharp tips. Smaller ones poked from the animal’s jaws, and two others from the center of the forehead and tip of the snout, reminding me of a rhinoceros. Its slitted eyes glowed red under a heavy brow of layered scales of the darkest blue.

      The creature’s maw opened, revealing two rows of jagged teeth of different sizes, the largest about the length of my hand.

      I shivered as the creature drew nearer, bathing me with a sharp, sulfuric smell. Throwing my head back, I arched my spine as far as it would go and held my breath. A forked tongue tasted the air, almost licking the side of my face.

      The dragon spoke with a gravelly voice. “You should have stayed away as I warned you, Dragon Warden.” The last two words dripped with mockery. “I couldn’t touch you before, but now that you’ve invaded my territory, it’s all within the creed.”

      The grip around my ankle tightened, making me feel as if my foot would snap off. A moan broke through, deep in the back of my throat.

      “Today, you die,” the dragon said. “But not before serving a worthy purpose and getting me closer to my goal.”

      Nostrils flaring, the creature released a cloud of smoke that enveloped my face. I held my breath until my lungs burned. Unable to help myself, I took in a gulp of smoke. It reeked of rotten eggs and something else I couldn’t place. Bile rose in my throat, burning.

      I struggled to keep my eyes open, but the fog was in my head, making my eyelids heavy and my thoughts sluggish. I fought to stay conscious, but the weight of the haze took me under.
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      I woke up to blood in my mouth and my head pressed against something hard. Eyes flickering open, I blinked into the darkness. There was very little light to see by, the space in front of me a mix of dim shadows.

      At first, only the damp air that clung to my aching body, the slow drip of water, and the distant sound of waves on rocks were noticeable to my addled senses. But then, my ears picked up the sound of someone sobbing close by.

      Sitting up was painful but manageable. Once I was up, I spotted the source of the tears. A figure in dirty clothes curled into the corner. A lank ponytail hung down her back as her slender arms hugged her knees. When she heard me stir, she whirled on me and I finally saw her face.

      “Hailey?”

      Terrified eyes zeroed in on me. Hailey was filthy and ragged, but it was definitely her. I remembered that bright pink T-shirt from the night of the bonfire, though now it was in tatters, her dirty bra showing through.

      “You’re awake?” Hailey said, leaning forward, her blackened hands pressing on the stone floor of what appeared to be our cell. “H-how are you here, Lila? They didn’t take you when they took us, did they?”

      I shook my head, examining our surroundings. The cell was solid rock except for a wall of bars on the far end. The locked door appeared to be the only exit. What lay beyond, I could only guess.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      Hailey lifted one shoulder. It pained me to see her curl in on herself like a beaten dog. Long lacerations on her arm, like cuts from dragon talons, looked infected and ugly. I wondered when she’d last eaten. Probably hotdogs on the beach before her life was ripped away.

      “Did you see Sam? Or Clare? Do you know where they are? That th-thing came in and took them. It keeps coming in and taking them.” Hailey’s lip quivered as tears pooled in her eyes.

      Sam. I couldn’t tell her now. “Are you the only one left?”

      “There’s another cell. We talk to each other when that thing isn’t around. But less people have been responding.” A sob stuttered in her throat as the dam broke, and Hailey began quietly weeping. “What’s going to happen, Lila? Are we going to d-d-die?”

      I shook my head, touching her arm ever so lightly. “I’m going to get us out.” I reached behind me to grab my sword.

      It was gone.

      “Shit.” My hand clamped down on my ring finger, the band of metal still there. Thank God. But then, it hadn’t burned Tara Palmer. What kind of weapon only worked on irritating boys and not on the evil mastermind that was killing all my friends?

      Refusing to give in to terror, I met Hailey’s big, scared eyes. “Hailey, have you seen my father? Tara Palmer took him.”

      “Tara Palmer?” she said. “What does she have to do with this?”

      “I’ll explain later. But have you seen him?”

      Hailey nodded, a dirty strand of hair falling across her slight face. “He’s in the other cell. But, Lila.” She met my gaze, worry set deep in her features. “I haven’t heard from him in a while.”

      Her words were like an icy blade in my heart. I shook the fear away. “Where’s the other cell?”

      “Across the hallway and to the left.” She pointed, staying curled into her little ball as if she could blend into the rocks to save herself.

      I stood, feeling the ache in my head, but choosing to ignore it. Limping a little, I walked to the metal bars and squinted across the dark cave, trying to make out the other cell.

      “Dad?” I whispered into the echoey cavern. “Roger McCarty?”

      There was the sound of movement. “Lila?”

      “Dad!” Tears of relief sprung into my eyes.

      “Oh, Lila,” his disembodied voice said. “She got you, too.”

      He sounded so sad I wanted to find a way to reassure him. “It’s okay. I’m going to figure out a way to get us out of here.”

      “Oh, honey,” he said mournfully. “Just do whatever she tells you to do. Whatever it takes to keep you alive. We tried to protect you… to save you from all of this.”

      His words made it clear he had known about this the whole time. He’d probably known about Mom and the strange cave under the lighthouse, too. Was that why he’d encouraged me to stop daydreaming about dragons, why he sent me to therapy, to protect me from Tara Palmer and her den?

      Whirling around, I pressed my back to the cold, wet bars, trying to think. The sword was gone, but I had the ring. I wondered why Tara hadn’t taken it from me. Maybe her giant talons couldn’t remove it without ripping my hands off. Whatever the reason, I was thankful. Closing my eyes, I tried to listen to it once again.

      Concentrating, I channeled my thoughts toward my finger, but no force or heat came from the ring. I pushed harder, feeling like I could will its powers into action, but nothing happened.

      Opening my eyes, I stared at the ring and the dragon’s lifeless eye. “Do something.”

      “What?” Hailey said, looking up from her crouch.

      “Nothing.” I turned back to face the bars. Bringing the ring to my lips, I spoke to it again. “My mother gave you to me. I’m the new dragon warden. Wake up.”

      In the dark, the ruby-red eye flared like a dying candle. Hope renewed, I tried again. “My mother was the dragon warden. You need to—” The light flashed again.

      “Dragon warden,” I said as loud as I dared.

      As I watched, the light expanded, radiating through the cell and the hallway beyond. Rough shapes beyond the cell door took form—cave walls, floor, a dripping stalagmite.

      “What’s happening?” Hailey said behind me, terror in her voice.

      “Shh.” I concentrated on the ring’s heat and light. As it grew hotter, an invisible force tugged my ring toward the hallway. I stretched my hand out, reaching as far as it could. Still, the pull continued. Was it trying to squeeze me through the steel bars?

      Following its lead, I shimmied my body as far as I could, but my hips wedged tight, not letting me through. I placed my hand on the bars so the ring’s heat could melt them, but that didn’t work, either. Time was running out. The brighter my light got, the more likely Tara and her ilk would show up.

      “Crap,” I whispered, trying once again to wedge myself through to no avail.

      “What are you doing?” Hailey asked, finally standing next to me.

      “I’m the dragon warden,” I said, distracted and wishing she’d be quiet.

      She looked from my ring to my face like I had two heads. Her face glowed red in my ring’s light. “What’s a dragon warden?”

      “I’ll tell you later. Now, please, let me concentrate.”

      “But you aren’t doing anything,” Hailey said. “And your light will bring that thing back. Put it out.”

      Anger pulsed in my veins, making the ring glow brighter. “Look. I’m trying to save your ass, so if you could just—”

      Heavy footsteps rumbled the cave. Something was coming.

      “Put it out!” Hailey shrieked, reaching for my hand through the bars.

      “Stop!” I said, wrestling with her. “I almost got it. Let me do this!”

      At my last words, the ring’s halo of light flared to life. A blinding beam lit up the cell, the hallway and everything else in its path. For a split second, I saw Dad’s astonished face as he gripped his cell’s bars. I saw the tunnels stretching in either direction as far as the light would go. And I saw a large dark shadow heading toward us at a clipped pace.

      I’d alerted the cavalry. Shit.

      The light dimmed to a faint glow. I’d lost it.

      The ring yanked my hand hard, jarring my shoulder against the bars. “Ow.”

      The sound of something much like a slim projectile slicing through the air filled the tunnel. Something hard slammed into the palm of my hand. On reflex, my fingers closed over an object that had more heft than I’d expected. Pulling it into the cell, I saw what I’d done. The sword was in my hands. I’d summoned it to me.

      Hailey’s eyes were giant orbs. “That’s some Jedi shit right there!” She stepped back from me, shocked, awed, and maybe a little hopeful.

      As I unsheathed the blade, it made the most marvelous shing sound. In the dim light of my ring, the metal blade looked sharp enough to take on Tara’s hide.

      It was the thundering footsteps that drained the joy out of my body.

      Huge, earthshaking thuds made the floor quake. Hailey dove back into her corner. Gripping my blade, I faced the cell door as a dragon lowered its head and peered into my cell.
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      Huge round eyes peered in at me. The smell was all dragon—lake water, dank air, and the sulfuric smell of eggs. A snout hovered near the bars, blowing in puffs of air that didn’t smell too hot either.

      I readied the blade and myself.

      “Leave her alone!” Dad called from behind the dragon. What sounded like rocks pelted the dragon’s backside, but the beast didn’t seem to notice in the slightest. Its big blue eyes stared at me intently.

      Blue eyes.

      “Tom?”

      His head tilted up and down.

      “Jesus.” I lowered and sheathed my blade. “You scared the crap out of me.”

      Tom tilted his head left to right as if saying, well, what did you expect?

      “Can you shift?” I asked. “I need to talk to you.”

      The dragon gave a shiver, which at first looked like a head shake, but then his body began to shift. Scales retracted, a tail slithered against stone until it disappeared, limbs shrunk, and his head morphed into a more humanoid shape until Tom Palmer was standing before me.

      Naked.

      He held his hands over his… er, boy parts, and I averted my eyes. I knew this was a very serious moment, but I couldn’t help but notice the taut outline of his muscles, his broad shoulders, tight abs, and sculpted pecs.

      “Tom?” Hailey said, peeking up from her corner.

      “Hi, Hailey.” He tried to wave with one hand, but then realized he’d uncovered bits of himself he ought not share with girls from his graduating class.

      “I’m in a coma,” Hailey said, shaking her head. “It’s like General Hospital. I’ll wake up with tubes up my nose and flowers all around my room.”

      Ignoring her, I turned to Tom. “You have to get me out of here. Now, Tom.”

      His eyes locked into mine. “What do you think I’m here for?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, helping your mother murder everyone in town?” My anger burned hot, and my ring began to glow again.

      “Put that out,” he said, peering down the hallway.

      I stuffed my hand in my pants pocket, but the anger still burned. “People are dead. You have a lot to account for.”

      “Do you think I haven’t been trying?” His voice was strained with frustration and anguish. “My mother locked me up in the attic of our house! I had to break out.”

      “Oh, she locked a dragon in an attic? I’m sure that was really hard to break out.”

      He gave me the eye. “She used magic, Lila. She’s not stupid. Heartless? Yeah. Insane? Probably. But stupid?” He shook his head, his blond waves falling into his eyes. “Now let’s go.” He reached for the antiquated lock on my cage door, closed his eyes, and muttered like Santiago had done to get us to the mirror island.

      When the door cracked open, I gave a little yip of triumph and ran over to Dad’s cage.

      “Lila?” He gripped my hands through the bars. He was thin and dirty. A cut above his eyebrow had leaked blood into a dried brown river that spread across the creases in his forehead.

      “We’re going to get you out of here. We’re going to get everyone out of here.” Three more lifeless bodies lay on the stone behind Dad. I prayed they were alive.

      “Tom, you have to shift and carry us out of here.” I whirled to find him dressed in a pair of loose shorts from who knew where. He was swinging the cell door shut with Hailey still on the other side looking bewildered.

      “What are you doing?” I ran forward and gripped his arm.

      He whirled on me, his blue eyes flashing. “I can’t carry them all. Only two. You and your father. And we have to go now.”

      “What? No!”

      Tears slid into the dirty ruts on Hailey’s cheeks. “Please, don’t leave me here.”

      “Don’t worry, Hailey. We’ll get you out.”

      Tom took my arm and led me over to a dark corner. “We can’t do that, and promising her isn’t going to help anyone. Now get your dad. They’re coming for another one soon.”

      “Another one? Another person? To torture and murder?” I couldn’t believe what he was saying. I pulled my arm out of his grasp. “There’s no way we can stand by and let that happen. Tom, tell me you’re not considering just leaving the rest of them.”

      He leaned forward, light pulsing in his intense stare. “We get one shot out of here, Hailey. The exits and entrances are enchanted. I can break it once before she changes the enchantment. Once. And I can only carry two humans. Any more than that and we’re done for. I can’t save everyone. I want to. I really do, but I can’t. Please.” This time he grabbed my hand in a tender way I wasn’t expecting. His eyes locked with mine. “I came here for you. I’m not leaving here without you.”

      I studied the expression on his face, the longing, the desire. Tom wanted me? “I don’t understand.”

      “Maybe you’ll understand this.”

      He bridged the gap between us in two steps. One of his hands curled around the back of my neck as the other slipped around me. His head tilted down as his eyes fluttered closed. My eyes closed, too, whether a reflex or anticipation of something I’d been yearning for, I didn’t know.

      Then his lips pressed against mine.

      Heat and light tingled my skin as his kiss melted into me. His lips were soft. He smelled of pine and sandy beaches and tasted of peppermint. Gentle hands gripped my body, tying us together. I slid my fingers along his shoulder, drawing him closer as the kiss deepened. My body vibrated under his touch, an elation spreading through my chest. His hands were in my hair, gripping my chin. His lips and tongue were urgent, like our kiss would be cut short. I pulled him closer, knowing this expanding feeling in my chest would end soon.

      I was kissing Tom Palmer. I never wanted to stop.

      He pulled back, panting. Wild eyes met mine for an instant before his head swiveled toward the corridor.

      “She’s coming.” The terror on his face was my cue.

      “Save them,” I said, letting go.

      Ripping my sword from its sheath, I rushed toward the sound of a dragon’s approach.
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      Sword in hand, I ran away from the cells while Dad screamed my name. It was hard to ignore him, but I couldn’t leave the others behind. I had to protect them.

      I ran up the tunnel, a space wide enough to allow a large dragon to pass. The lonely lantern that had provided some illumination for the cells did nothing to cast any light into the pitch-black passage. I hesitated but, as if in response, the sword began to glow.

      That was new and freakin’ sweet.

      Reassured, I ran forward. Every time I turned a corner, I slowed, afraid I would fall into a dragon’s gaping mouth. The passage climbed up and up. My legs burned with the effort, and I started to doubt the creepy tunnel would ever end.

      The ground shook around me. Rocks and dust came loose from the walls, making me fear a collapse. If the tunnel caved in, no one would find us, no one would know what happened.

      A dragon was headed my way. I gripped my sword in my fist, telling myself I’d be ready.

      A sharp turn loomed ahead. The sword cast a brighter light as I got closer. Coming to a stop, I held my breath, listening. A low, barely perceptible rumble reached my ears. The dragon was waiting for me around the corner.

      I glanced over my shoulder, trying to come up with other possibilities besides facing a beast two-hundred times my size, but there really were no other options. Tom was afraid of his mother, and was willing to abandon our friends. Super-hot kiss aside, I didn’t know how to feel about that. Because how could he ever live with himself after abandoning our classmates to their deaths? Could I date a coward?

      All I knew was I couldn’t leave them.

      I took a deep breath and ran forward. The sword led the charge.

      Two reptilian eyes reflected the glow of the weapon back at me. I put my weight into the sword, then aimed at the huge snout with a battle cry.

      But the weapon never hit its mark because the dragon jumped back. In shock, I watched her retreat like a rat in a maze, front talons pushing backward, body wiggling from side to side. It scurried out faster than an animal of that bulk should be able to.

      She wouldn’t face me? Maybe the sword was more powerful than I’d imagined.

      Screaming my head off, I kept charging until I flushed the beast out of the tunnel into what looked like open space. The dragon leaped back, filling the larger cavern and beating its wings in a reverse stroke to triple the distance between us.

      I stopped, panting. A stabbing pain made itself comfortable under my ribs.

      The dragon held my gaze as I walked around it in a wide circle. I caught glimpses of my surroundings, quickly realizing we were still underground, expect this space was bigger—much bigger.

      The length of a basketball court, the cavern was spacious enough to comfortably accommodate several dragons. The roof of the cave must have been fifty feet tall, full of stalactites that glistened with moisture under the lanterns that illuminated the far corner. As if by a magnet, my gaze was drawn to the spotlighted section of the cavern.

      Lights hung from the wall and sat on the ground on tripods, forming a circle around what appeared to be an improvised vet’s exam room. I drew closer, instigating a growl from the dragon. I brandished the sword while I took two steps back to get a better look at the makeshift clinic. The dragon grumbled and stalked in my direction, searching for an angle and opportunity to attack.

      I cast furtive glances behind me, but kept an eye on the beast.

      During the quick glances, I registered glimpses of what lay there: heavy metal shelves against the wall, stacks of sealed medical supplies, a metal gurney with thick straps, stainless steel trays full of sharp instruments, IV bags of a shimmering liquid that seemed unnatural. And on the floor… wads and wads of gauze. Soaked in blood.

      My stomach flipped. I swallowed hard, whipping my head in the dragon’s direction.

      “You really are a monster, Tara Palmer,” I said, my voice echoing in the hollow area.

      The dragon shrugged, its wings lifting slightly. The gesture was as cold as the beast’s dark blue eyes, and I hated her more for it.

      “What is this?” I demanded.

      As if in response, a strangled sound came from behind me. I squinted as one of the halogen lights that illuminated the freakish clinic shone into my eyes.

      I threw a warning glance at Tara, but she seemed impassive, almost indifferent. I moved past the bright light to peer into a dark corner. A cage sat pushed against the wall, draped in shadows.

      “Please,” a gravelly voice spoke from the depths of the cage. “Help me.”

      Cold dread slid down my back. More than the huge dragon that could eat me, more than Tom’s appeal to let him save my father, it was this barely human appeal that made me want to run and never look back.

      Still, I couldn’t leave, couldn’t flinch away from the horrible secret I knew lay in the shadows. Somehow, I understood that, as dragon warden, this was my duty. I couldn’t run from it if I tried.

      I took a step closer, then tilted the glowing sword to shed light onto the cage. And what I saw next twisted my soul into a shape even God wouldn’t recognize.

      I had to assume the creature inside the cage had once been human.

      “Lila.”

      My name escaped through the elongated mouth, which extended from ear to ear in a lipless, thin line. A clawed hand reached out, its finger twitching uncontrollably.

      “It’s me, Frank,” he said.

      A tear spilled down my cheek. “Frank,” I echoed in a barely audible whisper.

      His light brown eyes peered at me from a gray face covered in lumps of dry skin. Where a head of thick brown hair had been, only patchy tufts remained. He looked like a chemo patient losing his remaining locks. His back arched at an unnatural angle as he lay on the cold stone.

      My revulsion turned to fury. I whirled on Tara. “You evil bitch, what have you—”

      Something wrapped around my ankle and yanked me off my feet.

      “Lila, watch out!” a voice yelled from the other side of the cave.

      Dad?

      But it was too late.

      Tara had me, and I was hanging upside down again, dangling like a flopping fish from a line.
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      The world was flipped, my head throbbing with the rush of blood.

      Dad was at the mouth of the tunnel I’d come out of earlier. Tom, Hailey, Liam, and Jess stood next to him, their shapes tiny from my vantage point close to the roof of the cave.

      “Let her go, Mother,” Tom shouted. “You’ve done enough damage already. You need to stop.”

      Tara growled, opening her maw in a deafening roar. Instinctively, I lifted my hands to my ears, almost dropping the sword in the process. My heart stuttered. I clasped my other hand over the hilt, managing to keep hold of the heavy weapon.

      I was still recovering when a bright orange glow at the base of Tara’s throat caught my eye.

      “Watch out!” I screamed in warning just as a thick column of fire exploded out of Tara’s mouth. The heat made me flinch, and I threw my arm up to protect my face.

      As I peered through slitted eyes at the jet of fire, my world shrank to a pinprick. Dad hadn’t been charred by Tara’s blast, but he hadn’t fled either. He stood, helpless and ready to die, unable to leave me to the dragon. One thought flashed through my mind: I should have listened to Tom. We should have run.

      Tara’s body constricted as she prepared to breathe fire again.

      Panicked, I struggled with the tail that kept me bound and begged him to leave me. “Dad, run!”

      Instead, Dad wrapped his arms over his head and ducked as if that would keep him from the inferno. I watched in horror as the writhing blast of fire tore across the cavern.

      “Dad!”

      Tom erupted into his dragon shape and charged in front of Dad as a living barrier. Fire collided against Tom’s side, hiding him from view. I held my breath as fire lashed his body. Would his own mother burn him to a crisp? An avalanche of feelings overtook me. I had lost him before I’d had a chance to make him mine.

      “Tom,” I whispered.

      Tara shook her head in frustration and snapped her jaw shut, cutting the fiery shaft. When the smoke cleared, Tom stood there, unharmed, staring daggers at his mother.

      Relief washed over my upside-down body like falling rain. He was impervious to fire! I should have guessed.

      What now? I had to do something!

      Acting on instinct, I swung the sword at Tara’s tail, but the way in which she held me made it impossible to reach her. She glanced at me sideways, then gave me a shake that felt like I was inside a clothes dryer. My head swam. I blinked, trying to regain my bearings.

      Tom stalked nearer, still blocking the humans from the fiery threat. His large dragon eyes narrowed as his jowls pulled back. A low growl rumbled from his chest.

      Closing my eyes, I inhaled and gathered myself. Tara had a hold of my left ankle, which my sword-wielding right hand couldn’t reach. This had been no accident. She was as smart as she was wicked. Except she didn’t know me, didn’t have a clue the strength and agility it took to upkeep a lighthouse, much less to rescue all the animals that seemed drawn to the old structure.

      On the count of three, I swung the sword while I performed an upside-down crunch. My abs tightened as I reached upward and slashed at the tail. The tip of the blade shone like a laser beam as it seared through the thick scales. The smell of charred flesh flooded the air.

      She roared in pain. The hold on my ankle gave, and I fell. The cave rushed past in a blur as I dropped head-first toward the rocks. I was about to die, and I’d accomplished nothing.

      I closed my eyes, hearing Dad cry out my name.

      My back smashed against something hard, my whole body jarring. I waited to die, but even though pain spread across my body, the surface below me was not as hard as the rocks I’d been expecting. My eyes sprang open. I was on top of Tom. Human Tom.

      Naked human Tom.

      He’d caught me and lay battered by his heroics. Heat rose up my neck as my eyes skidded over his bare chest, the taut muscles of his shoulders. Tom looked distractedly to one side, pink coloring his cheeks. Beggars couldn’t be choosers, but couldn’t he have rescued me in his dragon form? Yeah, in that shape, he was all sharp claws, spiked back, and pointy horns, but still.

      As if spring loaded, I jumped off him, doing my best not to look at… parts yet unknown.

      There was a swoosh as soon as I got to my feet, and Tom’s dragon exploded back into being. His finely plated blue scales glimmered under the light of my sword. His long neck was stiff, and his iridescent eyes set on his mother. He took a few steps forward, then gently nudged me away with his tail. Obviously, he wanted me to leave, but I wasn’t going anywhere without Dad, Frank, and the others.

      The dragons circled each other, gearing up for a fight. Their size difference was far too apparent now with Tom standing at half the height of his mother. There was a certain resemblance in their blue coloring, but it stopped there. She was a true monster, fit for nightmares. Tara shook her head, huffing smoke through large nostrils. Tom snapped his teeth and stomped a talon on the ground, making rocks jump. They seemed to be holding some type of silent argument.

      I inched backward, angling toward Frank. His clawed hands gripped the bars of his cage as he peered at the dragons

      “Frank, step back,” I said, gesturing toward my sword.

      Withdrawing his hands, he curled into a ball, shrinking toward the back of the cage.

      A massive thud reverberated through the cavern as Tara and Tom collided, growling and clawing.

      I drew the sword over my shoulder and swung. Releasing sparks, the blade hit the metal bars with a zing and sliced them in half. I swung again, this time lower. Round metal tubes clinked to the ground.

      I almost whooped. This was a badass blade.

      Without waiting for an invitation, Frank crawled out of the cage.

      My chest tightened as, once out of his prison, he remained on all fours, hunched over like some deformed dog. What had Tara done to him? To the others? So many were dead, and I didn’t dare imagine the agony they must have endured before they welcomed death.

      I faced the fighting dragons, anger clouding my vision. My badass blade would pay Tara back tenfold.

      Rushed footsteps made me whirl toward a hidden passage at the back wall. Ki and Santiago sprinted in and skidded to a stop as they noticed the battling dragons.

      “Ugh, this is not good,” Santiago said.

      “About time you two showed up,” I snapped.

      Their eyes darted in my direction. Taking me in, they retreated a step.

      “Um, Hulk smash?” Santiago said, eying my threatening stance warily.

      I gestured to Frank in frustration. “Help me get these people out of here. Hurry!”

      Ki was the first to jump into action. He rushed toward Frank, visibly cringing as he helped him toward the opening they’d used to enter. I turned to look for Dad to find him ushering Hailey and the others in the same direction. They were staying close to the cave wall, trying to avoid the lashing tails of the enraged dragons. Dad’s limp was pronounced. There was no way he would be able to keep up with the others.

      To my left, Santiago started to undress. I stared at him in disbelief as he kicked off his shoes and lowered his pants.

      “Um, not the time,” I said.

      “What? Those are two-hundred Euro jeans,” he said, not a hint of apology in his voice. “And I hate going commando.” He twirled his boxer briefs on one finger before letting them fly through the air.

      He looked back at me without shame, his sculpted, tan skin shining under the dim light from the halogen lamps. I swallowed thickly, taking in his perfect pecs, abs, the dipping V and… long legs? He smirked, as if satisfied with my reaction, then shifted into one of the most beautiful creatures to ever walk the earth.

      His hide was golden, very much like his skin. Triangular scales glinted like bits of gold, reflecting the light with blinding quality. Long, slender horns extended backward and were connected by a thin membrane of skin that extended like a fan. He moved in to help Tom, his claws shining against the rocky terrain. He was entirely brilliant, all the way to the tips of his talons. Magnificent and regal, he stalked forward with grace.

      Tara and Tom collided again. They bounced off each other. Tara charged back in the next instant, smashing her huge head against Tom’s with the force of a wrecking ball. He swayed for a moment, then lost his balance, tumbled backward, and fell on Santiago. They collapsed in a tangle of wings and tails, then rolled to the side.

      Tom slumped unconscious on top of Santiago, who huffed and pushed the blue dragon away.

      “Tom!”

      He was hurt. I wanted to run to him and help somehow, but he had Santiago and Dad had no one. I took off in Dad’s direction just as Ki returned and led Hailey to the exit.

      A dragon growl echoed through the cavern. I glanced over my shoulder in time to see

      Santiago face off with the huge female, whipping his barbed tail in a Stegosaurus-like attack. Except he was too slow for Tara, who moved like a gust of wind despite her size. She snapped her jaw shut around the center of Santiago’s tail. He roared, clawing at her face and cutting a deep gash on her brow. Tara’s eyes glowed with fury. If she’d been vicious before, she turned savage now.

      Pouncing like a feline, she landed on Santiago, digging her talons into his torso and angling her jaws toward his throat. His golden dragon eyes went wide as if he saw death coming.

      If I didn’t do something, he was done for. I changed direction and ran to Santiago.
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      Sprinting toward the two massive dragons, I watched in horror as Tara Palmer lowered her massive head over Santiago’s prone body. She opened her jaws, moving to clamp down on Santiago’s dragon windpipe. It was a vice grip, a death sentence. The crunch of scales tearing echoed in my head. Leaping over a downed rock, I put on as much speed as I could, the sword flashing in my hand.

      Tara’s powerful jaws tightened. Santiago’s attempts at pushing her off with his clawed talons grew weaker. The round golden orbs of his eyes roved around the cave, landing on me.

      Pounding over the rock floor, I reached Tara’s back end with barely a moment to spare. Hefting my sword like a baseball bat, I swung as hard as I could.

      The blade sung through the air, slamming into the flesh on her back leg. It sliced through scale, hide, and muscle, coming to a jarring stop against the solidness of bone.

      Tara’s head snapped up. A deafening roar that was half lion and half gila monster echoed through the cavern, causing the ground to rumble and stalactites to rain down.

      Panting, I realized that if she was roaring, she was not crushing Santiago’s throat. I yanked the blade away. A jet of hot blood splattered my clothes. The smell was metallic and cloying. Steadying my grip on the slick blade, I pulled it back and readied it to hack away again.

      Tara’s wounded leg flexed, her body hunching down. A tremor ran through her scales as if she were shaking. I thought she might spring away. Instead, she planted her feet and elongated her neck. Mouth wide open, she let out a horrible rumble that shook the cave.

      As the ground trembled, a piercing sound filled the cavern. At first, it sounded like a rumbling train was traveling directly above us. Then it morphed into a high-pitched animal howl. Tara’s open mouth and vibrating body made it clear it was coming from her. Was she moaning in pain? Calling for backup?

      Without warning, the sound doubled. Tripled. The walls shook, rocks tumbling and falling. The boulders crashed, flinging pieces into the air.

      The strange call was a force, so loud I could barely move. I dropped my sword. The only thing I could do was cover my ears with blood-soaked hands as the world fell around us.

      She was bringing the cave down to kill us all.

      The sound drove me to my side. I felt pummeled by it, pressed down. Laying on the vibrating stone, I tried to hold onto the thin thread of consciousness as the world crumbled, but it slipped out of my fingers. Gone.
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        * * *

      

      I woke with a start. Jolting upright, the first thing I noticed was a shrill ringing in my ears. I shook my head, but couldn’t stop the droning in my brain. Was I deaf from Tara’s roar? Feeling up the side of my head, I touched the warm wetness that ran down my cheek. The pads of my fingers came away bloody. At least one eardrum was ruptured, which explained why the world tilted perilously. Vertigo. Great.

      Unable to stand, I crawled to my hands and knees as my head begged me not to. Vomit crept up my throat, but I focused on finding my sword. Tara had to be here somewhere, though I couldn’t see her. Where could an animal that big have gone?

      My hands searched the rocky floor as the world continued to fall around me. Tara’s roar had shaken the cavern’s foundations, and rocks were falling in sheets. How long before the roof caved in? At least Dad was safe. Tom, Santiago, and I didn’t seem so lucky.

      The two injured dragons lay like giant stone formations on the other side of the cavern. Tom’s chest rose and fell as he breathed through slitted nostrils, but Santiago’s body didn’t stir. Blood streaked the scales of his golden throat. Was he alive? Had he given his life for me?

      Shuddering, I crawled faster, my hands scrambling over loose rock. I had to kill Tara. For him. For everyone.

      A blow to my ribs blasted the air out of my lungs. Rolling onto my side, I pulled into a ball, eyes searching for my attacker.

      A human Tara Palmer stood over me. Naked and streaked with blood and dirt, she aimed a gun at my head, her face twisted in rage. Her mouth moved, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying over the ringing in my ears.

      “What?”

      She said something else… and then pulled the trigger.

      Cringing, I saw the flash of gunpowder igniting. A rush of air whizzed by. Pieces of stone pelted me, piercing the skin at the back of my neck. But there was no punch of a bullet, no pain. She had aimed above my head. A warning shot.

      My pounding heart barely registered the difference as she aimed the gun again.

      “I can’t hear!” I gestured to the blood beneath my ear.

      She scowled, grabbed my arm, and dragged me toward the lit area in the center of the cave. It was all I could do to keep to my feet as she nearly yanked my arm out of its socket. Tripping and stumbling, she slammed me against a table and pushed me down.

      Terror ripped through my body as I realized what she was doing. We were now in her makeshift lab, the one that had probably killed my friends and changed Frank into that horrible monster. Scrambling up, I lurched forward in time to catch a blow to my jaw. My head snapped sideways. Blood flooded my mouth. Heat and pain throbbed from my cheek. Tara stood over me, glaring.

      Even naked and covered in filth, she was formidable. Blue eyes flashed beneath the grime on her face. The cut Santiago had inflicted ran down her eyebrow, eyelid, and stopped at her jawbone. Her hair stood up in spiky segments like a punk-rock badass. The streaks of blood looked like war paint on her thighs and stomach. I could see I’d injured her thigh badly beneath the tourniquet she’d lashed over the wound, but it wasn’t obvious from her face. She looked like she could take on any human, including a girl with vertigo and hearing loss. She aimed her pistol at my head again.

      “Stop,” I said, throwing my hands up to protect myself.

      “Fight me again, and I’ll blow off your foot. You don’t need appendages to complete the treatment.”

      I could hear her. Even though sounds were faint, the ringing had subsided in the ear that wasn’t bleeding. I quickly complied to keep her from shooting my foot off.

      “You’re crazy if you think Ki and his people won’t come back and save us. I am the dragon warden.”

      She smirked, then pushed me back on the operating table with the gun aimed at my chest. “Dragon warden or no, when they see what I can do, they’ll fall on their knees. I’ll be the savior they’ve all been searching for.”

      “Said the megalomaniac. Do you hear yourself? You sound like every movie villain ever. And they all end up falling off a cliff.”

      Tara pressed the gun to my thigh. “I don’t see any cliff around here. Do you?”

      I swallowed, watching the gun nervously. The weight of the muzzle pressed into the meat of my thigh. I tried pushing my thoughts to my ring to call my sword again, but nothing happened.

      Satisfied I was too afraid to move, Tara started latching straps across my thighs and ankles, pinning me to the table. The more straps she tightened, the more my fear threatened to get the best of me. Trying to keep it at bay, I kept talking.

      “Why attack us now? You’ve been here for years, right?”

      She pulled the strap across my thighs with a hard yank, then grabbed for the ones near my chest. “A good scientist doesn’t disrupt her work environment until she’s sure she can complete her task. Once things started progressing with the animals, I knew I had to move on to human subjects. And I knew I only had a little bit of time before you started meddling.”

      “All those graves behind your house.”

      I remembered the lumps of dirt. I had thought they might have been human bodies, but I realized now she hadn’t been lying about them being pets. How many owners had been told their precious pups had died when, in reality, they’d been tormented, cut open, and mutated?

      Tara didn’t seem bothered by my disgust. She gave the strap at my chest several tugs until I could barely draw breath. I was trapped now, only my head free to move.

      “The only problem is humans are such weak creatures. My formula is sound, but it’s your bodies that are faulty. Everyone I tried it on died on transition except for the one in the cage, but you see what a mess he is. Then I realized there was one human I knew who might be strong enough to survive the shift.” Her eyes locked into mine with a stare that made my blood run cold. “The dragon warden would survive.”

      The cave rumbled, shaking everything around us. Rocks fell and split open, filling the chamber with noise. How long before the ceiling came down? God, I didn’t want to die.

      Tara didn’t seem to notice the cavern coming apart. She wheeled the IV pole over, the blue liquid sloshing inside the bag.

      “No,” I said, lurching against the bonds. “You can’t do this.” Images of Frank flashed before my eyes—his gray sagging skin, his clawed hands, the way he scampered across the floor on all fours.

      I fought to free myself using any bit of strength I had left as Tara prepped the IV needle. She worked with focus I could never understand while I thrashed and screamed. The cave reverberated, and rocks smashed into her instruments and knocked one of her lights to the ground, but her fingers worked as steadily as if she were in her pristine clinic.

      “Tara, we’re going to die. Your son… You can’t. Please stop!”

      She held the needle up triumphantly, then grabbed the meat of my arm.

      “No, no, no!” I tried to fight her, but she used her body weight to pin my already-strapped arm to the table. The needle pierced my skin, a sick feeling washing over me.

      Tara stood up, smirking. She thumped the bag with a forefinger. “Twenty minutes and we’ll know.” Her eyes locked into mine. “Twenty minutes and your life as you know it is over.”

      My stomach roiled as her words hit me. Something like acid flowed into my body. Clenching my fists and flexing my muscles, I tried to fight it off, but the cold leached into me. Dizziness pressed in, and my heart sped up like it would explode out of my chest, but I couldn’t tell if it was from the poison or my own terror.

      Hot tears of anger and fear leaked down my face as my eyes roved around the cavern searching for something, anything to save me. A shadow drew my eye.

      Moving around the perimeter of our lighted area, a figure stalked in. It slipped toward the darkened area of the lab where the rock had smashed a lamp to the ground. Another rumble and more falling rock allowed him to slip forward and grab a large metal microscope.

      My eyes flicked to Tara. She was typing something into her laptop, the gun resting on the table inches from her hand.

      The shadow moved behind her.

      “Tara,” I said, drawing her attention. “What about Tom? If the cave comes down, he’ll die.”

      Narrow eyes turned to me. “He’s a dragon. A little rock won’t hurt him. Your friends, though, scrambling their way up…” She made a tsk-tsk sound with her tongue.

      The shadowed figure crept closer, within striking distance.

      “I think I’m going to throw up!” I said, pretty sure it was very close to true.

      “Go ahead,” she said, turning back to her computer.

      The figure behind her raised the microscope, but a hunk of rock fell behind him.

      She lifted her head, starting to turn toward the figure.

      “Tara!” I screamed.

      Her head snapped in my direction. As she did, Dad stepped into the light and smashed the microscope down on Tara Palmer’s head.
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      I watched in stunned silence as the heavy metal microscope came down on Tara’s head. Dad aimed the blow perfectly, the large base connecting with the top of her skull. A sickening crack like a baseball bat meeting a pitch echoed through the cavern. I caught Tara’s shocked expression for a fleeting second before all her joints unhinged and she fell like a rag doll to the ground.

      Panting, Dad held the instrument in two hands as it glistened with Tara’s blood. His hair stood at odd angles, his face was streaked with dirt, and Tara’s blood splattered the cuff of his shirt, but I had never been so happy to see him.

      “Lila,” he said, his voice cracking like he was in shock. He limped to me, dropping the microscope with a clang.

      “Dad, hurry! Get this thing out. She’s trying to change me.” I gestured wildly toward the IV in my arm.

      Wide eyes behind smeared glasses roved over the IV bag and the fluid nearly a third gone into my body. His trembling hands followed the tube from the bottom of the bag to my arm. “It’s taped in. Just give me a se—”

      “Rip it out,” I screamed. “Hurry.”

      Wincing like the idea pained him, Dad gripped the tube and yanked. The IV needle came free, blue liquid and blood pooling in the crook of my elbow.

      Relief washed over me. “The straps!”

      His hands fumbled on the latch at my chest. Once the first straps were free, I helped him remove the others at my thighs and ankles. I jumped off the table and fell to the ground.

      “Lila!” Dad reached down for me.

      I stood up by holding onto the table. “It’s vertigo. My eardrum. I’m okay.” I’d worry about whatever Tara had put in my body later. Above, the ceiling shook. Farther down the tunnel, sections of rock fell in sheets. Gritty dust clogged the air.

      “If we don’t go now, we’ll never make it,” Dad said.

      “Get to the exit. I’ll be right there.”

      Running as best I could, I made it to Tom’s form. He was still unconscious, and I couldn’t tell if it was from injuries or some magical spell his mother had cast.

      I shook a giant dragon arm, the scales rough and thick underneath my palms. “Tom? Tom!”

      Another shower of rocks. I was getting desperate. Thinking fast, I pressed my ring to his flesh. Immediately, the air was flooded with the smell of burning dragon flesh.

      Tom shook awake with a roar, whirling. I had to duck as a giant tail sliced through the air above my head. Standing up, he readied for attack.

      “It’s me!” I held my hands out wide, standing in front of him.

      Groggy eyes locked into mine. A low purr sounded in the back of his throat.

      “Tom, we have to get out of here. The whole place is coming down. Can you carry us?”

      But as soon as he tried to move, it was clear there was no way he could get us all out of here. One of his legs dragged uselessly and one wing jutted out at an odd angle. He could maybe limp himself and one human out of the cave, but not two people and an unconscious dragon.

      Tom lurched forward, roaring in agony as he tried to straighten his wing.

      “Listen,” I shouted. “We need to get Santiago to shift. Can you help me?”

      One round blue eye focused in on me, then Tom nodded and lumbered over to Santiago. Pressing his muzzle against the side of Santiago’s head, he made a series of grunts. When that didn’t work, Tom nudged Santiago’s head. It rocked back and forth, but he didn’t wake.

      Another grumble as more cavern fell. A rock smashed on the ground near my feet, pelting me with shrapnel.

      “Lila,” Dad yelled from nearby. “Let’s go.”

      “Not without them,” I said.

      They came here to save me. I wouldn’t abandon the dragons, and there was also my sword. Something told me it was too precious to leave behind. While Tom tried again to rouse Santiago, I concentrated on calling it. Pressing my thoughts to my ring, I drew on the power and formed the image of the sword in my mind. This time, with my mind clear, the blade came slamming into my palm, glowing a bright yellow.

      “Yes!” I turned to show Tom, but when I saw Santiago, the joy drained from my body.

      Now in human form, Santiago looked dead or very nearly. Blood caked his naked body. Horrible gashes cut through the skin at his throat. Tom licked tenderly at the wound with his giant, dappled tongue.

      Running over, I dropped beside Santiago, the fear making me immobile. What could I possibly do to save him?

      Tom nudged me out of the way, using his tongue and mouth to lift Santiago gently between his jaws. Then he limped toward the last remaining entrance.

      I followed his lead and ran behind him.

      Catching up with Dad, I took his hand. We rushed behind Tom’s massive form, scrambling over rocks. It was slow going, especially since we were all unsteady on our feet. Would we make it before everything collapsed around us? Fallen boulders already choked sections of the hallway. Particles saturated the air, making it hard to breathe. Dad began to wheeze, and there was nothing I could do to help. A sword couldn’t clear the air. A ring couldn’t teleport us the hell out of here. I felt helpless.

      The walls around us shook as more rocks fell, pelting us with pieces large and small. I curled in on myself, huddling close to Dad. Tom let out a muffled cry as rocks slammed into his back and head. Panicked, I searched for an escape that wasn’t coming.

      The cave would collapse at any moment, and we were not moving fast enough.

      We escaped Tara, but we would not escape the tunnel. And no one would even know where to look for our bodies. I gripped Dad’s hand, holding him close. He kissed the top of my head as silent tears cut through the lines of grit on his face.

      “I’m so sorry, honey,” he said, pulling me close.

      “It’s not over,” I said into his chest. “There has to be a way.”

      A gust of wind began to blow in the tunnel. It seemed so out of the ordinary I lifted my head. I held my glowing sword up so I could see down the long dark tunnel. Something was headed in our direction. Something big from the sound of it.

      A large brown dragon ran toward us, bat-like wings extended so the tips scraped against the cavern walls. Every so often, he would beat the air, blowing the grit away. Black reptilian eyes appeared out of the gloom, zeroing in on my light. It was more lizard than Tom and Tara with a broad shovel-shaped head and flat tan body. It moved more like a lizard, too, with a side-to-side motion, one front claw landing in the center of its body weight, then the other causing its body to sway back and forth.

      He ran up, stopping before Tom and dipping his patterned head in greeting. Now that I saw him up close, I recognized him from the dragon’s sparing on Mirror Island. Was this one of Ki’s friends?

      At the dragon’s approach, Tom made a keening sound. Then he swiveled his head carefully, keeping Santiago as still as he could while trying to catch my eye. His expression seemed to communicate that this was a friend and not a foe. That I should trust this dragon to get us out of here.

      He didn’t have to tell me twice.

      “Come on, Dad,” I said, pulling him around Tom toward the new dragon.

      Dad hesitated. “Honey, are you sure?”

      “Yeah,” I said, totally unsure.

      The brown dragon lowered his head, as if letting me know it was okay to climb on. I pressed my hand on his scaly neck before glancing back at Dad.

      “You go first,” he said, looking wary.

      I scampered up the dragon’s back awkwardly, careful not to touch him with my ring or cut him with my sword. It was hard going at first, but I was soon seated on his broad shoulders with his long neck between my legs. How strange to sit atop a reptile, to feel his lungs expand underneath me. Up here, my head nearly scraped against the ceiling of the cavern. I felt the dragon’s strong muscles flex as he lowered himself fully to help Dad get a foothold.

      Dad climbed up and sat behind me, wrapping one arm around my torso. I could tell he was nervous, but keeping it contained. Kind of like my whole life since this thing started. We were a good pair, he and I.

      Then the dragon started to run.

      It felt like riding a giant unpredictable horse. The gait was stranger, the bounce much higher. It was hard to get a good hold because his scales were smooth and his body was wide. Gripping with my thighs made it feel like I was on a never-ending Thigh Master, so I had to focus all my energy on staying put and keeping a tight hold on the sword.

      More rocks fell as we navigated out. A few pinged off the dragon’s hide, but he didn’t seem to notice. Any rocks hitting our fragile bodies would likely kill us, but all we could do was pray. Behind us, Tom lumbered slowly, Santiago’s lifeless form in his mouth. It hurt my heart to see both so injured. They’d faced Tara just to save me. If either of them died, I didn’t know if I could forgive myself.

      My thoughts turned to Tara. Was she dead? Would she die in the cavern collapse? Would we ever know what happened to her?

      The darkness around us subsided somewhat. Beams of sunlight shining up ahead gave me hope.

      The dragon had found an open tunnel. It now clambered up the sliding rocks, using big powerful claws to scour the sheets of granite and haul us out. His chest rose and fell in labored breaths as he struggled to take us to safety. Whoever this dragon was, I would kiss him when all this was said and done.

      One last jump and he pulled us up into fresh air. I gave a whoop of relief, glancing back at Dad. We were alive!

      Tall trees surrounded the clearing around the hole. The dim sky made me think it must be twilight. How long had we been underground?

      The dragon slunk through the trees a few feet before lowering his neck so we could climb down. I jumped off, reaching up to help Dad clamber to the ground. His eyes were wide beneath smudged glasses.

      “It all seems like a dream,” he said in a faraway voice.

      I opened my mouth to answer, but saw Tom’s dragon form laboring up the last few feet. His claws dug trenches in the ground beside the hole as he pulled the second half of his body up. Then he lay winded beside the opening, his chest heaving up and down, blue scales expanding and deflating. Santiago was still unconscious in his mouth.

      I turned to the brown dragon. “We need help. Santiago is hurt badly.”

      The dragon nodded, spread his wings, and took off, stirring the trees around us.

      Tom laid Santiago on the ground, then curled around him. Despite his own injuries and pain, he was protecting his friend.

      I put my hand on Tom’s neck. The scales were smooth and cool to the touch. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      He turned his giant head toward me. One blue marble eye took me in. He bumped my side with his snout, then settled on his paws again. Tom was hurt, but he would be okay. He had to be. And what we’d been through, would it draw us together or push us apart? Only time would tell.

      The ground rumbled beneath our feet.

      Everyone turned to the dark hole through which we’d just escaped.

      Dad walked closer and peered down. “Maybe we should clear out in case there is a cave in.”

      “I’m not sure we can move Santiago.”

      The rumbling noise changed, sounding more and more like something happening inside the tunnel.

      “What’s that?” I said warily, stepping toward him.

      A dragon head burst out of the hole, spraying dirt and rocks. With two giant arms, she pulled her massive body out, dragging rock and earth with her. Scales shed debris as she opened her mouth and turned toward my father.

      Tara was alive.

      “Dad!”

      Tara’s jaws closed over my father’s torso. She lifted him up as his arms flailed and his legs kicked.

      Dad screamed. Tom raised his head, uttering a roar of disbelief and anger. I sprinted across the ground, my sword raised. A choked cry sprung from my throat.

      With my father in her jaws, Tara turned toward me and readied for my attack.

      I aimed for her throat, intending to cut her head off.

      Tom got there first. He rammed into her chest, colliding with the force of two semi-trucks smashing into each other.

      Tara was caught unawares, the blow pushing her backward. I watched in horror as first her tail and legs, then her torso, disappeared back down the cavern hole. She scrambled with her front claws, trying to hold on as her body pulled her down.

      She was falling, my father still pinned in her jaws.

      “Dad!” I screamed, running to him.

      His head lifted. His eyes locked onto mine.

      Then he and Tara vanished into the darkness as they fell.
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      No! Tara would not take him from me. Not Dad, too.

      I lunged forward as the hole swallowed my father and the evil dragon.

      The cavern grumbled in its gut, a hungry beast demanding food, but I didn’t stop. I’d rather be devoured by the tunnel than lose Dad. Moonlight glinted on my sword as I ran.

      Behind me, Tom made a throaty noise that sounded like a warning. I ignored it and ran faster, even as rocks came off the sides of the hole and fell in. My feet slipped on loose gravel as I sprinted forward.

      I dropped to my knees in front of the hole. My sword cast a bright light into the collapsing passage, offering me a glimpse of Dad still trapped in Tara’s jaws as she retreated further in. The light of my sword glinted off his dirty glasses so I couldn’t see his eyes, but the look on his face was enough to double my panic. He was terrified.

      I would save him. I had to save him.

      The ground trembled. I lost my balance and fell on my side. Righting myself, I prepared to jump into the hole head-first, but it was too late.

      The shaft was collapsing, huge boulders and dirt shaking loose from the sides and dropping to clog the path.

      “No, Dad!”

      I threw the sword to one side and clawed at rocks as they roiled in a whirlpool of dirt.

      The ground shook again. The earth beneath me dropped a few feet. I plunged down with the rocks and dirt that buried my legs. Dust formed a cloud that enveloped me in an instant. My eyes, nose, and mouth filled with it, but I didn’t care. Blindly, I kept digging, rocks flying overhead, even as they rolled back down, burying me further.

      Dad couldn’t be gone. He was just behind these rocks.

      A deafening roar pierced my ears, and I didn’t know if it was the mountain still rumbling or a dragon protesting. It could have been either, and it made no difference. A rock would soon do me in. They were still falling around me, clanking, settling, making a comfortable grave that would lie close to Dad’s.

      I coughed, choking on the gritty dust that coated my throat.

      A rock hit my shoulder, sending a jolt of pain across my back and down my spine. Instinctively, I ducked and wrapped weak arms over my head. Coughing, tasting dirt, and struggling for one last breath, I was glad to follow Dad into death.
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        * * *

      

      My awakening was violent.

      The contents of my stomach rose up my throat, and I vomited. Someone thumped my back as I wretched, cleaning my windpipe from all the dust I’d inhaled.

      When I finally stopped, arms wrapped around me from the back, pulling me to a sitting position.

      I wiped at my face with hands that seemed to merely dangle from my weak arms. I couldn’t see who was holding me, couldn’t see past my nose.

      “I thought you’d died,” Tom said from behind me. “I thought I’d lost you.” He held me tighter, pressing my back to his chest as if he would never let me go.

      “M-my dad,” I choked and promptly went into a coughing fit.

      “I’m sorry, Lila. I’m so sorry.”

      He’d lost his mother, too, but it was impossible for me to muster any sympathy. He couldn’t have loved that evil woman. He couldn’t.

      My tears made mud that I smeared on my face when I tried to wipe them away. I cried for a long time before the throbbing pain in my shoulder registered. All the while, Tom held me, rocking back and forth, his chest rumbling a soothing tone that was completely inhuman.

      I was so consumed in my grief that I’d forgotten about Santiago. It wasn’t until the rhythmic flapping of wings reached my ears that I lifted my head and looked around.

      Light from the rising moon reached us where we sat on a patch of moss a distance away from the collapsed tunnel. A large indent of loose dirt, looking like a giant’s footprint, was all that could be seen of it. Trees around us swayed with a breeze that helped clear the dust away. It seemed like a normal early summer night. Yet inside, my heart was crumpling into a million tiny pieces.

      Turning my head, I saw Santiago’s broken body lying motionless on the forest floor.

      “Santiago,” I whispered.

      I disentangled myself from Tom and crawled toward Santiago. My sword lay discarded to one side. It should have been buried in the rubble, but Tom must have pulled it out along with me somehow.

      Flinching at the pain in my shoulder, I collapsed next to Santiago, took his hand, and whispered his name. He was pale, his lips turning blue. Was he… dead? God, had I failed him the same way I’d failed Dad?

      I pressed my ear to his naked chest and listened. His heartbeat was weak. I struggled to my feet, searching the sky for the rhythmic flapping I’d heard.

      “We’re here,” I called.

      I foolishly waved my uninjured arm at the sky, but the dragons didn’t need my help. They were headed straight for us, probably able to see every detail even in the dim moonlight.

      With a glance over my shoulder, I checked on Tom. He was lying on his side, a grimace of pain on his face.

      “Tom?” I said.

      “I’ll be fine. I’ll be fine,” he said, curling his legs toward his stomach and taking slow, deliberate breaths.

      Were they both going to die? And where was Ki? Had something happened to him, too? And what about Frank and the others?

      A moment later, the brown dragon that had saved us and a bigger dappled one landed in a small clearing a few paces away. The wind from their wings buffeted my hair and sent dust flying from my clothes.

      I held a hand up to protect my eyes, while still trying to drink in every detail of the beautiful creatures. The brown dragon carried a pack in one of its talons. As soon as it touched the ground, it shifted and disappeared behind a thick tree.

      The other one, a massive creature, bigger even than Tara had been, stood more than twenty feet tall. It was so big it barely fit between the trees that rose around us, wings buffeting branches as it settled. Its skin was an almost golden color with darker ridges between its scales that resembled tiger stripes. His shape and spiked tail reminded me of Santiago’s dragon form.

      It shifted with grace and speed, as if it had been doing it for a very long time. It didn’t miss a step from the moment it landed on its talons, and started running on human feet in our direction.

      It was a man, which I should have guessed from the sheer size of his dragon form. He was naked from the waist up but—unlike Tom, Ki, and Santiago—the lower half of his body was still covered in scales, making him look like some sort of merman or Aquaman himself.

      That was actually a possibility? Then why had Tom, Ki, and Santiago flashed me at every chance they got? In any case, I was glad this man had the ability. It was one thing to see guys my age naked, but a whole different thing to be scarred for life by the sight of a middle-aged man.

      “Hijo,” he said, dropping to his knees in front of Santiago.

      Hijo? Didn’t that mean son in Spanish? Yes, I was pretty sure it did.

      The man’s eyes brimmed with fear as he checked Santiago’s vitals, but some of his color returned when he detected signs of life.

      “Vas a estar bien, Santiago,” he said, laying his hands on his son’s chest.

      The man—Santiago’s father—closed his eyes and went very still.

      This was no time for prayer. Why had the brown dragon, whoever it was, brought back this useless man? To administer some sort of dragon last rites or something?

      As if on cue, a guy wearing a pair of low-rise jeans came running from behind the thick tree and joined us. He knelt next to the praying man, his expression expectant. He had no shirt or shoes on, but at least he’d had the decency to bring pants. Apparently, he couldn’t do the scaly-pants trick either. In addition to the pants, he’d also brought two blankets, one of which he quickly draped over Santiago to cover his nakedness.

      I was struck by how much he looked like Ki. Same glossy, black hair and bronze skin. Same high cheekbones. Was he Ki’s brother? Cousin?

      “What’s he doing?” I demanded.

      “Quiet, girl,” the young man ordered.

      Girl? He couldn’t be but a couple of years older than me. Who did he think he was?

      I cared what happened to Santiago. He had gone into the cave and faced Tara to help me, my friends, and… Dad. A knot formed in my throat, but I forced it down. I couldn’t fall apart right now. Santiago and Tom needed help.

      True, I was new to all this dragon business and I didn’t understand their ways, but we needed to take them to a hospital. No weird dragon rituals mattered at the moment, even if they were sacred to the creatures.

      I’d just opened my mouth to protest when the man’s hands began to vibrate at a staggering speed. I shook my head, blinked, and looked again. His hands were still moving in a blur. A rock must have hit my head after I passed out.

      The man’s eyes began to glow. I leaned back. Something more than praying was going on here.

      Brown-Dragon Guy gave me a raised eyebrow as if saying, “watch and learn, girl.”

      I pressed my lips together, aware it was time for me to shut up, even if I found his expression annoying.

      Like his father’s hands, Santiago became a blur, too. For a moment, I feared he might disappear. I couldn’t understand what was happening, how this—whatever it was—would help. I just prayed it would.

      Twisting my hands together, I knelt there, watching, for what felt like hours. No one said anything as Santiago remained nothing but a blur in time. Unable to distinguish his features, I couldn’t tell if he looked better or not. How much longer? I wanted to tell the man to hurry and help Tom, too, but I was so out of my depths.

      God, Santiago had to be okay. All three boys had to be okay. After what we’d been through, I felt some strange affinity to them, and I was sure it would devastate me if anything happened to any of them.

      I prayed harder.

      Just when I thought I couldn’t take it anymore, the man’s eyes stopped glowing and his hands slowed down. Gradually, Santiago came back into focus, the edges of his handsome features sharpening, then settling into perfect stillness.

      His previously pale face now beamed. His cheeks were flushed, and his lips had regained their pink color. The gashes on his neck had mended, leaving behind only dry blood to prove they’d ever existed.

      “Despierta, hijo,” the man said, brushing back Santiago’s brown locks.

      Carefully, he pressed a thumb to his son’s forehead and spoke a few words in a language I didn’t understand.

      Santiago’s eyes sprang open. He took a sharp inhale and sprang to a sitting position. He blinked, disoriented, his eyes darting from one expectant face to another.

      “Papá?”

      His father pulled Santiago into a tight embrace and held him, shuddering with relief. I clasped my hands over my mouth to stifle a sob as one of my many concerns fell off my shoulders.

      “Franco, you need to help Tom?” Brown-Dragon Guy gestured toward Tom, who lay shivering on the ground in a tight ball.

      Santiago’s father, Franco, pulled away from his son, a murderous expression on his face.

      “Que se muera,” he said in a low rumble that would have let any unsuspecting bystander know he wasn’t human—scaly pants aside.

      “No comprendo.” Brown-Dragon Guy pointed at his ear and shook his head.

      “I said, let him die,” Franco translated.

      “What?” I exclaimed. “No, you have to help him. Do your blurry thing on him. He’s hurt.”

      Franco turned his dark gaze on me as if noticing me for the first time.

      “You are the reason my son almost died,” he accused.

      “Dad, no,” Santiago said.

      “Me?” The word came out in an incredulous whisper.

      His response was a murderous look.

      “I’m the reason?” I rose to my feet and glared down on him. “Why don’t you try blaming Tara Palmer instead? Why don’t you try blaming yourself and all those other dragons hiding in your mirror island? You knew Tara had abducted a bunch of teens and still did nothing. You knew what she was up to and let it happen. Your son came here of his own accord to help. Clearly, he fell far from the tree. He’s by far a better person than you—not to mention a braver man.”

      Santiago lifted his chin, giving his father a satisfied sideways glance.

      “Go back to where you came from and keep being as useless as you’ve been so far,” I snapped. “I’ll figure something out on my own.”

      And with that, I whirled and went to Tom.

      He was still curled up, covered in the second blanket Brown-Dragon Guy had brought.

      As I knelt by Tom’s side, a hushed argument started behind me, but I ignored it. Dragons, aside from my three dragons, didn’t mean anything to me—not if they could act this callously.

      Tom, Ki, and Santiago had been watching over me since this started. I could see that now. They’d been trying to warn me and keep me safe even against their elders’ orders. They seemed the only decent ones in the bunch. Well, and maybe Brown-Dragon Guy, too.

      I leaned forward, lowering my face to his. “Tom,” I whispered.

      His blue eyes opened and looked at me for an instant, then lost their focus.

      “I’m so sleepy,” he mumbled, closing his eyes again.

      Sleepy? Could he have a concussion? Oh, God! My mind raced, thinking of ways I could get him out of here. Maybe I could build a cot with tree branches. Maybe he would be able to fly for just a bit and then—

      Santiago and Brown-Dragon Guy knelt on either side of me.

      “Fang can carry him,” Santiago said. “I’ll carry you. We’ll bring him to the hospital. We can say there was an accident and—”

      “I’ll heal him,” Franco said from behind us.

      We all turned to look at him.

      Fang—a nice Chinese name for a dragon—didn’t seem surprised by Franco’s change of heart. Judging by the knowing smile he wore, it seemed liked he’d expected nothing less from the man.

      I was still angry at him, but Tom came first. So I moved aside and let the man work his magic. The day of reckoning for his inaction would come soon enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Tom carried me on his back as he flew toward the moon.

      His wing was as good as new, and if he’d had a concussion, it was healed now. Santiago, starlight reflecting off his golden hide, flew to our right. Fang was on our left while Franco led the way. We were headed to Mirror Island where the few survivors had been taken by Ki and his father—after a series of events that wasn’t clear in my head yet.

      My hair flew backward in the wind, the same as my tears. Dad was gone, and I would never see him again. It was what my brain told me. My heart, on the other hand, refused to believe it. He could still be alive. Somehow.

      I leaned forward and rested my face on Tom’s long neck, looking for comfort. The sound of his deep breaths as air traveled to his lungs relaxed me somewhat. Absentmindedly, I caressed him, marveling at the smoothness of his scales as my hand traveled downward. There was no shade of blue to match the sheen that glinted off his wide shoulders. He was magnificent.

      Twisting his head to one side, Tom glanced at me. There seemed to be smile in his tight-lipped dragon expression, a glint in his blue eye that let me know he liked my touch. Would I ever get used to his eyes peering at me from behind that mythical face?

      The stars twinkled against the black sky. For a moment, I wished we could disappear into outer space and forget about the horrors we’d witnessed tonight.

      We had cleared the forest and were now flying over the lake. The moonlight reflected on the waves, winking at us. My lighthouse was visible but dim. It hadn’t been lit in God knew how long, the consequences of which I could not think about now.

      Franco dived and flew closer to the water. Tom followed suit, and so did the others. A light spray of water hit my face as Santiago playfully dipped a talon into the lake, breaking the placid surface. He winked a golden eye at me, coaxing a reluctant smile from my lips, then rose back up to our level. Watching him, it was hard to believe he’d been at the brink of death. He was back to his usual self, and the happiness this caused me was surprising to say the least.

      A strange whoosh made me sit up and abandon the solid comfort of Tom’s neck. I peered ahead, searching for Franco, but he was nowhere to be found. I was about to ask where he’d gone when Fang beat his wings faster and plunged toward the lake. Oh, God, was Fang following Franco underwater? I panicked. I didn’t want to go under the lake, not at this speed.

      Fang kept plunging until he was mere inches from the surface, then, abruptly, leveled off. He beat his wings twice more, propelling himself forward. Suddenly, his head disappeared.

      I gasped and watched as the rest of his elongated body was sucked in like a spaghetti noodle through an invisible mouth.

      Santiago went next, then Tom, and when I blinked again, we were landing on the same sandy beach I’d visited earlier.

      A group of people stood by the shore, about twenty of them, most I didn’t recognize. I slid off Tom’s back, jarring my injured shoulder as I hit the sand. I winced in pain. My balance was still off from my busted eardrum, but I knew that would heal. Fang had suggested Franco fix me, too, but I wouldn’t let Mr. Scaly Pants set his hands on me. I didn’t need his help.

      Now that I was here, the weight of the sword in its scabbard at my back reassured me.

      “Santiago!” A tall woman and a girl of about twelve peeled away from the group and ran at Santiago.

      He shifted into human form and the woman, who I assumed was his mother, wrapped him in a blanket, then a tight hug.

      “Estoy bien, Mamá,” Santiago said, then ruffled the little girl’s hair as she wiggled her arms around his waist and squeezed.

      A feeling of longing filled my heart at the sight on Santiago’s loving family. I’d lost half of that joy seven years ago and, today, I’d lost the remaining half. I put a hand on Tom to steady myself. I couldn’t give in to heartache now—not in front of those who had stood idle while Tara Palmer destroyed so many lives.

      Ki pulled away from the group next. He had blankets for Tom and Fang, who gently held them between their teeth and took a step behind me so I couldn’t see them shift. Ki ran nervous hands down his torso as if removing imaginary dust. His feet shuffled on the sand as he stared down.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help more,” he said. “My dad and my brother…” A muscle in his jaw twitched. “They came to Barimont Bay to talk to Tara, but instead found me hauling kids out of the cave. Dad got mad and brought me back. At least we took the other ones out.” He shrugged.

      He was apologizing? He had no reason to feel embarrassed.

      “Ki,” I started, but he interrupted me.

      “I wanted to—”

      “Just be quiet,” I said, and threw my arms around his neck.

      He staggered backward a little, but quickly steadied himself and returned the hug. His warmth seeped into me, reaching the coldness that had started to settle in my core. He held me without saying a word, caressing my hair in gentle strokes. When I pulled away, he wiped away my tears with his thumb. His gaze brimmed with worry and something else I couldn’t decipher. For a moment, I was struck by his handsome features, his empathetic nature. I wanted to step into his embrace again, but I took a reluctant step back as his father approached us.

      I glowered in the presence of the unyielding man.

      “I don’t like being back any more than you do,” I said. “But my friends are here, and I’ve come to take them home.”

      “You were reckless,” Ki’s father said. “You almost got yourself and Santiago killed.”

      He had the dignity not to mention Dad.

      “If we’re handing out adjectives, yours would be useless,” I said, holding his gaze.

      A low murmur rose from the people who stood behind us. Maybe this man was their leader, and they didn’t talk to him this way, but he was nothing to me.

      He narrowed his eyes, then inclined his head as if accepting the word I’d used to describe him. My eyes widened in surprise.

      “I don’t expect you to understand the intricacies of our culture. Yet…” He said the last word with loaded emphasis, as if he was determined to do something about my ignorance. “But after seeing what Tara did to… that boy, we now understand the depth of our mistake.”

      Another adjective came to my mind, and it wasn’t a mean one.

      Honorable.

      Not everyone could be gracious when accepting their mistakes. Much less grown-ups. But this man certainly was.

      “I’m sure you want to see your friends.” He extended a hand toward a wooden cabin that lay a distance away from where the beach ended.

      Anger and resentment still roiled in my gut. Being gracious wasn’t easy, as I was finding out; it took a lot of clenching of teeth and fists to accomplish.

      Tom, Ki, Santiago, and even Fang stepped to my side. With them next to me, it was far easier to relax and rise to the challenge. They offered me their strength and support, and that was more than anyone could ask for.

      I straightened my shoulders and headed toward the cabin.
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        * * *

      

      Standing in the middle of the kitchen, I hugged Pickles to my chest. He purred and nuzzled my neck. He’d been overly loving during the last couple of days. Clearly, he missed Dad as much as I did, and I was his poor replacement. Swallowing hard, I gave him one last squeeze and set him down. Pickles and Mercedes were the only ones keeping me rooted to reality. My friend’s memories had been erased, leaving some weird gaps behind, which was nothing compared to the nightmares she’d endured with Tara Palmer. More than once, I’d wished I could talk to her about Dad, but it was better this way.

      With a sigh, I shouldered my backpack. It was my first day back to school after the ordeal. Ki had suggested I skip, but staying home alone sounded far worse.

      After locking the door to the house, I turned to find Mr. Webb from the city council getting out of his big, silver Cadillac. With a huff, he pulled his pants up and shaded his eyes to look up at the lighthouse.

      Great.

      I cringed. Could I make it to the Mustang before he caught me? I’d been expecting a visit from the city council at some point, but did it have to be today? I guessed I could always count on a stuffy city official to stir trouble when I least needed it. But I’d fought dragons, so I knew I could handle a middle-aged man.

      “Miss McCarty,” he said when he got to me. “Good morning.”

      “Good morning,” I said, thinking that the morning—though not necessarily good—had at least been decent before he showed up.

      He rubbed a red bandana over his bald head, then stuffed it in his back pocket. The air was humid due to the rain from the night before. Now the sun was up, turning the day into a muggy mess. I hoped it helped turn him into a toad.

      “I’m extremely sorry to hear your father wasn’t one of the people found down by Barimont Bay,” Mr. Webb said.

      If he were truly sorry, would he sit here reminding me of what I’d lost?

      “Thank you,” I murmured, averting my eyes and biting the inside of my cheek.

      Two nights ago, after Mr. Liang—Ki and Fang’s father—had shown me that my few surviving friends were in good care, he’d brought me into a private room where other elder members of their dragon community sat waiting. There, they’d explained their plan for my friends and their return to Summers Lake, an eye-opening conversation to say the least.

      “I’m sure you will agree,” Mr. Liang had said, “that we cannot allow your friends to rejoin the world—not knowing what they now know.”

      “What are you going to do to them?” I’d asked in a panic.

      “Nothing nefarious, I assure you. Yet, what we propose could be considered… unethical.”

      “Unethical?”

      “Well, we would like to erase their memories of what happened, including all memories of us… dragons.”

      I tilted my head to one side. “You mean you can make them forget the nightmare they went through and the fact that dragons exist?”

      “I know it’s underhanded, but—”

      “Do it,” I said without hesitation. “Make them forget everything.”

      Mr. Liang looked around the room, appearing somewhat surprised. The others, including Santiago’s father, nodded in approval and relief.

      “What about Mercedes?” I had asked.

      Mr. Liang cleared his throat. “Her memory extraction will prove vastly more difficult, but it can be done. She will have a gap of a few days, something like a post-traumatic stress-induced amnesia.”

      I nodded, knowing my friend would give anything to go back to worrying about prom dates and dress fittings.

      If they’d thought I wanted my friends to remember the horrors they’d experienced in those caves, they were crazy. After what had happened, Hailey and the others would have no chance at a normal life. They were the survivors, the ones left behind who would always wonder why they’d made it while the rest died. That would be hard enough. Letting them run around insisting that dragons had caused it all would only make their lives impossible. I knew that much. I’d been there.

      “Very well,” Mr. Liang said, inclining his head.

      “What about Frank?” I asked. “Can you help him? Can you undo what Tara did to him?”

      Mr. Liang shook his head. “I’m afraid we cannot. What Tara Palmer did was not natural. We have no idea how to reverse it.”

      “What will happen to him then?”

      Mr. Liang sighed. “I fear we can’t let him go back to his family as he is, but we are willing to take him into our fold. We vow to protect him under our creed and laws.”

      I understood why Frank couldn’t go back, but it still hurt to realize that his life, as he had imagined it, was not possible anymore. Outside of here, he would be considered a freak, and maybe not even his parents would accept him—better to let them think he was dead than have them cringe away in horror.

      “As for the others,” Mr. Liang said, “once we’ve erased their memories, we’ll leave them somewhere safe and alert the authorities of where to find them.”

      And that was how Hailey, Liam, and Jess had ended up in Lovers’ Cove near Barimont Bay with no recollection of what had happened to them. The police found them and took them to the hospital, where they gently but thoroughly interrogated them to no avail. Now, the search for the others, including Dad, continued.

      Little did they know what a waste of time it was. Thirteen, including Dad, had been taken, and only five were alive. Not that Frank really counted.

      “It’s a shame about your father,” Mr. Webb said now, walking toward the lighthouse and inspecting it from top to bottom. “Everyone in the council is concerned about him.” He glanced over his shoulder, bushy eyebrows raised. “We certainly hope he’s all right and will be found soon.” He paused, letting his fake concern set in before going into what really had brought him here.

      “In the meantime,” he continued, “we’re also concerned about Summers Lake and its most precious treasure.”

      He gestured toward the lighthouse, then toed a loose paver on the path that led to the access door. It was the same one Dad had been meaning to repair on a “good” day, but days on which he felt strong enough for such a task had become few and far between, his muscles too weak for more than a short walk.

      “I’ll take care of it,” I said. “You don’t have to worry about it.”

      “Really?” He turned to face me, mock surprise on his face. “A young lady like you, about to graduate and go to college, how could you possibly—”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I said.

      “No?” He huffed, put his hands behind his back, and made a show of thinking very hard. “If I remember correctly, you’d already promised the council to take care of it. Yet, the lighthouse stood dark several times this past week.”

      I clenched my hands around the shoulder straps of my backpack, managing to respond without showing my anger. “It won’t happen again. I was looking for my father and friends. I’m sure you and the other council members can understand that.”

      “Certainly, dear. Still, up-keeping a place such as this requires many skills that I’m not sure you possess. We were forbearing with your father because of his condition, but…”

      “So you’re gonna kick me out on the street, is that what you’re saying?”

      He shook his head sadly and headed back toward his car. “No, not at all. We’re simply following the statues set in place for the protection of our dear historical monument. Nothing more, nothing less.” He pulled the driver’s side door open.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “And what does that mean exactly?”

      “It means that we will be posting for the job of lighthouse keeper, and you are more than welcome to apply. Now, I’d better go before I make you late for school. Good day, Ms. McCarty.”

      The Cadillac drove away while I stood frozen, the rest of my world collapsing around me. Where would I go? There was no way the council would give me the job. They probably already had someone in mind for the post, a relative or a friend who ticked every box in the application.

      Holding back tears, I got in my car and drove to school, repeating a simple mantra in my head. One minute at a time. One minute at a time.

      I couldn’t think ahead, couldn’t even imagine a future. I had hoped to stay to find a way back into the caves at Barimont Bay. Even if the task had proved impossible so far, I hadn’t planned to go anywhere until I found Dad and lay him to rest next to Mom. I’d also decided to postpone college, so I could learn more about what it meant to be a dragon warden. But without a place to live, how could I do it?

      Was fate trying to tell me I was making a mistake? Was staying in Summers Lake the best choice for me? Would Mom and Dad agree with my decision?

      These and other questions still whirled in my head as I parked in front of the high school. I stayed in the car for a few minutes, gathering my emotions and tucking them in the farthest corner of my soul. My ring pulsed, releasing a wave of warmth that put a seal over that secret door. I didn’t need my imaginary pixies anymore.

      I had my very real, very powerful ring.

      “Thank you,” I whispered at it, then got out of the car.

      “Lila,” a deep voice called behind me.

      I turned to find Tom, Ki, and Santiago, standing side by side. Their expressions were an odd mixture of concern and anticipation.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, heart leaping to my throat.

      They stepped off the sidewalk in unison, leading with the same foot. They marched in my direction, looking like three supermodels on a runway. They were too much look at. Yet, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from them, same as every other girl around.

      “Hola, amor,” Santiago said. “We have news.”

      “News?” I’d had enough news lately, and I couldn’t handle more.

      “Good news,” Ki added, probably registering the dread in my eyes. Tom leaned in to whisper something in my ear. His breath brushed me gently. As he told me the news, all the emotions I’d carefully sealed away rushed out, stealing my breath. He pulled away, a tentative smile on his lips. Ki and Santiago’s eyes sparkled, showing me how happy they were for me.

      I glanced toward the school entrance, then back at the boys.

      “I have to go,” I said, knowing there was no way I could sit through class, not anymore.

      “We’re coming with you,” Ki said.

      We all got in the Mustang and drove out of the parking lot, back toward the lighthouse and the boat that had been tied by the shore ever since my first trip to the mirror island.

      Santiago rode shotgun, casting glances my way as he fooled with the radio.

      I looked in the rearview mirror, meeting Tom and Ki’s gazes in turn. Cool air blew through the open windows. For the first time in a while, I allowed myself a smile.

      Dad was alive.

      The elder dragons had received word from the Deeploch Den. Tara Palmer had gone to them with complaints about how the other dens had broken creed and interfered with her plans. Now she was demanding reparations and holding my father hostage until her stipulations were met.

      It was still a horrible situation, but knowing Dad was alive made all the difference in the world.

      “We’ll get him back,” Ki assured me, putting a hand on my shoulder and giving it a reassuring squeeze.

      “And we’ll bring my mother to justice,” Tom added. “Even if we have to rewrite the entire Dragon Creed itself.”

      “Damn right,” Santiago agreed.

      Getting Dad back would not be easy, but I had my ring, my sword, and my three dragons. I would not fail this time. I would rescue Dad, and I would make sure Tara Palmer paid for what she’d done.

      Lila McCarty had her own creed: no one messed with the people she loved.
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      THE BREEDERS BOOK ONE

      

      Do you miss The Hunger Games? Unable to find a book that will keep you turning pages long into the night? 

      100,000 copies sold. 400 four and five-star reviews. Kindle Book Awards 2014 Semi-finalist. Multiple category Amazon Best Seller. You've found your next obsession. 

      

      Riley is one of the world's last free women. When Riley was born, her mother escaped the Breeders, the group of doctors using cruel experiments to bolster the dwindling human race. Her parents do everything possible to keep her from their clutches-moving from one desolate farm after another. But, the Breeders control everything. 

      

      And they're hunting Riley. 

      

      When the local Sheriff abducts the other members of her family, Riley and her brother Ethan are left to starve. Then Clay arrives, the handsome gunslinger who seems determined to make up for past sins. But Clay can't know she's female, or he might sell her to the very people she's trying to avoid. 

      

      As Riley's affection for Clay grows she wonders can she trust him with her secret? She's worth a lifetime's wages. How could anyone, even someone she's growing to love, give up an opportunity like that? 

      

      For fans of The Hunger Games, Divergent, and The Gender Game, The Breeders is a book that will have you turning pages long past your bedtime.

      

      Pick up your copy today.

      

      CHAPTER ONE

      

      When the dust cloud appears, we know they are coming.

      My mama and I spy the cloud churning up the road at the same time. Her potato peeler clatters to the porch floor, sending goose flesh over my arms. I stare at the cloud kicked up by dozens of approaching tires and then back to my mother. There’s no mistaking it. The fear is written on her face.

      She grips my shoulder, hand already shaking. “Get in the cellar.” Her face tightens. “Now.”

      Her rocking chair scrapes against the porch floorboards. She yanks open the screen door and runs into the house, yelling for my brother.

      I stand up, my own hands trembling now. The advance of the dust cloud has me riveted, like an animal caught in headlights. It’s what we’ve drilled for, prepared for, whispered about at night. And now they’re coming.

      My mama’s frantic screams pierce my thoughts. “Riley, the storm cellar! Hurry!”

      I shake myself out of my stupor and force my jellied legs to move. Running into the house, I spy my stepfather, Arn, at the pitted kitchen table. He slips round after round into his hunting rifle, his calloused fingers fumbling for more in the box that holds too few. He drops one. It hits on the floor and rolls under the table.

      “Goddammit!” he swears. His leathery forehead wrinkles as he searches frantically.

      I run over, grab it and hand it to him. The bullet feels cold against my hot palm.

      His eyes latch onto mine and a sadness creeps over his face. This frightens me more than anything. He grabs our pistol off the table and thrusts it forward. “You’ll need this.” His eyes say one gun won’t be enough.

      The revolver is heavy and solid in my trembling hand. I curl my fingers over the wooden grip, worn smooth with use. I let my index finger stray to the trigger, place my other hand under the grip like he taught me and aim at the dust cloud. I look up at him, unable to ask what I need to know.

      In this moment Arn looks old. His sun-beaten face is carved by wrinkles and his forehead is dotted with sweat. The patched overalls sag on his too-thin body. Before this, he was out milking the cow or mucking out the barn, mundane, boring tasks that I wish he could go back to now. Arn grabs both my shoulders and fixes me with frightened blue eyes. “You ‘member what I taught you?”

      “Is it the Breeders? It is, isn’t it?” My voice breaks with the terror that’s sticking to my insides and knotting my stomach. Arn says nothing. He doesn’t have to. His face tells me everything I need to know.

      “I can fight.” The gun trembles, but I lock my elbows and grit my teeth. I want this chance to face the people who’ve been hunting us our whole lives.

      Arn shakes his head, the lines around his mouth deepening. “Soon’s they see you, they’d kill the men and take the women. Get in the cellar. I’ll handle this.” His weathered hand squeezes mine. It’s the most affection he’s shown me in months. I savor the roughness of his palm. Then, quick as it came, he drops my hand and goes back to slipping a bullet into his rifle, his eyes marking the approach of our enemies.

      From behind me: “Riley?!” My mama is near hysterics.

      “Coming!” I sprint through the old farmhouse, the boards moaning beneath my feet. I skid to a stop at our bedroom and scan it for my brother. Both beds lie empty. Ethan’s boots lie on their sides under his bed. His comic book is forgotten on the floor. He’d never leave it there on a normal day. But this isn’t a normal day. Angry motors growl closer. How soon before they get here? Minutes? Seconds?

      I burst through the back door. The storm cellar sits fifteen paces from the house, dug deep in the ground. When we moved in six months ago, my mama showed us the cellar that, when shut, folds neatly into the dusty landscape. We’ve taken pains to camouflage the doors, but will it be enough?

      The cellar doors yawn wide, revealing the dark earthen hole. My mama crouches at the cellar’s mouth, her hand-sewn cotton dress gathering around her knees. My little brother, Ethan, descends the ladder. His hand clutches her scarred one for a moment before he disappears into shadow. He’s gone. An urge to sob washes over me. I bite it back and run over.

      My mama turns, searching for me. From this angle, she is breathtaking in her loveliness. Her shoulder-length dark hair shines in the hazy sunlight, and her left cheek is supple and pink. She’s a beauty queen, a ten as Auntie says. It’s the other side of her face that marks the horrors she’s seen. Red angry burn scars travel her neck and face. Her skin bunches and grooves like a pitted dirt road. Her left ear is only a ragged, red hole. Yet, I rarely notice her burned face. This is the way she’s looked as long as I can remember.

      I step to the edge of the cellar and peer at my brother. From the bottom of the hole, his eyes are wide as a lizard’s caught in my snare. His lower lip trembles. He looks five instead of eight. “It’s okay,” I lie.

      My mother grips my shoulder and presses down. “Get in.” Her voice is a choked whisper. She glances back at the dust plume. The gray cloud hangs huge, blocking out the horizon, a tornado set to tear our world apart.

      I take a step back and narrow my eyes. “You first.”

      “I have to get Bell.” She looks towards the upstairs window.

      I grip her arm. “No! They won’t take Auntie. She’s too old.”

      My mama pulls me to her chest in a brief hug. Then she scrambles out of my clutches. I claw for her dress, but she’s gone. “Don’t go!”

      “I love you!” she yells over her shoulder, her voice full of tears. The back door thwacks as she disappears inside it.

      “Come back!” I yell, but it’s too late.

      I stare at the door, wondering if I’ll ever see her again. I take a step toward the house, but the truck motors rumble so close they rattle my molars. They will be here in seconds. And what my stepfather says is true. If they see me, they will stop at nothing to have me and I can’t put my family in danger.

      Ethan whines, “Riley?”

      I lower myself into the ground as tears streak the dirt on my cheeks. I draw the wooden shutters and the storm cellar plunges into darkness. Strings of light stream through the cracks of the rotting boards. This earthen hole reeks of damp soil and musty wood. A cobweb brushes my face. I cringe and bat at it as I step carefully to the bench where my brother is a small, dark shadow. Ethan crawls on my lap. He’s all arms and legs now, too big to curl onto his sister’s lap. His hands claw into my clothing, holding me so close I feel his heart flutter like a baby bird caught in his shirt. On a normal day I wouldn’t put up with baby stuff, but today is different. Today we might lose everything.

      “Shh. Shh,” I murmur until I remember we need to be silent. I grip Ethan to me with one hand and the gun with the other.

      The engines shake the ground so hard I wonder if their trucks are parked on top of us. Dirt sifts through the cracks above. Brakes whine. Doors slam. Ethan trembles.

      Husky voices raise the hair on my arms. They call out. I can’t make out what they’re saying, but I can guess the tone, which right now is friendly enough. Where’s my mama and Auntie Bell? I can’t just sit here. I slip Ethan off my lap. He moans in protest, his fingers grasping at my clothes, pleading. I pry them off and slip up the ladder. A rung creaks under my weight, but the men are too far off and their voices too loud to hear me. I climb up and press my eye against the knothole.

      From this angle, I can see the road and our front porch. Three trucks idle in our driveway. They’re road gang trucks with big all-terrain tires and grates attached to the front for smashing everyone out of their way. A rusty blue F150 is pocked with bullet holes. A dark green Chevy has hooks welded to the bed rails and handcuffs slung through them. The handcuffs make me sick to my stomach.

      A half-dozen men lean out of cabs. They wear leather road gear, buzzed haircuts and grimy goggles. A few have big crude tattoos. They glare forward, spit dust from their mouths and let their rifles drape loosely over their shoulders. They aren’t aiming at my house. Yet.

      “Riley,” Ethan whispers behind me.

      I wave one hand at him to be quiet, despite the dark. Then I turn back to the scene.

      This gang’s leader, a meaty man with a bald head and worn leather jacket, stands on the porch with Arn. The thug has his boot up on the seat of Auntie’s rocker and he’s leaning on his knee as if he were shootin’ the breeze with a friend, but then there’s the nine-inch serrated blade on his hip. He smiles crookedly, and even from here I can see he’s missing half the teeth. His shaved head sports a crescent-shaped scar trailing from the corner of his mouth to his ear. His lapel winks in the sunlight. A gold star rests over his heart.

      “Sheriff Tate,” I mouth. This is bad. Real bad. He’s the local arm of the Breeders. He delivers them girls and they keep him stocked with guns and ammo.

      Sheriff Tate talks to Arn, though I can’t hear. He steps off the porch and clomps toward us, with Arn at his heels. I drop back down the ladder, stand in front of Ethan and point the gun toward the cellar door. Their footsteps crunch closer. I can’t breathe.

      Ethan’s hand tightens around my arm, a vice grip. Please, God, don’t let them find us, I pray. Please.

      Their boots crunch to a stop and veer right. Arn must be showing him our water pump. If the Sheriff takes another few steps this way, he’ll be able to see the hidden cellar. I listen in the darkness, hoping against hope that he’ll get a drink and go on his way.

      The old pump creaks up and down as my stepfather draws water. This old farmhouse has its own windmill and well, which remarkably still produces fresh drinking water. It is why we can live out in this wasteland and not in town.

      The Sheriff drinks and sighs in satisfaction. His heavy voice drifts through the cracks. “That’s fresh. Didn’t think clean wells still pumped ’round these parts. You sure got lucky.” His voice is resonant, like a roll of thunder. Beside me, Ethan squeezes my arm until it goes numb.

      “Yep. Yep. Lucky.” My stepfather’s worn voice catches in his throat. Let him hold it together a few more minutes. Please.

      “So, just yer lonesome on the homestead?”

      I hold my breath. Ethan shifts nervously beside me.

      “Yes, sir. The boy I took in died a few years ago. Rancher’s flu. Had a renter, but he cleared out some months back. Don’t mind the quiet.”

      The men pause for an eternity. I glance down at Ethan. Even in this dim light, I can see his face twisted with terror. If we get out of this, I’ll give him the caramel I’ve been saving since Christmas to lift that look off his face.

      “Awful big house for a stiff such as yerself. Mind if we give ’er a look? Couple criminals we hoping to strap in irons.”

      Liar! They’re looking for girls. Everyone’s looking for girls.

      Arn blows out his breath. “Rather you boys be on your way. Got more milking to do.”

      The Sheriff clucks his tongue. “Uh—uh. Milking’s a morning chore. Hiding something, are ya? We’ll just take a peek.”

      Sheriff Tate pushes a shrill whistle through his teeth. Boots thunk to the hard-packed dirt.

      “Now hold on!” Arn yells.

      I scramble up the ladder and press my shoulder to the cellar door. I steady my trembling hands. Ethan, the dull shadow beneath me, begins to cry. I flick my eyes away and swallow hard. I don’t care what happens to me, but nothing can happen to him. I couldn’t stand it.

      My front door bangs open, and angry tomcat yowling cuts across the yard. I hop down a peg and fix my eye back to the peephole.

      Auntie Bell bursts out of the house, screaming, her hair wiping around her like a great gray storm. Her arms flail as she barrels toward the Sheriff.

      “You stinking, rotten pig eater!” She lurches, her hands hooked like talons. My stepfather grabs her dress. The cotton shift pulls tight around her wrinkled body as she strains to attack.

      She claws at the Sheriff’s face. “You loathsome, dirty hair pie! I spit in your mother’s grave!” Auntie kicks out wildly. One of her clogs flies off and smacks into the Sheriff’s thigh. He stumbles back and drops his hand to his knife. He will kill Auntie and Arn, but I’ll shoot him before that happens. I tuck my head to my chest and feel the adrenaline buzz inside me. The metal feels smooth under my trigger finger. I press my shoulder to the door.

      Laughter explodes through the air. I slam my face back to the peephole so fast a splinter sinks into my cheek.

      A crooked smile lights up the Sheriff’s carved face. He thumps a meaty hand on his knee. “Batty, old witch,” he says, cackling. He points at Auntie. “You got some fire left in them bones.”

      His hand leaves his knife and he waves off his men. “We ain’t interested in a wrinkled ole cooz. We decent folk, not savages. You right to be careful, though. Some banditos would snatch her up, foul mouth and all.” Auntie reaches through Arn’s embrace and claws at the Sheriff. He clucks his tongue and laughs again, loud and nasty.

      The Sheriff jumps off the porch. “Thanks for the drink. Take care now!” He waves real friendly like, hops in the lead truck and pushes a shrill whistle through his teeth. Motors flare to life. The line of vehicles peels out, spewing gravel against our house.

      I can’t believe it. They are leaving.

      My heart pumps erratically as I try to breathe normal. A cold sweat trickles between my shoulder blades. I shiver and suck air.

      Cold fingers wrap around my wrist. I jolt back, my foot slips off a slick rung, and I tumble. My flight through the air is short, the ground hard. The impact sends a snap of pain up my tailbone. I look up and make out my brother’s big brown eyes.

      “Damn it, Ethan. Don’t scare me like that,” I snap. Then I see the terror running over his face. God, I’m dumb. He still thinks his whole family’s about to be murdered and I yelled at him.

      I stand and squeeze him to me with one arm. “Sorry, little man.”

      He pulls away. “Did they leave?”

      “Yeah, munchkin.” I try to muss his hair, but my hand’s not done trembling. “Safe for another day.” I can’t believe it. We got so lucky.

      He sighs and slips his hand into mine. “Don’t call me munchkin.”

      “You got it, munchkin.” I stand aside while he mounts the ladder. Suddenly, I’m dead tired. The gun weighs a hundred pounds.

      When we get in the house, Auntie Bell sits at the kitchen table. Her loose cotton dress sags against her bony shoulders. She’s braiding back her long, gray hair as she mutters something about a dirt pie. My stepfather stands at the window, watching the dust cloud fade. He’s got his hands in the pouch of his overalls, his thinking stance. My mama steps behind him, puts her hands around his waist and her head on his shoulder. Their love is so solid, like the beams that hold this house up. My stomach flip-flops with bittersweet longing. I am sixteen and the only boy I see is my eight-year-old brother. Love for me is like the sunset: beautiful from afar, but I can never touch it. Love is ancient history. I get safety instead.

      When the dust cloud is only an image we’ll see in our nightmares, my mama slips away from Arn and lights a fire in the old stove.

      “Riley, get the bread out of the pantry, please.” She grabs an opener and a dented can of beans.

      “Nobody’s gonna talk about what just happened?” I ask no one in particular.

      My stepfather flicks his eyes at me and then starts tucking his guns in their hiding places. Auntie Bell mutters under her breath. My mama drops the beans on the pan. They sizzle and pop as their bodies dance on the cast iron.

      “Riley, we’re tired and hungry. Please get the bread.” Finality settles on her rutted face.

      I head for the pantry. I may be the most wanted thing in the country, but I still have to listen to my mama.
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      DJINN EMPIRE #1

      Love is an impossible wish.

      
      She was warned about Faris.

      
      It was more than his smoldering good looks, his intensity, his dark seductive eyes.

      
      He wasn’t human.

      
      When Marielle goes against her grandfather’s warnings, she releases more than she bargained for – Faris is a djinn, a breathtakingly beautiful creature of fire and magic. And he wants her, claims to love her. Now, against her will, she finds herself helpless against his seduction. After all, she's powerless against his magic.
      

      
      But Faris has a brother. 

      
      One who doesn't want Marielle’s love.

      
      He wants her life in order to break the curse that keeps him a Djinn slave.

      
      You'll love this breathtaking young adult paranormal romance series by USA Today best-selling author Ingrid Seymour because everyone needs a little magic in their lives.
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      ALSO AVAILABLE IN A DISCOUNTED BOX SET

      WITH 3 BONUS STORIES

      

      SNEAK PREVIEW

      ONE WISH AWAY – CHAPTER ONE

      

      I IMAGINED THE CEMENT GARGOYLES on the lower shelf coming to life, digging their claws into the woman’s shoulders and dumping her in a bayou or the woods next door. Anywhere would do, as long as it was far away from here. The witch—she had to be a witch—was probably looking for ingredients to make a deadly poison, not a homeopathic remedy like she always said. And today, she was doing it on my time.

      As I glared at her, wishing she’d leave, her attention shifted, and she peered at me with one eye. Caught in the act, I snapped my gaze to the half-dead herbs in their ceramic pots.

      The witch—I was supposed to refer to her as Mrs. Chapiteau, but whatever—was the only customer left, and she’d been rooting around different shelves for over an hour, looking for who knows what. I’d offered my help to get her out of here, but she’d waved me off, muttering in another language.

      I checked my watch again. Five minutes past closing time. She seriously needed to hurry. I was tired of being behind the counter, and I had to meet my friends after work. Abby would kill me if I turned up late. Not that I could blame her. I hadn’t been a very good friend since senior prom, which had been over three months ago.

      On the verge of giving the woman a nice kick in the butt, I snatched the retractable hose and began watering the poor herbs. Clearly, the August heat didn’t forgive anybody, not even innocent little plants. I looked up. The sun was shining over the mesh canopy with a weird, yellowish tinge, giving everything a more sinister look than usual. Just how Grandpa liked his exotic plant nursery to look. He said Jardin Noir had to match its customers’ level of creepiness, and it did.

      Checking on the witch again, I found her sniffing an aloe plant. After cursing at it, she set it down and picked up another. God, she was infuriating! I walked behind the counter again and examined the Band-Aids on my fingers. My hands looked hideous, cut and callused—all anyone could expect after a full summer of hard labor. Enough with the work therapy, though. I didn’t need it anymore. Not since the tenth bag of manure busted in my hands anyway, which was about the same time when Jeremy, my vile ex-boyfriend, became just a regrettable memory. So no more hiding. It was Friday night and I was going to rejoin the living, if the witch ever left.

      I peered in her direction again. She was now petting one of the gargoyles at her feet. When she finished with that, she took dirt out of one of the potted plants and threw it over her shoulder. Yep, a witch—just like most of our customers.

      Sure, they bought all the weird plants, but some of these people were total creeps. Like the “medicine man” who came in every Tuesday and still made me want to hide behind the shed. The guy looked ancient, with grooves on his face deep enough for entire ant colonies. I always started ringing up his items before he made it to the register, punching the keys at super speed and avoiding his clouded eyes. He never talked, just grunted, smelled and—I swear—licked all of his purchases, even the red, fleshy mushroom he bought last week. Gross!

      I sighed. The store needed normal customers. If Grandpa meant for us to stay afloat, he had to agree to sell more roses, fertilizer, and mulch—instead of all the esoteric crap that barely sold anymore. Carnivorous plants that looked like they’d sprung out of a sci-fi movie weren’t all that popular with housewives.

      I tapped my foot. The witch huffed and left suddenly without buying anything.

      Typical!

      Trundling after her, I checked the aisles to make sure they were empty. Javier and Grandpa were nowhere in sight. Heat rippled in waves from the concrete floor, and not a plant stirred, including the trees beyond the chain-link fence. All was quiet and still. Too still. Some instinct tingled in the back of my mind. I looked around and couldn’t stop my eyes from drifting to the cement gargoyles and sneering garden gnomes.

      “Ugly little bastards,” I said under my breath. They always made me queasy.

      Out of nowhere, a frozen gust of wind grazed my neck. I shivered. What the heck was that? A sudden ice age? Anything was possible in New Orleans, but in August, heat and humidity reigned. Maybe a curse from the witch? I chuckled. Apparently, Grandpa’s efforts to make me a believer weren’t wasted.

      “If wish-granting Djinn are possible, why not witches and voodoo?” he always said. Too bad I was too old to buy his Djinn stories—even if he swore by them.

      Ignoring the twist in my gut, I walked to the entrance, clicked a padlock through the metal-grate doors, then turned on my iPod and began restocking and organizing. I started with the rosebushes, moving them from a wheelbarrow onto a shelf. Their stems brimmed with lovely pink buds, rolled tightly into petal cocoons.

      After I set down the last pot, I dusted my hands and looked up to check my work. My heart knocked against my chest, and my eyes grew wide with a double take. What the . . . ?

      Every single rosebud had bloomed!

      I looked around, the hairs in the back of my neck standing on end. I hadn’t imagined the closed buds, had I? I tried to remember and decided that I must have. There was no way they had opened that fast. No freakin’ way.

      One of the flowers glimmered with water from the mister, its pink petals vibrant and stunningly beautiful. I reached out and, grabbing one of the stems, leaned in, inhaling. An intoxicating sweetness filled my senses. My head swam.

      “Ow!” I exclaimed, snatching my hand back. A thorn. I pulled it out. A drop of blood beaded up. I sucked my fingertip, and—as my mouth filled with a nauseating, coppery taste—the shelves, the plants, the gargoyles, everything started to spin. The large, leathery leaves of the black magic plants swayed to the rhythm of the music in my earbuds. Their tall stalks leaned into each other, their leaves touching like kissing couples.

      My heart thumped faster. I shook my head and squeezed my eyes.

      Not there. Not there.

      I opened my eyes. Everything snapped back into place.

      Shit!

      I swallowed. A cold breeze in August? Insta-bloom roses and romantic plants?

      Double shit!

      Grandpa’s wish-granting Djinn entered my mind again. Twice in one day? That couldn’t be good, could it? Maybe my blood sugar was low. Yeah, that had to be it. Low blood sugar could cause hallucinations, right?

      The sound of a ceramic pot crashing to the ground slipped through the music and brought me back to the moment. I spun around and took out the earbuds.

      “G-Grandpa?”

      No response.

      “Grandpa, is that you?”

      “I’m fine,” he said from behind the tool shed.

      I exhaled and felt my heart slow down a touch. “You need help?” I circled the shed. “Grandpa! Are you all right?” I rushed to his side.

      He was leaning on the wall, face strained as he dabbed a red bandana on his wrinkled forehead. Beads of sweat shone on his bald head. Big decorative pots lay at his feet.

      “What in the world?! Were you stacking those?” I demanded.

      “Don’t make a fuss. It’s just the heat.” He swatted my hand away.

      “Well, go inside and cool off, you stubborn old man.”

      Normally, Grandpa Arthur would have argued, but this time, he shuffled obediently toward the office. I rushed ahead to open the door. The old window unit hummed and rattled, but it managed to cool the place down some ten or twelve degrees. He collapsed on an old vinyl chair by the desk and swiveled to face the AC.

      Old pictures of his earlier years hung in dusty frames, alongside a collection of colorful Mardi Gras masks. The place needed a good cleaning, but he’d warned me to keep my hands off his property. For a moment, I eyed the old army trunk that rested next to the rusty file cabinet. I was reminded of Grandpa’s Djinn story. Yet again.

      Shaking my head, I took a bottle of water out of our small fridge. “Drink this.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Grandpa unscrewed the top and drank big gulps.

      “Why don’t you let Javier help you?”

      “Don’t you have somewhere to be? Someone else to pester?”

      The redness in his face subsided. I relaxed a little and checked my watch.  “Yeah, I need to take a shower.”

      “Then go. Shoo!” He made sweeping motions with his hand, picked up a clipboard and started reviewing orders.

      God, he needed to take it easy, but the man just didn’t know how. I was about to remind him about the doctor’s orders when Javier walked in.

      “I’m done in the back. Anythin’ more before I go?” Javier asked in a singsong Spanish accent, his tan face gleaming with sweat.

      “No,” Grandpa said.

      “Yes,” I said.

      Javier laughed and ran a hand through his brown hair. “Miss Mariella, you tell me what needs doin’.”

      “Bah, outranked in my own place!” Grandpa huffed and went back to his clipboard.

      “Terco,” I told Javier, hitching my thumb toward my stubborn Grandpa.

      Javier stifled a giggle. I beamed. The Spanish lessons seemed to be paying off. Hell, maybe my dreams of becoming a linguist and traveling had a chance of coming true one day. New Orleans was fine, but I wanted to see the world. Although, for now, I needed to help Grandpa with the nursery. Even if my friends were getting on with their lives, going off to college, it wasn’t my time. Not yet.

      “Could you finish stacking the ceramic pots by the shed?” I asked Javier.

      “I was almost done,” Grandpa mumbled, eyes on his piece of paper.

      “Yes, Miss Mariella. No problem,” Javier said.

      “Thank you. You’re a star. And Javier,” I added, “just call me Marielle.”

      “Maybe tomorrow, Señorita,” Javier laughed at his own joke and left.

      I shook my head, then glared at Grandpa.

      He ticked orders off with a yellow pencil and made a big show of ignoring me. “Hmm, I like your revisions. I think you may be ready to run this place.”

      “Then take a day off here and there.”

      “I said may.” He emphasized with air quotes.

      I put my hands on my hips and gave him an angry look. He returned it right back as if saying, “You’re not the boss of me, young lady.”

      “Fine,” I said.

      “Fine,” he huffed.

      “I’m going to shower.”

      “You do that.”

      Shouldering my backpack, I stomped toward the small bathroom in the back of “the shack”, as we liked to call the shabby, prefab office.

      I turned on the old shower and endured its sputtering, lukewarm water. Since Grandma Eloise died when I was twelve, everything had started going to shit: Grandpa’s health, the house, but especially the business. I’d been helping around the clock all summer, but it hadn’t seemed to make a difference. The stress was getting to Grandpa, too. I couldn’t abandon him. Postponing college for a year was a small sacrifice compared to saving his livelihood.

      I leaned my head on the fiberglass wall, letting water slide down my back. To my surprise, the temperature evened out to perfection. Thanking my lucky stars for the rare treat, I closed my eyes and groaned as warm water hit my tired shoulders. The shower sputtered, feeling like expert fingers on my back. I quivered. Heat built up in my chest and rose to my face. My breath caught. The kneading sensation traveled upward, igniting something desperate inside of me. I bit my lower lip, enjoying it.

      Suddenly, the touch grew heavier and something wrapped around my neck. My eyes sprang open. Heart lodged in my throat, I whirled, expecting who knows what, but there was nothing. Panic crept up within me. I shut the water off and wrapped myself in a towel.

      Strike three.

      Okay, something weird was definitely going on. The heaviness in the air and my stomach couldn’t be lying. Either Grandpa’s view of the supernatural was true or he’d finally driven me crazy. My meager weekly salary was on the latter.

      Damn Grandpa and his Djinn stories!

      Ignoring my pounding heart and the distinct possibility that I needed a shrink, I rubbed my head with the towel. My dark hair shone under the fluorescent light, drying quickly into loose curls. I was about to slip into my dress when a loud thump startled me.

      “Señorita Mariella! Señorita Mariella! Hurry, is your Grandpa!”
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