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        “Life has many ways of testing a person’s will, either by having nothing happen at all or by having everything happen all at once.”

      

        

      
        ― Paulo Coelho, The Winner Stands Alone

      

        

      
        “Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there, wondering, fearing, doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before.”

      

        

      
        ― Edgar Allan Poe, The Raven

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      No matter how many times I rode on a dragon’s back, it would never feel normal. Yet, there I sat, centered between two wings that captured the warm lake air like giant sails. The last rays of sun reflected off Santiago’s golden hide in brilliant sparkles like he was a pirate’s treasure trove. I could just see the top of his head beyond his serpent-like neck until he turned to glance back, his golden eye winking, jowls flapping in the breeze.

      Beneath my thighs, his cool, sleek scales flexed as he banked right, slipping closer to Tom’s dragon form. Tom flapped his wings in time to avoid a crash, something Santiago was always instigating no matter how many times I said it terrified me. The big blue dragon angled his long neck to shoot a glare in Santiago’s direction. Tom’s eye had the vertical pupil and though it was an otherworldly blue, it was still him in there. I could almost picture his dark brows raised in a look that said, Are you kidding me with this?

      I smiled at him, showing my teeth, though that was a risky venture at this speed. More than once, I’d been forced to swallow bugs whole as they slammed into my mouth like little projectiles. Mmm, protein.

      Mouth shut, Tom reminded me through telepathy.

      Having his words in my brain was the definition of strange. What would Mercedes say if I could tell her?

      The thought of my friend spiked a feeling of loneliness through my chest. After she’d been kidnapped and almost killed, her parents had waited until after graduation, packed everyone up, and moved out of Summers Lake just like that. We’d cried the day she left, but we promised to text. She planned to go forward with her enrollment at Ohio State. I told her I was studying for my GED since I’d conveniently managed to miss exams and graduation while chasing dead ends trying to find Dad—something he would be most unhappy about. Whoopsie.

      Mercedes was moving on, and I was stuck. Our text conversations so far had been short. Stilted. She didn’t remember what happened with Tara Palmer, and I couldn’t tell her.

      Ki flew up on Santiago’s other side. His black dragon hide wasn’t as sparkly as Santiago’s, nor as iridescent as Tom’s, but he was solid with obsidian scales and warm chocolate eyes that somehow conveyed compassion even from within his lizard’s face. The eye closest to me locked with mine for a moment, and I could almost hear him telling me everything was going to be okay. I was about to try a quick burst of telepathy, but Mirror Island drew near. No time to flock around.

      I shivered as we prepared. No matter how many times I slipped through the membrane into another world, I’d never get used to that, either. Weird wasn’t even the word for it. Star-Trekian, maybe. It was like if Narnia’s wardrobe, Platform Nine and Three-Quarters, and the TARDIS had a baby. So, yeah, weird.

      I focused on the shimmer that appeared in the distance, now able to spot the waver that marked the illusion protecting Mirror Island. That and my ring got hot as hell as we approached. With the sword strapped to my back, I was ready for today’s training session. There was still a lot I needed to learn if I was going to take on Tara Palmer again.

      Dad, I’m coming. Hang in there.

      There had been word through the dragon community that Tara Palmer was on the move, making backdoor alliances and bargains with many different dragon species around the world. No one knew where she was—or where Dad was, for that matter. All I knew was she claimed he was still alive. It was my only hope, my thread of salvation. The only thing that let me fall into a hasty sleep at night.

      Santiago angled his body down, slipping under an air current, the other two following suit. Below us, the waves sharpened into distinct points. The damp lake scent flooded my senses. The wind intensified, fluttering my clothes and hair. I gripped Santiago’s body tighter with my thighs as my hands sought his scales. I’d suggested saddles, but the boys had vehemently disagreed. No f-ing way, was Santiago’s specific statement.

      As we plunged toward the surf, my stomach rose into my throat. Every time, I was convinced we’d hit the lake and I’d drown. I cursed myself for riding Santiago instead of Tom or Ki, who were less risky choices.

      Santiago leveled off, skimming the water, the air from his wings churning the surface. His neck seemed to stretch as if I were suddenly looking at him through a funhouse mirror. The ripple of current shivered around our bodies, and then we were on the other side.

      Santiago landed on the rocky beach, followed by Tom and Ki. Their giant wings sent sprays of sand toward the grassy embankment as they settled themselves. I waited until Santiago dipped his shoulder to slip down. As soon as my boots hit the ground, I was off, walking forward to avoid the moment when three of the hottest guys—the ones I’d spent every waking minute with this summer—turned human… and naked.

      Awkward, much?

      I heard the whoosh of at least two bodies transforming behind me.

      “Hey, Lila,” Santiago called. “Look over here. I’ve got something really interesting to show you.”

      I blushed, not daring to turn. Santiago thought my embarrassment at his nakedness was a constant source of amusement. I’d seen his… manhood more times than I could count.

      “Shut up,” I yelled over my shoulder, still hiking off the slope to the shaggy grass between beach and forest.

      Another whoosh marked the transformation of the last dragon.

      “It’s safe to look now,” Ki called.

      I glanced back. All three were now clad in shorts they kept in a waterproof tote on the shore. Ki’s board shorts were red and yellow, hanging to his knees. Santiago’s were a short European cut in an emerald blue, while Tom’s were gray and hung loosely on his hips like he’d lost weight.

      For a moment, I wondered who was taking care of Tom since his mother vanished. Like me, he was alone, though where his father was I had no idea, and every time I asked him, he changed the subject. The Palmers had always had an abundance of wealth, but counting his ribs, I wondered if Tom was as poor as I was now. Did he even have money for groceries?

      For me, poor was kind of an understatement. Dad had been on disability, and those checks were still coming, but I couldn’t exactly cash them with it being identity fraud and all. And since he wasn’t dead, there was no life insurance payout or social security. There was no family I wanted to call. Both sets of grandparents were dead, and the one aunt I had was not a pleasant woman. Plus, she lived in Alaska and I hadn’t seen her in eight years. I’d started a college fund in seventh grade with birthday money and babysitting pay. Right now, it had exactly $4534.23. Without another source of income, I wouldn’t make it much past the end of summer, even living on generic peanut butter and the cereal off the bottom shelf. Fruity Cocoa Puffs, anyone?

      But by then, I’d have Dad back. I was sure of it.

      Ki sauntered up, pulling a shirt over his tan body, his hair messy in that perfectly displaced way it had. His skin had tanned to a deep brown that accentuated the perfectly sculpted muscles of his chest and arms. “What’ll it be this time, Warden? Sword drills? Cliff scaling?”

      Santiago walked up, running a hand through his windswept curls. He was tan, too, which looked fantastic on him as he flashed his pearl-white smile. “I prefer a good game of chicken off the back cliff myself. Ten euros says Kiki here pulls up first.”

      Ki kicked sand at Santiago’s shins. Santiago returned the gesture. And, just like that, they were wrestling on the beach, grunting and scrambling like a couple of brothers ready to give each other noogies.

      “Guys!” I cried out, dodging as their scrum rolled my way.

      I darted my eyes to Tom. Before the incident with his mother, Tom would’ve been right there with them, laughing and horsing around, but since, he’d been morose, quiet. I couldn’t blame him. I hadn’t laughed much lately, either.

      “Knock it off,” he yelled, dark brows like storm clouds over his blue eyes. He wasn’t tan like the others. He was thin, pale, and looking like he hadn’t slept much in two weeks.

      The boys rolled to a stop, spitting sand out of their mouths. Ki had Santiago in a headlock and was smiling triumphantly, but when he noticed Tom’s expression, he let go. The two of them scrambled up, then wiped their bodies clean.

      “This is serious,” I scolded. “Dad has been gone for two weeks. Who knows what Tara is doing to him. I have to learn to control my powers, and I have to do it now.” God, I sounded like their mother. I tried to soften my tone. “Please help me.”

      “Sure, Lila,” Ki said, “but we don’t exactly know how. We’ve kind of exhausted all our knowledge.”

      “I think even our parents have run through everything they know how to do,” Santiago said, shaking sand out of his ear. “There’s nothing left. I suggested dropping you off the cliff, but Ki said you’d ‘die.’” He smirked as he used air quotes to let me know he was kidding.

      “Can we ask your dad again?” I said, turning to Ki.

      He took a step back from me, shaking his head. “No way. He said not to bug him anymore, and I’m already grounded. Besides, they have some big meeting on the other side of the island. Only Fang is here.”

      “Your babysitter,” Santiago said, elbowing him in the ribs.

      Ki rubbed at the spot, glowering, but didn’t disagree.

      “So, everyone has just given up?” I asked, scanning around the semi-circle of boys.

      Sad faces greeted me. Tom didn’t even meet my eyes.

      I kicked at the sand. “God! Why doesn’t anyone care?”

      “They care,” Ki said quietly. “I think that’s what the meeting is about, even though they won’t fill us in.”

      “But they left us to guard you,” Santiago said, getting serious.

      “And Fang,” Ki offered.

      Raising his head, Tom met my gaze. “They could be meeting about me,” he offered, his tone dark.

      Ki and Santiago exchanged a look. “I’m sure it’s not that,” Ki offered.

      My heart ached for Tom, shunned by his own people. I’d promised myself I’d help him somehow the minute I figured out how to use my powers and saved my father. Dad was my priority.

      “Then I need to learn to become warden without help,” I said, turning to stalk up the embankment.

      When I was nine, I learned to ride my two-wheel bike myself. It took two hours of falling over and over, but the feeling of triumph when I pushed off the curb and finally righted the wobbling bike was amazingly satisfying, especially since I’d managed it all on my own.

      When I was twelve, I scaled the lighthouse steps alone, lit the lamp, and cleaned the windows. Dad was shocked when he woke up and found the job done. And then mad since I could’ve hurt myself on the catwalk outside.

      I was a kid who never stopped until I mastered something important to me. This would be no different.

      The thatch of grass ahead rippled in the breeze as twilight hunkered around us. We only had a slice of daylight left, and I was determined to use it. I strode to a broad, flat boulder, unsheathed my sword, and lay it on the smooth surface. Walking backward, I moved away from it, then used all my will to picture the blade in my grip. It had worked in the cavern two weeks ago. It would work now.

      Extending my hand, I closed my eyes and felt for the blade. I pictured Thor with his mighty hammer while casting my energy outward. My ring hand tingled, the metal band on my finger burning bright. Around me, the wind seemed to fall silent as if even the birds had lost their voice.

      Still, no sword.

      Gritting my teeth, I concentrated harder. “Come on.”

      Nothing happened.

      “Lila, what are you trying to do?” Tom said, his voice close to my ear.

      Growling, I whirled on him. “I was trying to call my sword to me until you interrupted,” I said. “But I’m useless at it. I can’t even do the most insignificant skill.” I thrust my hand in frustration. “I can’t do anything!”

      At the last word, a scraping sound was followed by the swish of an object flying through the air. In the dim light, I didn’t see the blade until it was close. Too close.

      It was about to slice me in half.

      A body collided with mine. Arms dragged me sideways as the sword parted the air just inches from my face.

      We hit the grass hard. My elbow jabbed into a body, and an oomph sounded beneath me. When I glanced down, Tom was staring up. Annoyed.

      “You almost killed yourself,” he snapped.

      I sat up, taking my weight off his body as a blush traveled up my cheeks. Was I embarrassed about Tom’s body pressed against mine? Or the fact I totally botched that skill?

      Both? Definitely both.

      “I’m sorry,” I answered. “But it worked. The blade came to me. Maybe if I try—”

      “No,” he said, his angry tone making my gaze snap his way. Veins popped on his neck, and his hands were fisted. “You keep trying like that and you’re not only going to kill yourself, you’re also going to get us killed in the process.”

      “Tom, I’m sorry, but I’m onto something.”

      He glared in my direction. “You’re always sorry. And you never learn.”

      “C’mon, Tom.” I reached for him, but he turned and stalked off toward the forest. In a few moments, his shape was lost to the shadows.

      “What’s got his panties in a bunch?” Santiago said, sliding up beside me as we both stared at the spot where Tom had disappeared.

      Ki took the other side of me. “He’s hurting because many of the other dragon dens are blaming him for what his mother did. In her absence, some are calling for him to be put to trial. Or worse, used as bait in a trap.” The last part Ki whispered, his eyes on the shadows.

      “They wouldn’t dare,” I said. When I turned to Ki, I realized he was serious. “Your dads would never allow that to happen. Right?”

      “They aren’t allowing it,” Ki said. “But things are getting pretty bad. There’s word Tara’s forming alliances with some of the less desirable dens.”

      “All the shitheads unite,” Santiago said wryly. He put his hand on my shoulder. “It’ll be okay, Li. The good guys always prevail against the shitheads.”

      “Not if the good guys can’t even control their own powers.” I stared at my sword, the tip buried a foot deep in the dirt. Jogging over, I yanked at the blade until it came free. I glared at it, hoping it could sense my disappointment. Useless, I thought. You’re grounded.

      The whomp, whomp of wings beating at the wind drew our attention to the beach. I lifted my sword only to see Fang’s big brown dragon settle onto the sand, his body barely discernible now because of the dark.

      “Babysitter’s here,” Santiago groaned. “Ki’s bedtime.”

      “Shut up, bèn dàn.” But Ki seemed concerned. He started to jog toward his brother as the dragon shifted.

      We ran to the beach, skidding to a stop as Fang pulled on jean shorts from the waterproof bin.

      “Zěn me le, gēge?” Ki asked his brother as he drew up his drawers.

      Fang’s worried eyes traced around the circle. “It’s the lighthouse,” he said. He sounded out of breath, but he grabbed my arm to command my whole attention.

      “I think someone’s trying to break into the Dragon Warden’s lair.”
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      I ran up the wooden steps that led from the beach to the lighthouse, Santiago, Ki, and Fang right behind me. Before we’d left, we had called for Tom, but we’d come without him in the end. There hadn’t been time to wait.

      Riding the motor boat from Mirror Island had felt like an eternity, but the dragons couldn’t risk being seen—not if someone was snooping around my house. As much as I didn’t want to see him, I hoped it was just Mr. Webb and not a thief… or worse.

      Slowing down as I reached the top of the steps, I roved my gaze all around the lighthouse and the living area, but I didn’t see anyone. I took a few steps toward the parking area where Dad’s Jeep stood dusty and forlorn next to my Mustang. The tall lighthouse’s shadow fell on the cars, muting their color. The moon was rising brightly, but still didn’t help hide the fact that, once more, I’d neglected to light the wick at the appointed time. Crap.

      I took another step forward, my nerves in knots, missing the thud of the scabbard against my back. As much as I’d like to, I couldn’t walk around town wearing a frickin’ sword. Office Yaeger would probably burn me as a witch or something. So the sword had stayed secure back on Mirror Island.

      My eyes spotted something that stopped my rambling thoughts. Past the Jeep, the long bed of a truck I didn’t recognize stuck out.

      “They’re still here,” I whispered, my heart pattering.

      Santiago pointed at his nose, made a sniffing sound, then gestured toward the space between the living area and lighthouse.

      I leaned over to one side to get a better look. A sudden flash of light illuminated the passage for an instant, giving me the glimpse of a tall, dark stranger.

      “Hey!” I exclaimed. “What are you doing?”

      Some guy I’d never seen was taking pictures of my house. If that wasn’t creepy and stalkerish, I didn’t know what else would qualify. I thought for a moment about being scared but if someone tried to mess with us, one of the boys would probably just eat or squash him.

      As if he were taking a stroll in the park, the man moved into the open. The boys took their positions by my side. The creep slipped a phone into his back pocket, then put on a smile that could have charmed the pants off any decent middle-aged woman.

      “Hello,” he said in a relaxed tone. “You must be Lila McCarty.”

      The man was tall, well over six feet. He appeared to be thirty-something with wide shoulders that made it clear he worked out. He wore a leather jacket despite the heat, faded jeans with a few holes, and heavy harness boots. His hair was cropped. In fact, it was shorter than his stubble. Something malicious twinkled in his eyes, as if he knew something I didn’t.

      “Who are you?” I demanded.

      “I’m Jimmy Foster. Webb said I should stop by to check out the place.”

      “Mr. Webb?” I repeated dumbly, heart sinking. The horrible old man had sent this guy to intimidate me, to let me know he didn’t intend to give me the lighthouse keeper job, despite my timely application.

      “Yeah, Webb. City council fat guy. Sweats like a pig. I’m sure you know him.” His mouth cocked to one side in a satisfied smile.

      “I know the one,” Santiago said. “I’ve seen him around town. Hard to miss.”

      My elbow poked Santiago in the stomach. He let out a humph.

      I narrowed my eyes at this Jimmy character. One had to assume Mr. Webb didn’t know this guy was so fond of him.

      “Regardless,” I said. “It’s not polite to go around people’s houses, taking random pictures like a creeper.”

      “Oh, they’re not random. They’re quite on point, actually. Weeds, loose pavers, crumbling mortar… rattling doorknobs,” he said this last bit suggestively.

      Fang took a step forward, thrusting his chin. “Just so you know,” he said. “Doorknobs aren’t what keep this place safe from trespassers.”

      Jimmy stared down his nose at Fang. Santiago and Ki stepped forward, too, their gazes practically shooting death rays. Santiago’s shoulders quaked, and I worried he might lose it and shift. I couldn’t allow this idiot to become dragon food—no matter how appealing the idea.

      I pushed past and in front of the boys, stretching to my full five feet and six inches. Super intimidating. “I believe you’re done here.” Extending a hand toward his truck, I gave him a fake smile.

      “Yeah, I am,” he agreed. “My task was certainly easier than I thought. Webb will like my proposal, I think. I understand you and I are competing for the same job.”

      Crap! Just as I’d thought.

      And what did he mean by proposal? Was I supposed to do one of those? God, I was so clueless.

      “May the best man win,” he said with a chuckle as he turned to leave, his heavy boots crunching gravel.

      “Or woman!” I yelled awkwardly.

      His truck roared to life, then settled into the rumbling of a diesel engine. As he drove away, he blew the horn and waved backward, his headlights shining brightly on the road.

      Santiago flipped him the bird and cursed in Spanish.

      My fists shook at my sides. I felt like such an idiot. I was going to lose the warden’s lair and the house because I was an ignorant teenager who knew nothing about “clenching the job.”

      Tears stung in the back of my eyes, but I refused to cry. I stomped toward the lighthouse, pulling the key out of my pocket. The least I could do was light the wick when I was supposed to.

      “Lila, are you okay?” Ki asked.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Maybe we could—”

      Santiago cut him off. “Let her go.”

      I opened the heavy wooden door into the lighthouse, grabbed the kerosene can, and climbed the 184 steps to the top. This time, I didn’t play any games as I went, didn’t count the steps or pretend to be Rapunzel. I only thought of Dad and how I would explain my incompetence to him. He would never forgive me.

      Of course, I knew that wasn’t true. He wouldn’t give a rat’s rear end as long as we were together, but imagining him shaking his head in disappointment made me feel better.

      After doing my job, I sat on the catwalk on top of the lighthouse, my feet sticking out through the spaces in the railing and dangling off the edge. The beam of light traveled around, illuminating the lake’s surface. Wind blew dark strands of hair that had come loose from my ponytail. I had shed a few tears for Dad while I worked on trimming and lighting the wick, but the breeze had dried them on my cheeks. The evening sky stretched back until it dipped and kissed the horizon.

      “Some view,” Santiago said, stepping out onto the catwalk. He sat next to me, then stuck his feet through the railing. His leg pressed against mine, skin to skin, since we both wore shorts.

      At another moment, the contact would have made me self-conscious, but I was too immersed in my own thoughts for more than a cursory glance at his muscular thighs.

      Placing my chin on one of the railing’s metal bars, I said nothing.

      Santiago wrapped an arm around my back, then pulled me in gently. I rested my head on his shoulder, my eyes lost in the distance.

      “We’ll find him, amor,” he said. “Te lo prometo.” His deep voice rumbled in his chest as he spoke his promise, soothing me.

      As we stared silently toward the lake, his fingers made circles on my bare shoulder. At first, the motion was only comforting, but after a couple of minutes, his touch changed slightly. I couldn’t tell exactly how, just the way his skin slid against mine had acquired an alluring quality.

      Pulling my head away from his shoulder, I gazed up past his glasses and into his big brown eyes. A certain vulnerability that caught me off guard flitted across his face, but was quickly replaced by confidence.

      “Were those puppy-dog eyes you were giving me, Santiago Alcon?” I asked jokingly.

      “And what if they were?” he said, his stare diving deep into mine. A challenge.

      I didn’t know what to say. Santiago loved to tease me with insinuating comments, but I never imagined all his banter could mean more.

      “What if I’ve been… thinking of you and…” he slid his hand from my shoulder down the length of my arm, “… tus labios.”

      He looked down at my mouth. Damn it! Why hadn’t I paid more attention in Spanish class? Labios? What in the hell did that mean? Mouth? No. Lips! That was it. He’d been thinking about my lips?

      “Would you object to that?” he asked.

      My gaze zeroed in on his lips. They were full, the top one tilting upward ever so slightly. He ran his tongue over them, leaning forward.

      Would I object to kissing Santiago? If he’d asked me yesterday, I would have shoved him and told him to stop messing with me. But my reaction was completely different now. My heart thudded, my mouth tingling with anticipation—two things that hardly counted as objections.

      Before I knew it, my hand was on his face, my thumb tracing the line of his sculpted jaw. I’d been attracted to Tom for a long time, but I couldn’t deny I found Santiago extremely attractive, too. His self-assurance, his constant good humor, and not to mention his handsome face and amazing body were impossible to ignore. I had taken notice many times, even though I’d tried not to.

      And right now, he seemed like a fine escape from all my worries.

      It should have bothered me that Tom and I had kissed only two weeks ago and now I was ready to kiss another guy, but the truth was that it didn’t. Since the day Tom rescued me from his mother’s cave, he and I had barely talked. It seemed that every time we tried, we ended up arguing. We both had too much to deal with, big problems that tangled with each other like weeds at the bottom of the lake. It was all too heavy.

      But this—Santiago with his tousled brown curls and moist lips—felt light and easy. No complications. No brooding.

      “No,” I finally said. “I wouldn’t object at all. As a matter of fact…”

      Leaning forward, I tilted my face slightly. Santiago’s breath caught, but he recovered quickly. Without breaking eye contact, he cupped the back of my head and pressed his lips to mine.

      His kiss was perfect, gentle, and tentative. Once more, not what I was expecting. I had imagined fierce and reckless, but this was thoughtful. His lower lip brushed against mine, whisper soft. My eyelids fluttered closed. I held my breath, and time seemed to stand still.

      He pulled me closer, slipping a hand around my waist. Our bodies angled awkwardly toward each other as we learned the exact shape of each other’s lips. Heat traveled through my veins, and everything seemed forgotten for a glorious moment. My fingers raked through his curls, discovering they were silky soft.

      His tongue touched the corner of my mouth, and I was ready to lose myself in that one kiss until Ki’s voice broke through my addled senses.

      Santiago and I pulled apart, both breathless. We stared straight ahead at the dark horizon, unsure of what to do with our hands.

      “Guys, come down,” he shouted from inside the lighthouse.

      “What is it?” I asked after clearing my throat.

      “Just come,” Ki insisted.

      “Okay, coming,” I shouted back.

      Santiago and I exchanged a nervous smile, then headed back inside. Ki was already running back downstairs, footsteps pounding heavily. Fearing something was wrong, we peeled after him, taking the steps two at a time.

      We burst out the door, panting and looking right and left.

      Ki and Fang stood outside, shirtless and dripping sweat as if they’d been working out. Fang held a rake in one hand, striking a pose that said, I’m a man who gets things done. Two plumped compost bags sat behind him.

      “What…?” I started to ask.

      “We ordered pizza,” Ki said, pointing toward the house. “I also made coffee. A large pot. C’mon.”

      “What is this?” I pointed toward the brown compost bags.

      “Oh, nothing,” Fang said, throwing the rake on top of the bags. “Just a few weeds we pulled out. Tomorrow we’ll fix the pavers, but right now I’m hungry.” He patted his very defined, very amazing eight-pack.

      At a loss for words, I stepped forward and wrapped him a tight hug. I squeezed him so hard I felt the entirety of his muscled body press against mine. A flush rushed into my cheeks when I found myself enjoying his solidity.

      I jumped away, smiling like an idiot.

      Fang rolled his shoulders and inhaled, giving me an intense, questioning look.

      God, what is wrong with me? I’m like a horny teen boy!

      “Pizza,” I exclaimed. “And coffee! Sounds fantastic.” I whirled and headed toward the house, ignoring Ki’s shirtless torso as I moved around him, wondering if a gallon of coffee could douse my overactive imagination.
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      I slept the whole night through for the first time in weeks. When I woke, my head was filled with cotton and my mouth tasted like I’d been gargling pennies all night.

      Male voices murmured below my bedroom, and the smell of coffee wafted up the loft stairs. For a fleeting moment, I thought it was Dad starting the morning brew. As I blinked away sleep, though, I remembered. Dad was gone. The boys were downstairs.

      Judging from the harsh daylight sifting through my curtains, I’d slept late. Usually, I was up at seven, training, running, and generally abusing my body in an attempt to be ready for Tara Palmer. I practiced wielding my sword. Ran up and down the beach. Wrestled with the guys. I tried using my warden powers, failing every time—until yesterday. Maybe I was onto something.

      But now, the warm June sun said it was midmorning at best.

      I sat up, reaching for my phone. Ten o’clock. The blank call and text logs were a jab under the ribs. No family or friends, except for those downstairs. It was better that way. Then they couldn’t get tangled in this messed-up revenge plot I called my life.

      I stood, pulling on the most presentable clothes from the floor before raking my hair into a ponytail. A shower would have to wait. Though I should at least brush my teeth, considering last night’s make-out session might continue.

      Santiago. I thought of his silken curls slipping through my fingertips, of his lips on mine. I thought kissing him would be simple, but in the light of day, it felt like the most complicated thing in the world.

      As I neared the stairs, I heard the boys at the kitchen table talking about me. Hunkering at the top step, I settled quietly and let their words trickle my way.

      “…if she doesn’t get the job, we lose the lair. And what then? We’re out on our posteriors.”

      It was Fang’s voice, deep and rumbling. What did he mean we were out? Were they thinking of moving in with me? Santiago, Ki, and Fang had all been staying on Mirror Island, while Tom was still at his house, but they wanted to live here? I thought about the heated kiss with Santiago and the feelings I still had for Tom. How awkward would that be, bumping around my tiny bungalow with four large males?

      “Cut her some slack. She’s working her tail off for a species that isn’t even her own,” Santiago said, sounding groggy.

      “She’s the warden,” Fang retorted. “It’s her job.”

      “But wardens are normally trained. Her mom died. Show some compassion, asshole,” Santiago snapped back.

      “It’s too early to fight,” Ki added in. “We need to support her. Protect her.”

      “That’s what we’re doing,” Santiago shot back. “We should try my idea.”

      “Your idea is stupid. And we can’t keep her safe if she won’t listen. You know how stubborn she is. Pigheaded. It’s like arguing with us is her favorite hobby besides chopping at things with that sword of hers.”

      I sat up at this. It was Tom’s voice. He was here? Did he come back just to throw some shade?

      “She’ll listen,” Santiago said. “I think my idea will work.”

      I leaned forward, wanting to know more, but the wooden stair plank under my foot gave a loud creak. The talk downstairs fell silent.

      They knew I was up. Busted.

      Pulling my hair out of the ponytail and giving my clothes a quick rumple—which, let’s be honest, wasn’t even necessary—I tromped down the stairs.

      All four sets of eyes watched me descend.

      Yawning, I blinked at them. “Oh man, guys, I literally just woke up. Where you here all night?” They exchanged glances across the kitchen table. Fang got up, offering me his chair and a steaming mug of coffee. Pickles jumped off Ki’s lap, slunk across the tabletop, and settled into mine. I stroked his head and sipped the coffee, meeting each boy’s eyes in turn. When I got to Tom, his gaze darted away.

      What did that mean? I swore he was more temperamental than Pickles.

      Leaning against the counter, Fang was the first to speak up. “Ki and I fixed the pavers, and Santiago doused the lighthouse lamp and did some tidying up. We can tackle the rest of the list later.”

      “We’ll get this place shipshape,” Ki said, smiling. Somehow, he looked freshly showered and shaved, his black hair perfect as always.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Really. This is too much, guys. I appreciate it.”

      They nodded politely, all except Tom. His eyes were on Pickles, his expression sullen.

      Santiago cleared his throat. “Lila, when you’re ready, I really think we should try my idea.” His face was expectant, almost giddy.

      “I don’t like it,” Tom interjected. “It’s too risky.”

      “Everything is too risky,” Santiago snapped back. “This is nothing compared to the cave.”

      “If I recall, you were conveniently unconscious in the cave,” Tom said darkly.

      “If you’ve come back just to be a dick, you can slither off into the woods again.” Santiago’s eyes flashed behind his glasses.

      Tom’s fist thumped on the table as his eyes began to pulse a dangerous blue.

      “My head is pounding,” I said, holding it. “Please, let’s just take it down a notch. What is your idea, Santiago?”

      His white teeth flashed in a daring smile. “It’s much better if I show you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When we pulled up to the scenic overlook, I glanced over at Santiago and then at the three large guys crammed into the backseat of my Mustang.

      We’d driven an hour and a half north on tree-lined roads into the middle of nowhere. Northern Michigan was known for its beauty—pristine waterways and rock formations. Giant pine forests stretched for miles all around. Birds twittered from branches. A floral scent hung on the air. The day was warm, but not too hot, perfect for spending some time out in the woods. I just wasn’t sure why we’d need to drive all the way up here when we had Mirror Island to train on. Santiago had been anything except forthcoming.

      “This is it?” I asked. “This looks just like Summers Lake.”

      But Santiago was already opening the Mustang door and vaulting out. I glanced at the others behind me, but they just shrugged. Clearly, this was all Santiago’s harebrained idea.

      Great. I was going to end up with a broken arm—or worse, a bruised ego—before this was over.

      After I got out of the car, I left the door open so the guys could pile out. Watching three grown male bodies unfold from the back of my Mustang was as close to a clown car situation as we could get. They’d suggested taking Dad’s Jeep, but I couldn’t bring myself to drive it. I’d thought about asking about Tom’s Hummer, but he didn’t offer and I didn’t press. He was still sullen, quiet the whole way here, and now standing beside the car with his hands in his shorts pockets, seeming as if he’d rather be elsewhere.

      Glancing left and right, I opened the trunk and pulled out my sword. How strange would it look for a gaggle of teenagers to be out in the middle of nowhere, and me with a blade strapped to my back?

      By the time I was done, Santiago was already making his way to a well-worn footpath knifing into the dense forest. “This way, m’lady,” he said, waving.

      We formed a single-file line on the narrow path. At first, the climb was easy, but quickly it picked up, angling steeply and adding the fun elements of loose rock and ensnaring branches. The shaded canopy blocked some of the heat, but I was soon a sweaty mess. Santiago moved lithely around tree trunks and over boulders while I tripped, heavy on my feet, the sword banging against my spine, and the strap chafing against my neck.

      This plan better work, I thought at Santiago. Telepathy with dragons was spotty at best, but it was one of the skills I was supposed to be working on.

      A few moments later, Santiago’s voice echoed in my head like a fuzzy walkie-talkie. Trust me, amor. Glancing over his shoulder, he gave me a wink.

      We climbed up the last stretch of the rocky incline, then stood at the overhang. A loud roaring filled my ears as I inhaled the scent of running water and forest loam. I could see why people painted waterfalls. The water cascading down the rocks below was spectacular. The river it poured into was deep, fresh, and clear. Every shade of green framed the shore, from ferns to pines to maple trees.

      “Beautiful,” I said.

      Worth the hike, I thought at Santiago, but if he got my message, he didn’t say. He was too busy taking his clothes off.

      “What are you doing?” Ki asked, pulling himself up the ledge. “You’re going to shift here? What if someone sees you?”

      “We’re shifting?” Fang said, appearing as he maneuvered his body up as well.

      “I’m not shifting,” Santiago said, setting his expensive shoes aside and putting his folded shirt on top of them. I tried not to stare at the glistening muscles of his chest as he turned toward us. “I’m going to jump off this cliff into the water, and then Lila is going to follow me.” He turned to me, his lips curling in a how-about-it smile.

      “I’m doing what now?” I asked.

      Santiago stepped forward, taking my hand. “Amor, listen. Every time you’ve gotten your sword to obey you, you were feeling strong emotions. I know you’re afraid of falling. Whenever you ride on us, you hold on like crazy.”

      “I’d be crazy not to hold on the way you fly.”

      “Think about it. This could work. What stronger emotion can you think of than fear?” He stared into me, his eyes searching. He really believed this could work.

      Still holding hands, we walked toward the cliff’s edge and peered into the water below. The drop looked at least forty feet, and the way the water was churning, there was no way to see the bottom. Fear clenched my stomach like a cramp.

      “You’re going to get her killed.” Tom spoke behind us. When I turned around, he glared in Santiago’s direction, his arms crossed over his chest. “Is that what you want? Let her have an accident here, far away from the other dragons so no one will know what happened?”

      Santiago went rigid. “What are you implying, bro?”

      Tom shook his head, turning away. “Nothing. Just don’t be stupid. That’s all.”

      “It’s safe,” Santiago said. “People jump from here all the time.”

      “They do?” I asked, examining the area. It didn’t seem like another soul had been up here in decades.

      Ki stepped forward next. “I want to go on record as saying I also think this is a risky plan. Lila could be hurt. There has to be another way for her to experience strong emotions.”

      “Like how?” Fang responded. “Because we’ve tried everything else.”

      “So two of you think I should do it and two of you don’t?” I moved my gaze around, each face confirming what I’d suspected. “Great. Split decision. That helps me not at all.”

      “Look, I’ll show you it’s safe.” Without waiting for a response, Santiago took his glass off, set them on his clothes, and marched to the edge of the cliff. Turning to face us, he backed to the very brink of the overhang.

      “Santiago, wait!” I reached out for him.

      Grinning at me, he pushed off.

      His body arched up, curving away from the rock. When he threw his arms out, his body formed a T before angling downward. Then he pulled his arms above his head as he plummeted headfirst toward the water.

      I held my breath.

      His clasped hands broke the surface and then his body followed, slipping in with barely a ripple.

      My heart pounded as I watched the water for any sight of Santiago. The others gathered around me, all staring down.

      Where was he?

      An arm broke the surface several yards from where he’d dove in. His face appeared, beaming. Giving a whoop, Santiago threw his fist into the air and yelled, “Your turn!”

      I watched the current carry his body for a moment before considering my choice—give it a try or chicken out? The thought of jumping into the water terrified me, but how could I not try every avenue available? What if this was the key to unlocking my power and finding Dad?

      Taking several deep breaths, I started to kick off my shoes.

      Tom gripped my arm. “You’re not really considering doing this, are you?”

      Narrowing my eyes at him, I pulled the scabbard off my shoulder.

      “Lila, don’t,” he said, his stare intense.

      I pulled off my watch, then tucked it and my phone in my shoe.

      “I don’t think this is a good idea,” Ki said. “There are rocks down there. Santiago may have just been lucky.”

      “Then I’ll have to be lucky, too.” I straightened my shirt before stepping toward the edge. My heart beat like a bird trapped in a cage. The foaming water appeared much farther down now that I was at the edge.

      “I’m not watching this,” Tom said, turning to climb back down.

      Glancing at him, I decided to let it go. I had to do this.

      Ki and Fang stood watching me, Ki with worry on his face and Fang just fascinated. “Good luck!” he said, giving me a thumbs-up.

      Good luck indeed.

      I gripped the stony edge with my toes, trying to ready myself for one of the most terrifying things I’d ever done.

      You fought a fiery dragon in a cave. You can do a little cliff dive, I told myself. Where were my imaginary pixies now?

      With my heart threatening to burst out of my chest, I sucked in a deep breath, bent my knees, and jumped.

      The air rushed past me as I fell, the world a blurb of green and brown. My body tumbled out of control. My arms wheeled. I couldn’t right myself. I saw my death before my eyes—rocks, blood, pain. I heard the boys cry my name as the water neared. The fear in their voices only added to my own.

      I slammed into the water like a sack of bricks.

      Pain exploded in my skin, muscles, bones, then I was under. The river swirled around me, green and frothy. Bubbles blurred my vision. Which way was up? I beat at the water, but a current was pulling me forward, not up.

      Kicking, thrashing, my limbs weakened. My throat burned, my lungs screamed. Air, air, air, the alarm blared in my head.

      Something cut through the water, slamming into my palm. My hand closed around it reflexively. What was it? A stick? A rope? It was solid and glowing.

      Glowing?

      My sword blazed with light, illuminating the gloom around me. Suddenly, everything was clear. The rocky bottom was at my feet, the surface above. I flexed my legs and pushed off, shooting up.

      I broke through with a gasp. Fresh air felt so good to breathe. I sucked in several lungfuls, coughing and spitting. Then I doggie-paddled my way to shore.

      By the time I got to land, all the fight had gone out of me. Though the sword had saved my life and I was grateful for it, swimming with it was nearly impossible.

      Plus, there had been the whole nearly dying thing. Yeah, that.

      I lay face-down on the bank with my feet still in the water, trying to regain my strength.

      A throat cleared, sounding as if came from the tree line ahead of me.

      When I lifted my head, a cloaked figure stepped out of the shadows.

      “That, my child,” the figure said as it approached, “was the stupidest thing I think I’ve ever seen. What kind of Dragon Warden are you supposed to be?”
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      An honest-to-god cloaked figure towered over me. The heavy hood of the cape the person wore cast a shadow over their angular face. For a moment, I worried Tara Palmer had come to kill me.

      Santiago! I tried my dragon telepathy. But who was I kidding? I was terrible at it. There was no answer. Crap.

      “It’s worse than I feared,” the figure said in a deep, yet feminine voice.

      A slender hand went up, and pushed the hood down to reveal a stately woman in her mid-fifties. She peered at me, her cold green eyes taking in my soaked clothes. She had a pointed nose, high cheekbones, and a long neck. A braid of silver hair hung over her shoulder, tied with a leather strap.

      She struck a pose, resting heavily on one leg and looping her thumbs through a thick leather belt that wrapped loosely around her hips. A ring just like mine twinkled on her finger and a sword, also just like mine, hung from the belt. She gave her cape a jerk, making it fan out and revealing its crimson silk lining.

      I scrambled to my feet, rocks digging into my bare soles while I fought the heaviness the river had left in my limbs.

      “Wh-who are you?” I asked, squeezing the hilt of my sword.

      She narrowed her eyes, and something about her expression struck me as familiar.

      “You really aren’t much to look at,” she said.

      “Excuse me? Who made you the judge of… of… things to look at?” I groaned inwardly.

      She gave a sigh, turned on her heel, and disappeared through the trees.

      “What the hell?” I cast about, as if an explanation about the strange woman would materialize in the air around me. Something did materialize, but it wasn’t an explanation. It was Santiago. He was running down the shore.

      “I told you it would work!” He grinned and whooped in excitement.

      His hair was wet, making curly cues against his forehead. Water dripped down his tone pecs, glimmering like dew. Soaked jeans hung low at his hips, revealing the top part of his perfect V. A shiver went down my spine as I remembered the night before, and I might have pulled him in for another kiss if it wasn’t for the forest nymph that had just scared the crap out of me.

      “There was a woman,” I said, pointing toward the trees. “She has a sword and a ring like mine. She insulted me, then she just walked off.”

      “What?” Santiago’s grin disappeared. His gaze followed my finger. “What woman?”

      “She looked like a freaking elf or something. She—”

      Stepping in front of me, he reached to hold me by the shoulders. “Shit, you must have hit your head. That was a brutal splat. I think you have a concussion.”

      Do I? I pressed a hand to my forehead, trying to replay the last few moments inside my mind. Maybe I had—

      “Well, are you coming or not?” the woman’s commanding voice came from behind the trees.

      Santiago whirled, pushing me behind his back protectively. “Amor, I think I hit my head, too. The trees are talking.”

      I peeked from behind his shoulder. He glanced back, his brown eyes darting toward my lips for an instant. “Shall we go check it out?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      Taking a step forward, Santiago interlaced his fingers with mine. We walked cautiously past the first line of trees, peering into the shaded forest. I wished like hell I had my shoes, but I’d just have to bear the pain.

      “What about the others?” I whispered.

      From where we stood, we couldn’t see them or reach them through telepathy since we’d floated down the river a considerable distance.

      “I tried contacting them, but it isn’t working for some reason. Maybe she’s blocking it. They’ll find us,” Santiago purred in a deep voice that rumbled from his chest. His irises had turned iridescent gold, cut in half by vertical pupils. “She’s this way.”

      We pushed past a tangle of bushes and stepped into a round clearing. The woman was sitting on a log, poking at the ground with a stick and looking bored.

      “Holy shit!” Santiago exclaimed when he laid eyes on her. He took a step back, tensing all over.

      The woman flung the stick to the side, examining Santiago with disdain. “Tell me your den, hatchling,” she ordered.

      Santiago bristled. “I-I’m not a hatchling,” he protested, though his tone lacked its usual bravado.

      “Hatchling… fledglings, what’s the different?” she said with a shrug.

      He huffed, clearly displeased with the name, though he didn’t argue. Instead, he said, “You are… the Scarlet Warden?” It was half question, half statement.

      Scarlet Warden?

      The woman acknowledged with a small nod, then repeated her command. “Your den.”

      “It’s Backdraft,” I answered for him, seeing as Santiago appeared to be in shock over the woman’s identity.

      At this news, the woman seemed to relax ever so slightly.

      I rubbed my arms as a shiver made my teeth chatter and slid closer to Santiago. In the shade of the trees, my clothes had turned to sheets of ice, and I was starting to freeze my ass off.

      “Make yourself useful and fetch some wood for a fire, hatchling.” The woman gestured to Santiago.

      He seemed about to argue again, but turned to me instead. My teeth were on overdrive, and goosebumps prickled on my skin.

      “You’re freezing,” Santiago said, rubbing his large hands along my arms. “I’ll get the wood. You’ll be safe with her.”

      “Are you sure?” I whispered, glancing distrustfully in the woman’s direction.

      “Pretty sure.” Without further explanation, Santiago went in search of wood, leaving me alone with the “Scarlet Warden,” whoever she was.

      “Sit.” She gestured toward a log opposite hers.

      I trod to the front of the log, my steps feeble as I fought the convulsing shivers that raked my body. Shaking like a leaf, I sat down, rested my sword on the log, and hugged myself.

      “If you knew anything, you’d dry yourself using the ring,” the woman said.

      Her haughty attitude rubbed me the wrong way, but her reputation as warden clearly preceded her. That meant she could teach me a thing or two, so being polite might prove beneficial. Also, I could dry myself with the ring?

      “How?” I asked, swallowing my pride.

      She ignored my question and examined my face carefully, her lips pursing as I squirmed under her prying eyes.

      I was about to snap and tell her to stop staring at me when Ki and Fang came trudging into the clearing. They stopped a few paces away, their dark eyes wide and dancing between the woman and me. They were dry and dressed, which explained why they’d taken their sweet time to show up. They’d probably undressed, shifted, flew to the river bank carrying their clothes, dressed again, then finally bothered to come find us. Good thing the Scarlet Warden hadn’t been trying to kill me.

      “About time,” I said.

      “Are you okay?” Ki took a step in my direction, holding my shoes, but seemed to think better of it and stopped.

      Fang, for his part, was still staring at the woman, mouth halfway open. After an awkward moment, he inclined his head respectfully and said, “Greeting, Dragon Warden.”

      “Longtail, I presume,” the woman said in response.

      “Yes, my father is Liang Peng. My name is Fang, and this is my younger brother, Ki. It’s an honor to meet you, Scarlet Warden.”

      Ki’s jaw fell open. “You mean she’s—?”

      Fang shook his head at his brother. Ki pressed his lips into a tight line, then simply bowed in greeting.

      The rustling of bushes announced Santiago’s return. He had an armful of wood, which he dumped in the center of the clearing. Taking in Ki and Fang’s startled expressions, he thrust his chin in the woman’s direction and said, “Wild, huh? Juneau’s Dragon Warden herself.”

      Juneau? As in Alaska?

      Ignoring her admirers, the woman stood and squatted by the pile of wood. With practice ease, she extended her ringed hand and made a waving motion over the dry branches. Her fingers glowed, the same way mine had when I’d burned Tom the day he tried to steal my sword. The wood smoked and crackled, then began to glow red as the intense heat from her hand ignited it.

      After she sat back down, she gestured toward the fire.

      “Thank you,” I said grudgingly, then extended my frozen hands over the wonderful warmth that already emanated from the fire.

      “So… what brings you to these parts?” Santiago asked.

      “Leave us, please,” was her answer. “Lila and I need to talk.”

      “What? No! I don’t want them to leave,” I said.

      She said nothing, just gave the guys a pointed look.

      “Um…” Fang snatched Ki by the arm and pulled him back. “I think this is warden business, Lila. We won’t go far. Just holler if you need us.”

      “But—” Santiago began to protest.

      “You, too. C’mon.” Fang grabbed Santiago, herding him along with them.

      The sound of their retreating footsteps grew quiet until it disappeared completely. The birds were silent overhead, and only the crackling of the fire could be heard.

      “Well, no reason to beat around the bush,” she said. “My name is Scarlett Drake. I’m your aunt.”

      An emotion I couldn’t describe filled my chest. I didn’t know whether to be surprised, angry, or relieved. This woman was my mother’s sister—Aunt Scarlett who I’d met once when I was two, according to Mom and Dad.

      My aunt.

      A Dragon Warden.

      What the hell? Why hadn’t anyone told me? When I finally found Dad, he would have a lot of explaining to do. My mouth opened and closed. What did I say to this?

      “I see I’ve rendered you speechless,” she said. “Good. I talk. You listen.”

      She undid the large wooden button that held her cloak in place. It slid down her shoulders to fall gently over the log.

      “As you’ve already figured out, I’m a Dragon Warden. The beacon I protect is in Juneau, Alaska. It is where Rose and I grew up, the place where your grandmother, her mother, and her mother’s mother were wardens before me. The female members of our family have inherited the task for centuries. Unfortunately, the responsibility has suddenly fallen onto you, an untrained girl.”

      A million replies whirled inside my head, but all I could say was, “My mother never taught me.”

      “Yes. You were too young when she died. She was probably easing you into the knowledge of dragons when she passed. She wouldn’t have taught you much until you turned twelve. Roger should have taken you away from Summers Lake, but he never listened.”

      “You mean you’ve talked to Dad?” I asked, feeling betrayed.

      “After Rose died, yes.”

      “And after that?” I demanded, as if this woman owed me an explanation, as if she should have been there for me somehow. I bit my lower lip, wishing I could take the childish question back.

      “No, not after that,” she replied coldly, setting me straight about any misconceptions I might have. “I feared if you stayed here, you would eventually stumble onto the ring and the sword, but Roger didn’t want to leave Summers Lake since he felt closer to Rose here.” She looked at my hand, then at the weapon. “Though I never imagined you would make such a mess of things.”

      “I made a mess of things? Look, you just showed up. Don’t pretend to know what’s going on here.”

      “Oh, I know,” she said. “The entire dragon world knows.”

      I shook my head, overwhelmed. I didn’t understand exactly what “the entire dragon world” meant, but it sounded like a lot of dragons. Did they all know I sucked at being warden? Either way, I wasn’t going to let my long-lost aunt intimidate me.

      “Then they all know I rescued four innocent teenagers from a deranged dragon.” That had to count for something. I held my chin up.

      “What Tara Palmer is doing is wrong,” she said in a too-calm tone that made my blood boil. “However, that doesn’t mean that what you did is right—not to mention how you did it.”

      Another preachy adult. Figures!

      I’d had enough of those. Everyone relished telling me what I was doing wrong. Ki’s father. Santiago’s father. They all seemed stuck in their old ways, none attempting to fix the problems that cropped up.

      I grabbed my sword and stood.

      “If you came here to scold me for doing my best with the crappy lot I was given,” I said, “you could have saved yourself the trip. There are enough people telling me how much I suck already. I don’t need another one. All I want is to rescue my father from Tara Palmer. I couldn’t care less about your rules, your creeds, or whatever.”

      My aunt stood in one fluid motion, her face a mask of unrestrained fury.

      “Insolent child,” she spat. “Do you think you and those foolhardy hatchlings can go against one of the most powerful dragon dens to ever exist? Your ignorance knows no boundaries. And that’s exactly why you don’t realize that in order to save Roger, you have to follow the Dragon’s Creed. If you don’t, you will never see him again.”

      Wrath seemed to spill from her very pore. Her left hand was a tight, trembling fist at her side, and the ring glowed as if ignited by her rage. She looked formidable and, I had to admit, quite scary.

      I paced to the edge of the clearing to disguise my discomfort and shame. Was I being insolent? Ignorant? I had gotten lucky against Tara Palmer, but my aunt was right. How could I go against Deeploch by myself? I couldn’t. I understood that much.

      I needed help, and I wasn’t too proud to ask for it.

      Turning to face her, I said, “Teach me then.”

      She smirked in a way that made me regret asking her for help. “Why do you think I’m here, child?”
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      “Pack it up. Let’s go.” The Scarlet Warden stood up, drawing her cape to her shoulders and fastening the wooden button. Her impatient stare locked on me as I continued to sit by the fire.

      Just starting to thaw from my dunk in the river, I still shivered in my wet clothes. I glanced between her and my three dragons, but none offered any answers. They seemed as scared to speak up as I was.

      “Go where?” I asked.

      She kicked apart the logs on the fire, which sent up a cloud of smoke as the flames began to gutter. “We need to train right away. Take me to your safe space.”

      When I didn’t answer with anything other than a look of ignorance, she rolled her eyes, turning to the boys. “You have a haven? A refuge?” They stared at her. “A place where normal humans cannot find you in your dragon forms?” she said like they were complete idiots.

      “Oh, Mirror Island,” Ki piped up, sounding pleased with himself. One look from my aunt made the joy slide from his face.

      “Yes, Mirror Island. Let’s go.” She gestured forward with a sweep of her hand.

      With a volley of exchanged glances, we complied. Santiago took the lead, heading down a path I hoped led back to the Mustang. We fell in step on the trail, the boys up front, then me and my aunt taking up the rear.

      A million questions rolled around in my head, but I knew asking her would do me no good. She was surly, impatient, and clearly not very fond of teenagers. She kept calling the boys hatchlings even though it clearly pissed them off. And the things she’d said about me and my botched job with Tara Palmer still felt like hot coals burning through my insides. Who was she to judge what happened? We all nearly died. I felt like a little kid tracking mud through the house. If you had just listened, you wouldn’t have made such a mess.

      Listen to whom? Where the hell had she been?

      There was one question I couldn’t shake, though. As I stopped to hold back a pine bow for her, I met her gaze. Her eyes were intensely green. I could see my mother in her face.

      I swallowed hard. “Do you know where my father is?”

      She blinked as if the question took her by surprise. This time, her tone was softer than its normal knife’s edge. “No, child, I do not. I know Tara is holding him, and that she will not harm him until she gets what she wants.”

      “What does she want?” I asked, my voice thick in my throat. Talking about Dad still felt like eating nails.

      My aunt flicked her eyes to where the boys were quickly disappearing through the foliage. “Tara wants what all tyrants have wanted from the beginning of time. Power. The ability to push her agenda ahead of all others. To make those below her cower in her majesty.”

      “Speak like a normal person,” I said, growing frustrated. My head was pounding again, a stab of pain slicing its way through my frontal lobe. “What is she planning to do?”

      My sass clearly annoyed her, but she answered me. “From what the Warden Council has surmised, she wants to turn humans into dragons. Fill the world with them so her kind no longer has to hide. And then she intends to rule them all.”

      I thought of Frank, his mutilated form more Gollum than dragon. “That’s what she was trying to do?” I whispered, growing cold.

      My aunt pushed past me, striding up the path. “Time is short. Keep moving.”

      My stomach clenching with the thought of everyone submitting to Tara Palmer, I followed my aunt down the path. At least now, we had someone on our side who seemed to know what was going on and maybe how to fix it.

      When we reached the parking lot, Tom was leaning against the Mustang. At the sight of us, his eyes darted up, widening as he saw my aunt.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Tara’s offspring,” she said, drawing her blade. “They’ll have to do better than this.” She gripped her sword, charging at Tom like she was about to cut him in half.

      “Stop!” I shouted. Holding out my hand, I went to reach for her. Instead, a force shot out of my ring, hitting the Scarlet Warden in the back and throwing her forward.

      Anyone else would have fallen headfirst into the pavement, but she managed to turn her stumble into a front flip and land in a crouch like she was a female Jackie Chan.

      “Holy crap,” Fang said.

      Her head whipped in my direction. I stared at her, then at the burning ring on my outstretched hand.

      “Sorry, I—”

      “That’s more like it,” she said, standing up and brushing flecks of gravel off her clothes. Her cape unfurled, flashing red in the sunshine.

      “Tom’s not here to fight against us,” Ki explained.

      When I tore my awestruck gaze from my hand, all three boys were standing in front of Tom, ready to protect him. My heart swelled. Tom clearly had no idea what was going on judging by the confusion on his face.

      “I’ll explain in the car,” I said to him. To my aunt, I said, “Please don’t start attacking people until you know whose side they’re on. Geeze.” I ran my fingers through my still-damp hair. This day was quickly swirling down the toilet.

      The Scarlet Warden made no apology. She sheathed her blade and pulled out a key fob, pressing the button. A chirp drew my attention to another car in the parking lot. A brand-new Dodge Charger in, you guessed it, scarlet red sat in a little patch of shade at the edge of the lot. My aunt strode toward it, pulling her cloak off and stuffing it in the passenger seat.

      A sports car? I was expecting a flaming horse or something.

      Fang whistled. Santiago strode forward, following her. “Sweet ride. Can I take a spin?”

      “No room.” She slammed the door, daring him to challenge her blatant lie.

      He knew better, though, and whirled around to start back to us, shaking his head.

      We piled into my hunk of junk, the Mustang groaning under the weight of four grown men plus me. Ki had won some bet, so was given the shotgun seat. I glanced back to Fang, whose knees were practically under his chin. Santiago sat in the back middle, a sheen of sweat somehow making him even more tantalizing, but I was too stressed to spend time thinking about it.

      My long-lost aunt. What in the hell had I gotten myself into?

      As we drove, Ki and Santiago filled Tom in. He took the news in stoic silence, his eyes studying the trees that streaked past. When they were finished, Ki peppered me with questions about my aunt, none that I could answer. I knew nothing about her. In fact, there had been no pictures, no birthday cards, no visits at Christmas. Where was she when my mother died? No one from that side of the family even attended the funeral. The more I thought about it, the madder I grew. My hands flexed on the steering wheel.

      “Are you okay?” Ki asked, his brow folded in worry.

      “Fine,” I said unconvincingly.

      “It’s a lot to take in. A new aunt. A new mentor.”

      “She’s not my mentor,” I snapped, though there really was no other word for her. Mean aunt lady who was going to teach me dragon magic didn’t have a great ring to it.

      We arrived back in Summers Lake at twilight. It took nearly another hour to get out to the island via the boat. The Scarlet Warden had refused to fly dragon back.

      When we docked on the rocky shore, Ki and Fang’s father were there to greet us.

      He bowed as my aunt stepped out of the boat and strode forward, holding her cape out of the waves.

      “Honorable Dragon Warden, it is our pleasure to have you on our island.” Mr. Liang pitched forward again, his hands clasped together. He was wearing casual jeans and a loose button-down dress shirt, which looked out of place for a reunion on the beach.

      “Xiānsheng Liang, it is nice to see you again. I think it’s been since the Accords in Guangzhou if I am not mistaken.”

      “You are not mistaken. Good memory. My sons have informed me that you have arrived to begin tutelage of your niece.”

      “Attempt tutelage,” she corrected with a side glance my way. “We shall see if she is worthy.”

      My ears burned hot. Now she was trash talking me in front of Ki and Fang’s father.

      But Mr. Liang’s smile did not falter. “Your niece is brave and willing. We have tried to teach her, but have failed. I am sure she will do better under your excellent care.”

      My aunt nodded. The two of them chatted for a while as the five of us stood around listening like children who’d been dragged along to their parents’ formal dinner party. Finally, they stopped reminiscing about events I could not understand and drew their attention back to me.

      “Lila, it’s time to begin,” she said.

      I glanced around, the beach now submerged in darkness. “But it’s too dark. We normally stop when…” My words died in my throat as her sword began to glow a bright scarlet. More light flooded the beach. Noticing it came from behind me, I drew my blade from the scabbard on my back. My sword had followed suit, a brilliant white shining from the blade like a wild lightsaber.

      Her expression was smug as she peered at me. “See if you can keep up.”

      She started hiking toward the forest. I glanced at the boys and they joined me, the four of us following her as the wind rustled the long grass.

      Without looking back, she said, “No dragons. They stay here.”

      I stopped in my tracks. “Why not? They go everywhere with me.”

      “And they shouldn’t. You’ve grown too attached, and what good has it done you?” She whirled around, her blazing sword cutting a swath through the darkness like fire. “They stay here, or we don’t train.”

      In the dark, I scanned the boys’ faces. I could see they were uneasy sending me off with a woman none of us knew. I made a calming gesture with my hands that I hoped they understood. A staticky voice inside my head became a frantic Santiago. Call if you need us.

      Ki thoughts were barely a whisper. Be careful.

      I got nothing from Tom or Fang, but then my receiver brain was always missing signals. Maybe that was something she could help me with.

      With a nod, I took a deep breath and followed the Scarlet Warden into the dark forest.

      The minute we were within the tree line, branches scraping at our arms, she doused both our lights. A thick dark closed in around us.

      “What in the fresh hell?” I groped around with one hand while willing my sword to light with the other.

      “Stop bumbling around like a child.” Her voice was sharp, clear, and to my right. I reached out for her, but found empty air.

      I bit back a growl. “You know, you’re not a particularly good teacher. Have you considered taking a community course where they teach things like being patient? Or even nice?”

      “Being nice will not help you. I’m sure those boys have been nice.”

      I didn’t like her tone, but I bit my tongue, reminding myself why we were out here. Dad’s face swam forward in my mind. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Stop whining and focus. Go inside yourself. Find your inner sanctum.”

      “Inner sanctum? Is that a medical condition?” I joked.

      She growled low. “Just shut up and focus on the energy around you. In you.”

      Closing my eyes, I set my sword onto the ground and then took a deep breath. I wasn’t good at calm, at quiet. I was better at running and yelling and bashing. But I tried to be still, tuning out the buzzing mosquitoes and rustling leaves. I pushed away thoughts of my itchy elbow and how good Santiago looked with his shirt off.

      “Are you focused?”

      “Yes,” I mumbled. I tried harder. I let go of everything.

      For a while, there was a great nothingness, a void. Then a humming filled my body, expanding outward into the space around me. My fingers tingled. My ring burned.

      When I opened my eyes, my sword, still where I’d set it on the ground, was glowing.

      “I’m doing it,” I whispered, feeling elated.

      When I glanced up, my aunt gave an exasperated roll of her eyes. “Let’s try something else.”

      She seemed to be one of those teachers who could never be pleased no matter what one did. Awesome.

      For the next few hours, she drilled me on ring technique—how to light it, use it to repel things and people, and draw things to me. She showed me how to conjure fire (though I sucked at it) and how to use it to sense magical disturbances around me (I couldn’t do that at all). She lit a fire with hers, then extinguished it. Threw boulders around. She levitated things.

      I made a branch twirl around in the dirt. Talk about screwing the pooch.

      By the time she was done running me through my paces, I was filthy, my clothes were torn, and I was so tired I could barely stand.

      “Are we done? I really need some rest for my interview,” I moaned. It had to be past three AM, though my phone battery had died long ago.

      “Are we done?” she mocked. “We’ll be done when you get something right. We’ll do telepathy now. Sit on that rock. Open your mind to me.” She pointed to a boulder she’d just been Jedi-mind-tricking.

      Opening my mind sounded unpleasant, but sitting sounded like the most wonderful thing in the world. Crumpling to the rock, I closed my eyes and let my body sag.

      Lila, my aunt’s voice sounded in my head. Can you hear me?

      Loud and clear, I shot back, wishing I could just go to sleep. Feel free to poke around. Just shut the door when you’re done.

      The strangest sensation filled me, like someone actually poking around in my head. It was like my brain was a library card catalogue and someone was pulling out drawers and rifling through. I squirmed on the rock, uncomfortable.

      “How long are we going to do this?” I asked, my own voice startling me.

      “Shh,” she said. Then I felt her probing further.

      There was nothing I could do to stop her, so I sat, sweating and feeling a bit nauseous, as she rummaged through my thoughts as if she were at a yard sale.

      “What is this?” she said aloud, worry in her voice.

      “Just my inappropriate thoughts about Zac Efron,” I joked, trying to disguise the chill her worried tone sent up my back.

      Suddenly, she pulled out, the presence in my head leaving so fast I lurched forward, nearly falling off the rock. I stared up at my aunt in the dark, only her ring giving enough light to see by.

      “What was it?” I asked.

      My aunt stared back with a strange expression on her face. Something in her eyes said she’d looked inside me, and she did not like what she saw.

      “That’s enough,” she said tersely.

      “But I thought we had more to go over.”

      “That’s enough!” she snapped. “We’re done for tonight. You can go.”

      I cocked my head, all the good feelings over what I’d accomplished draining out of me. “I… don’t understand. What did you find?”

      “I’m tired,” she said, though I was sure she was lying. “I want to be done. Do you understand that?”

      “Fine.” I grabbed my glowing sword, though it had begun to dim, and stalked away from her.

      I didn’t understand her behavior, but the only explanation seemed to be something she’d found in my head. But what? As I mulled it over, the boys rushed to greet me. From the faint glow of my sword, I could see their searching eyes. I had no answers for them.

      I decided to preempt their questions. “Let’s go home. I’m exhausted. I have that interview with Webb first thing in the morning.”

      I fell asleep on the boat ride home, too tired to even hold my head up. I barely woke as someone carried me into the house and up to my room. When they laid me in bed, my mattress was the greatest thing in the world.

      Sometime later, sunshine woke me. I opened my eyes, the sleep I’d had not even close to enough. My body seemed to scream, telling me I needed about ten more hours. But there was something nagging at the back of my mind. Something I needed to do.

      My eyes scanned my bedroom, landing lazily on my nightstand clock. As the red readout slowly formed into numbers, I gasped as I remembered.

      The lighthouse keeper job interview. I’d missed it.
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      “Shit, shit, shit!”

      I flung my sleeping shorts and tank top to the floor, hastily moving to grab my slacks and blouse from their hangers in my closet. I’d taken them to the cleaners, so I would have them ready for the interview. I’d prepared for days, and now I’d screwed it all up.

      I ran out the door. Halfway down the steps, I spun and hurried back up to retrieve my hastily-drawn proposal. I’d included some pictures of the lighthouse after the boys had cleaned it and repaired the pavers, a list of all the things I intended to repair, and even a few ideas on how to increase the number of visitors per year.

      With the binder under my arm, I dashed through the kitchen, wishing I could grab some coffee, but there was no time.

      I drove to the city council building like a maniac and skidded to a stop in the parking lot at 9:04 AM—thirty-four minutes late. As I power-walked toward the front door, my stomach clenched. For a second, I thought I would need to run to the nearest bush to show my guts to the world, but the wave of sickness passed. I broke through the main door, panting, then cursed at the lack of a receptionist at the front desk.

      A door opened to my left. Mr. Webb exited with Jimmy Foster and the other council members right behind him.

      Mr. Webb and Jimmy stopped and shook hands, smiling at each other with so much pleasantry I felt like throwing up again. The rest of the council members scattered to whatever holes they’d crawled from, looking relieved to be on their way.

      Inhaling deeply, I rubbed the band of my ring with my thumb, conjured my pixies, and walked in their direction.

      The two men turned to me, standing shoulder to shoulder like two good ol’ boys. Jimmy looked vastly different from the night we’d caught him spying around the lair. His thick stubble was gone, and he wore a sharp blue suit and polished shoes, a regular business A-hole that matched Mr. Webb almost perfectly. Just two chummy asshats patting each other on the back for doing absolutely nothing. Both smiles faded as their eyes landed on me.

      “Mr. Webb, I’m sorry I’m late,” I said, swallowing the big lump in my throat that had to be my pride. “Um… I had a flat and had to change it. I’m here now, though.”

      Mr. Webb let out a little laugh, then looked at his watch. “But Ms. McCarty, the council has reached a decision and adjourned.”

      “Already? But—”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, while Jimmy smirked. “Out of consideration and compassion, we waited for twenty minutes—more than we would have for anyone else. But there is only so much we can do, so as of today, Peely Point Lighthouse has a new keeper and will be well taken care of. Rest assured.”

      “That’s right,” Jimmy said. “You have nothing to worry about, little lady.” He smiled with pleasure, making my stomach clench.

      “But you can’t—” I started.

      “Now, now, Ms. McCarty,” Mr. Webb interrupted. “You’re young and shouldn’t have to worry about old buildings and such. What you need is to start anew, my dear. It’ll be good for you.” He attempted to rub my arm, but I stepped back. He forced a smile at my rebuff. “I must go now. I’m terribly busy today.” He took a few steps, then very deliberately glanced back over his shoulder. “Oh, look for a letter in the mail, Ms. McCarty. It will contain the most crucial and time sensitive information.” Then he departed, leaving me standing there like an ice sculpture.

      “It doesn’t pay to party, Lila,” Jimmy said with a smirk. “Take it from someone with experience in the matter. You should’ve gone to bed early.”

      How did he…?

      Ugh… he must have been spying on me again.

      “Stay away from me, you douche-nozzle.” I retreated a step. My ring grew warm.

      I clenched my fists, confused. Why would it send me a warning now?

      Jimmy loosened the tie around his neck, took a step closer, and loomed over me. “You are so out of your depths, little lady.”

      His eyes flashed red for a split second.

      Dragon eyes!

      Before speaking, he glanced right and left to make sure we were alone. “We’ve allowed wardens to occupy our beacon for too long,” he said. “But it’s time for change.”

      “You’re with Deeploch,” I whispered. So stupid. I should have guessed.

      “Your dad screams like a little girl,” he purred.

      I lost it and went for his throat with my ringed hand, but he was fast and dodged away in a blur I barely managed to detect.

      From several feet back, he tsked, tsked, shaking his head. “That impulsiveness is gonna get ya killed one day, Dragon Warden.” He said the last two words with mockery. “You should perhaps take note from your elders. They know how to keep it in their pants.” Laughing, he began to walk away.

      “Where is my father?” I demanded, following him.

      “No worries. Tara’s taking good care of your old man. You might even see him again… if you behave.”

      He pushed past the front door and started toward his obscenely oversized truck, slipping his jacket off and throwing it over his shoulder.

      “I’ll come for the key in a couple of days. You’d better start packing.” He laughed, climbed into the truck, and took his sweet time driving out of the parking lot.

      The binder that held my pathetic proposal flew out of my hands and hit the back of my Mustang.

      I was a screwup. A homeless screwup.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, the letter from the city council arrived. It could hardly be called a letter since it was as thick as a midterm paper and came in an oversized manila envelope. The boys were with me when I opened it. We struggled through the legal mumbo jumbo, unable to decipher most of it. Only one thing was clear, I had to out of the lighthouse by the weekend. Four more days.

      My hands shook as I set the papers down on the kitchen table. Santiago rested his hand on top of mine, a muscle jumping on his jaw. Tom, Ki, and Fang sat around the table, too.

      “Those bastards!” Santiago said. “If I see them, I swear I’ll kill them.”

      Of course, that was Santiago’s bravado talking. He could swallow Mr. Webb whole, but Jimmy Foster was a different matter, or so we had learned.

      We’d never gotten a chance to describe Jimmy, the stalker, to Tom, and that had turned out to be another mistake. According to Tom, Jimmy was an immensely powerful member of the Deeploch den, a massive bull who Tara Palmer, and others in their circle, liked to use when dirty deeds were necessary. Tom said he was dangerous and ruthless, a sort of SWAT dude with training both in his human and dragon forms. So if he was here, it meant Deeploch had lost all scruples, and they seriously meant war.

      At the other end of the table, Tom sat staring at his hands as they played with the salt shaker. He looked so tired and sad I wanted to wrap him in a hug, but he was still pushing me away, dealing quietly with all his problems. He appeared deep in thought, conflicted by whatever ideas were bouncing inside his head.

      Finally, he said, “You could move in with me.”

      Santiago, Ki, and Fang’s head swiveled in his direction. I clamped my mouth shut, trying to hide my surprise. I hadn’t expected that.

      “Is that safe?” Ki asked. “Your mom could come back.”

      “She’s not coming back,” Tom said flatly.

      “How are you so sure?” Fang asked.

      Tom cleared his throat and straightened. “She disowned me, said the house was mine, but other than that, I was on my own. She called me a traitor, and said she never wanted to see me again. Unless she was there to watch me die… or kill me herself. Mother of the Year, am I right?”

      Rubbing a hand across his face, he blinked. He was doing his best to show strength, but it was costing him.

      “That’s harsh,” Santiago said.

      Fang huffed. “You’re better off, dude.”

      I leaned forward. “Tom, you did the right thing. She—”

      He cut me off, raising a hand to let me know he didn’t want to hear it. I wished the others would leave so I could comfort him. But if I did that in front of them, he would just get angrier.

      “I don’t like it,” Santiago said. “Having Lila move to your house still sounds risky.”

      Tom’s blue eyes flashed in Santiago’s direction. “Are you sure that’s your only concern?”

      “Yep, I don’t have any other concerns,” Santiago said, his voice confident, even conceited.

      Chair scraping the floor, Tom rose. “It should be up to Lila.”

      “And it is.” Santiago pushed to his feet. “She’s free to do as she pleases.”

      “Guys—”

      “She can move to Mirror Island,” Ki suggested in a rush of words.

      “Do you think your dad would be okay with that?” I asked.

      “Your aunt is there now,” he said. “I don’t see why not.”

      I nodded. This seemed more sensible than moving into Tara Palmer’s house—no matter what Tom said.

      Fang stood up abruptly. “Something’s wrong.” He rushed to the door and exited the house, Ki right behind him.

      I exchanged wary glances with Tom and Santiago. “What is it now?”

      “Must be a message on their private channel.” Santiago tapped his head to indicate it must be telepathic.

      We ran outside, bumping shoulders at the open door, just to find Fang’s brown dragon already aloft, and Ki exploding into his black form. The night sky obscured their shapes quickly as they flew away.

      We’d just gotten back from training all day in Mirror Island and had barely had time to look over Mr. Webb’s huge manuscript, and now we had to go back? Everything had been fine when we left. What could have gone wrong in such a short amount of time?

      “I’ll get the sword.” I ran in, retrieved the weapon, and hurried to rejoin the others.

      Back outside, Tom and Santiago had already shifted. Choosing the safer dragon, I climbed on Tom’s back. Santiago gave me a sideways glance with one golden eye. At first, I thought he was mad, but his voice inside my mind let me know otherwise.

      Chicken, he said, then huffed, pushing plumes of smoke through his nostrils. Juvenile dragons were incapable of expelling fire, but it looked as if Santiago might be on his way to developing the skill. He trotted forward, then leaped into the air.

      I cleared my mind and focused on casting a sheet of cloaking energy over us, the way my aunt had showed me. I wasn’t good at it yet, so it didn’t manage to conceal us completely. It just produced a slight façade that mimicked the night sky, but it was better than nothing.

      In seconds, we were flying fast, the lake speeding below us. The dragons’ wings thudded in a frantic rhythm, taking us to Mirror Island faster than ever before. We were across the membrane a moment after Fang and Ki disappeared behind its veil.

      What greeted us on the other side took my breath away.

      Mirror Island was on fire.

      Huge flames roiled in the forest below, their heat so intense it slammed into us almost immediately. The wooden cabin that served as living quarters to the few who were staying on the island burned like a dry brush fire.

      Where’s everyone? I thought frantically at the boys.

      All four were hovering in midair, flapping their wings with tremendous force to stay afloat. I held onto Tom for dear life, one hand wrapped around one of the spikes at the back of his neck.

      There! It was Ki’s voice in my head.

      The dragons turned in unison, then dived toward the far end of the beach. All the Mirror Island residents were huddled there. Mr. Liang had shifted into a magnificent black dragon much like Ki’s, except bigger. Santiago’s father was also in his dragon form, a golden brown lit orange as his hide reflected the flames. My small aunt stood between them, sword in hand. All three stood protectively in front of the smaller den member while four huge dragons I’d never seen circled threateningly around them.

      There was, however, a fifth enemy dragon, one I would recognize anywhere—Tara Palmer.
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      I hurled myself off Tom’s back the minute his claws hit the sand. The ring burned like a hot coal on my finger as I drew my sword from the scabbard, running straight at Tara Palmer.

      She was back. With God as my witness, I would make her pay.

      As I ran through the sand, I took in the scene again. Our side consisted of Ki and Santiago’s families and my aunt. Though we had them in number, they were faced off against Tara and four of the largest dragons I had ever seen. The two to Tara’s left were twin emerald-green dragons. Firelight rippled over their hides, making them shimmer like jewels. They were broad and stout, sporting more muscle under their scales than I would’ve thought possible. Their faces, like their bodies, were nearly identical—long tapering snouts, giant fangs, smoke coiling out of their nostrils. Each had a ridge of spikes down the center of their heads like a mohawk of knives. The only difference between the two was that one of them had a jagged scar running through its closed left eye.

      Of the two dragons on Tara’s right, my eyes fell on the white dragon flanking her shoulder. He was slender and snake-like, but just as large, with a long, lashing tail. While the other three were posturing and snarling, the white dragon regarded the whole scene with stony grey eyes.

      The last dragon resembled Tara in size and shape, but he was a fiery red. He glanced in my direction and bared his teeth in a wicked smile. He even winked. Really? It had to be Jimmy. Well, he would get a taste of my sword right after Tara did.

      As I held his gaze, a ball of flames shot from his gaping mouth, scorching the sand right at Mr. Liang’s feet.

      A warning shot. He would most definitely taste some warden badassness.

      But as I made it to where the dragons gathered, Ki came loping after me, his black dragon catching up easily.

      Stop! He shouted in my head. When I ignored him, he ran around me, using his giant body to block my path. Black scales obstructed my view of Tara, so I darted left, but he curled around me until his body became a cage.

      Anger pulsing at my temples, I tried to climb his side. As I scrambled over slippery scales, he grabbed my jacket with his teeth and lifted me until my arms and legs were dangling. My jacket ripped, but held. I was trapped in the air, swinging like an idiot.

      Let me down! I yelled.

      I felt his body cringe as my voice reached him, but his jaws stayed shut.

      Ki, drop me! I kicked my legs, swinging as the jacket cut into my armpits and pinched the skin of my throat. I couldn’t unzip it without dropping my sword.

      Stop struggling, he said.

      He’s right, came my aunt’s voice in my head. Lila, let me deal with this.

      The Scarlet Warden strode out, cape swirling behind her and flashing like the fire consuming our island. She didn’t seem to notice, nor care, that everything around us was burning to the ground. Calmly, she approached the five gigantic dragons, her ring glowing like a force field, which I hoped it was.

      “Tara Palmer,” the Scarlet Warden’s voice boomed. “You have no right to come here and attack this island. Cease and desist what you are doing. Retrieve your ilk and leave before I am forced to take action.”

      Man, I had to hand it to my aunt. She sounded like a bona-fide badass.

      Tara shook her dragon head. At first, I thought it meant she was refusing, but then I saw her body shiver. She morphed into her human form, naked and unashamed.

      “Tara!” I screamed. “Where’s my father?”

      Her eyes flicked my way as an oily smile crept up her face. But instead of answering me, she turned to my aunt.

      “Scarlett, how nice to see you. Here for a little family reunion? How lovely.” She glanced between my aunt and me. “Lila must be so happy to have some family again.”

      “I’m going to kill you if you touch him, Tara!” I shrieked, my sword flailing uselessly.

      “Shut up, Lila,” my aunt said without emotion. “Tara, you need to leave immediately. According to the Dragon Creed—”

      “Why, yes,” she said, cutting my aunt off. “It’s nice of you to mention the creed. I was just about to bring it up. Section twenty-eight. The law on territories who have lost their wardens.” Her cold gaze settled levelly on my aunt.

      “This territory has a warden,” my aunt retorted. “Lila is warden.”

      “This territory did have a warden. Until today.” When the confidence on my aunt’s face waned, Tara smiled. “Oh, you must not have heard. Lila lost the lighthouse. And a warden who cannot claim their beacon is not officially recognized in the creed. You know the law as well as I do, Scarlett.”

      My aunt’s jaw hung open. She turned to me as Ki lowered me to the ground. I straightened my jacket and readied my sword, but my aunt was at my side in an instant.

      Her worried eyes searched mine. “Is this true? Did you lose the lighthouse?”

      “I didn’t lose it, but yeah, they took it from me. Mr. Webb, Jimmy… I missed the interview. But only by a half an hour. If they had waited…” My words trailed off as what I was saying broke over her face.

      “Lila, no. Oh no.” She gripped my arm so hard it hurt.

      “I’m sorry I—”

      Tara’s voice booming over the beach drew our attention. “All who hear me, listen and listen well. You are no longer welcome. Deeploch has rightfully claimed the beacon, and we’re no longer under any obligation to welcome other dens in our territory. This island is ours. Any who trespass will be dealt with. Harshly.”

      At this, the red dragon shot a plume of fire into the air, sending scorching heat over us. Cringing, we covered our heads until the flame subsided.

      When I looked up, the red dragon’s slitted eye was leveled right at me. When he opened his jaws, I could tell he’d love to fit me between those rows of jagged teeth.

      “Furthermore,” Tara said, addressing the other dragons, “all the protections Lila has received as warden under the creed will be null and void in forty-eight hours, at which time she will be turned over to me. Any dragon who is found giving aid or harboring the former warden after the forty-eight hours are up will be subject to immediate execution.”

      When she was done speaking, she rested her gaze on each of us in turn, daring us to cross her.

      Her words rolled over me like icy cold waves. No longer warden? Protections? Death? How could any of this be true?

      I glanced at my aunt, hoping to see an answer in her face, but nothing about her expression calmed me.

      The Scarlet Warden stepped forward, clearing her throat in an apparent attempt to get her confidence back. “Just because you and your lawless thugs will have the beacon soon doesn’t mean you can go around killing humans. Lila is my niece, and I will not allow anything to happen to her.”

      “Then you will die with her,” Tara said coldly. “Your choice.”

      “That would mean war with the Frostfire Den.”

      “Mikel and his crew?” she scoffed. “I’ve been in talks with them, and we’ve come to an understanding.” Tara’s face said she’d thought of everything.

      My aunt had nothing to say.

      Tom stepped forward, his human form clad in hastily thrown-on shorts. “Mother, don’t do this!”

      Tara’s head snapped in his direction, regarding her son with emotionless eyes. “Who are you to call me mother? You are no more mine than she is.” Her chin jutted toward me.

      “I won’t let you kill her,” Tom shot back.

      Tara stared at her son, anger twitching behind the carefully crafted calm exterior. “The time of wardens is through. Join me or perish.”

      She turned her back on him. On all of us. “Forty-eight hours,” she said, not sparing us another glance.

      Her dragon form exploded into being. Five deafening roars shattered the world as all her dragons pushed off with powerful wings. Buffeted, I threw my arm up, trying to keep my eyes on Tara as she hurled herself into the night sky.
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      Everyone stood speechless, watching Tara Palmer and her evil clutch disappear through the membrane that protected Mirror Island. The fire that burned in the forest was still intense, but it seemed to inexplicably be growing smaller rather than larger. I stared in confusion.

      Seeing my puzzlement, my aunt said, “The island is mostly magical. Peng and Franco’s creation. They can get this under control.”

      I eyed Ki and Santiago’s fathers, but they didn’t seem to be doing anything special to contain the flames. In fact, they weren’t even facing the forest. Instead, they had turned to their families and seemed to be communicating telepathically with them.

      Concentrating, I tried to pick up on their conversation, but I got nothing. I sidled next to Tom—the only one in human form—and asked, “What’s going on?”

      He put a hand up, indicating I should wait. I let my gaze travel around the group, disturbed by the silence. If they were human, there would be raised voices, cursing, and disagreement, but this was nothing like that. Or maybe it was, and I just couldn’t hear it.

      There was a total of twelve dragons present, including my dragons. Santiago’s father, mother, and sister were part of the group, and the rest were from the Longtail den, all related to Ki and Fang—cousins and uncles I hadn’t had the chance to get to know.

      After the longest silence of my life, the dragons took to the skies one by one and flew away from Mirror Island.

      “Will someone tell me what’s going on?” I demanded.

      “I think they’re going back home,” Tom said. Apparently, he wasn’t privy to their message either.

      Concerned, I took him in. His blond hair fell across his forehead, obscuring the blue of his eyes, so I couldn’t read his opinion on the decision.

      “They’re giving up, just like that?” I couldn’t believe it.

      Tom shook his head. “You don’t understand how important the Dragon’s Creed is. It’s what stopped endless wars between dens in the past. And it’s what keeps us alive and safe from humans.”

      I was about to tell him what I thought of their idiotic creed but—next to me—Santiago trembled and shifted, his golden mass of scales shrinking, transforming into a gorgeous boy with sun-kissed skin and wild brown curls. I averted my eyes from the sight of his perfect—naked—butt.

      “Ya te dije que me quedo aquí,” Santiago yelled at his father. “No voy a huir como un cobarde.” He took a step behind me, shooting death rays at Mr. Alcon.

      I wasn’t sure exactly what he said, but from the little bit I could make out, it seemed he’d informed his father he was staying. If I wasn’t mistaken, he’d also implied his dad was a coward. I winced, knowing that wouldn’t go over well.

      Next, it was Ki and Fang’s turn to shift and take their positions at my back. I looked around, baffled by the fact I seemed to have become the center of some conflict—one where I was surrounded by hot naked guys.

      “I’m staying, too,” Ki said. “I’m not abandoning Lila.”

      Mr. Liang, in his brown dragon form, shook his head and stomped a massive foot on the ground, displacing sand and burying his claws a few inches.

      “If you care about the creed so much,” Fang said, “then remember we’re all over eighteen. We are free to decide for ourselves as long as we don’t endanger our den.”

      Mr. Liang shook his head violently this time. Smoke, and even a bit of fire, jetted out of his nostrils.

      “You can’t make us, Fùqīn.” Ki’s brown eyes were scared, but he stood his ground.

      His father’s head whipped to one side, swiveling on a long, scaly neck. The gesture seemed to say, Have it your way.

      Would he disown them the way Tara had Tom? Because of me? I couldn’t have that.

      “You guys should go with your families,” I said. “I’ll be all right.”

      Ki took my hand, his gaze reaching deep into mine. “We’re staying.”

      “He’ll disown you,” I said on the brink of tears. I’d lost my father by force. I could not imagine giving him up willingly.

      Ki shook his head. “He’s angry, but he would never do that.” He interlaced his finger with mine while I blindly gazed at the stars, determined not to cry.

      Furious, Mr. Liang and Mr. Alcon marched away from us, shook their wings, and took to the skies without a backward glance. In shock, I watched them vanish into the night. Their sons had gone against them for me. It was too much to handle. If I didn’t distract myself somehow, I would start bawling.

      Letting go of Ki’s hand, I stepped hesitantly up to my aunt. She was observing the dwindling fire that had burned the wood cabin to the ground, now just piles of ash and crumbling boards. A frown etched her forehead while strands of silver hair blew around her worried face.

      “This is all your fault, Lila,” my aunt said, her voice cold as ice.

      As if I didn’t know it and my gut wasn’t already twisting with guilt. “What do I do?” I asked, unsure whether she would offer any suggestions at this point. I hated to ask for guidance, but I was scared.

      She faced me. “Try not to screw anything else up. At least the ring and sword can’t help you cause any more trouble.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, panic sparking in my chest.

      “They aren’t much without the beacon.” My aunt shook her head as if saying I was hopeless and didn’t know top from bottom.

      Biting my lower lip, I took a step back. No help would come from her tonight. I clenched my teeth, holding back angry words. She didn’t owe me anything. She’d left me to my fate before, why not now, too?

      “I’ll leave Tara’s territory,” I said.

      “I doubt that’ll make a difference. She seems to be spreading her message far and wide. If she’s already got Frostfire on her side, there’s no telling who else has joined her. At this point, there may be no safe place to hide.”

      Fear coiled around my heart. Tara Palmer had put a wanted poster out for me, and Deeploch hated wardens so much they didn’t even need to put a price on my head. They would kill me for free.

      “I have to go and assemble the Warden Council. It would be… unwise to bring you along,” she said. “I’m sorry but for now, you’re on your own. I wish you the best.”

      The Scarlet Warden threw her silver tresses over her shoulder, then strode toward one of the boats that sat on the beach.

      I wanted to say something scornful, something that would hurt her the way she’d just hurt me, but I had no idea what that could be. The woman was made of ice, and nothing seemed to penetrate her.

      Santiago stepped next to me. “Hey, Little Red Riding Warden,” he called. “In case you haven’t noticed, she’s not on her own. She’s got us.”

      My aunt kept going without looking back. With more strength than I’d ever seen in a woman her age, she pushed the boat across the sand and into the water, then hopped inside. She sat in the middle and began to row in firm, solid strokes that quickly took her past the fog that surrounded the island.

      Despite the boys’ presence and support, I couldn’t help but feel alone. My own aunt had abandoned me. My father was still missing. I had no place to live. A death sentence hung over my head.

      I collapsed on the sand, coming unhinged like a marionette. The tears that had threatened to make an appearance moments ago were gone, chased away by a sharp coldness in the center of my chest. It seemed to spread from my core, injecting my veins with ice water and chilling my entire body.

      At first, I thought it was just pain at being rejected, but when a shiver raked down my back and made my teeth chatter, I figured it must be shock.

      Ki knelt next to me. “What’s wrong?”

      I blinked at him, but all I saw was a blur. Had I inhaled too much smoke?

      “Lila, you’re cold,” he said after pressing a hand against my cheek.

      “Is she all right?” Fang asked.

      Tom and Santiago appeared next, staring at me as well. I blinked to clear my eyes. They were all dressed, apparently having found some of the clothes they’d stashed along the beach.

      Ki put a finger under my chin, forcing my eyes to meet his. He spoke a gentle question into my mind.

      I swallowed thickly before I answered. “I’m okay. Just low blood sugar, I think.” I felt clammy and dizzy, so that was the safest bet.

      “She needs some fries or something,” Santiago said, sounding a bit panicked. “Let’s get back. Everything here burned to a crisp.”

      “I—I don’t think I can fly,” I said, feeling nauseous at the thought.

      “A boat ride would be worse, Lila,” Tom said.

      I nearly threw up imagining rocking back and forth in the choppy lake waters.

      In the end, I rode on top of Ki, resting my head on his long neck and focusing on his deep breaths. The breeze that blew from the north made my shivering worse, but it also seemed to clear my head. By the time Ki alighted next to the lighthouse, I felt more like myself.

      Leaving the guys behind so they could re-dress, I went into the house, snatched a protein bar from the pantry, and headed upstairs to my room.

      I stopped at the threshold, my eyes roving around my messy possessions. The thought of packing everything so Jimmy Foster could move in made me furious. Let him do all the work. I had no use for music posters, dresses, or makeup. I would only take what could fit in the trunk of my Mustang. No more.

      When Ki came upstairs ten minutes later, he found me staring at the two plastic bins I’d packed.

      “We didn’t want to bother you, but we started to worry.” Shyly, he entered the room, hands in his pockets.

      “I was just packing. That’s all I need,” I said, gesturing toward the bins.

      He sat next to me on the bed. “We also travel lightly,” he said with a twinkle in his deep brown eyes.

      I chuckled for Ki’s sake, then remembered something I’d been wanting to ask. “Mr. Alcon—that day he healed Santiago and Tom—he had scales going down his legs, like pants. How come you guys can’t do that?”

      “We can’t control the shift to that level of detail yet,” Ki said, blushing a little. “It comes with age and experience, like fire.”

      “That’s cool,” I said.

      Ki shrugged. “Not cool sometimes. My uncle, Chao, thinks it’s funny to walk around with horns sprouting from his forehead.” He pressed his forefinger to his temples, then wiggled them around.

      “That is funny.” I chuckled again, this time for real. It was good to feel something other than terrible grief for once.

      “Not after the nth time.”

      We laughed, then were quiet for a moment. After a few beats, Ki took my hand.

      “We’re with you. All the way,” he said.

      I focused on him, thanking my lucky stars. I wasn’t alone, and I had no right feeling like it.

      “Why did you disobey your father?” The question felt intimate, but it was out before I could stop it.

      “Because you need us, and we need you.” He averted his eyes as if ashamed.

      I needed them, but… why would they need me? I was a terrible warden, a weak human. I had nothing to offer. And they were risking their lives for me? It didn’t make sense.

      “You should go,” I said. “You’re not safe with me. Tara will kill you for helping me.”

      “Let her try,” Santiago said from the door.

      Tom and Fang stood next to him, their expressions determined. They were with me all the way, and nothing else mattered.
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      As I drove up to the Palmer’s long driveway, the knot in my stomach twisted into a ballpark-sized pretzel. This was Tara Palmer’s property, my sworn enemy. The person who’d just issued a hit out on my life. What was I doing shacking up in her house?

      I pulled the car to the shoulder, gravel grumbling under my tires. Ki, Fang and Santiago, who were riding in Fang’s truck, slowed behind us. I shot them a “hold on” telepathic message while I turned to Tom in the passenger seat. The question I’d been asking myself since we came up with this hairbrained idea must have been spelled out on my face because he preempted it.

      “For the last time, Lila, it’s fine. I promise my house is safe.” Tom rubbed a hand over his tired eyes, then pushed his wind-tousled hair back.

      We were all exhausted from the events of the day, packing up my things, and securing the warden’s lair as best we could. My mother’s faded drawings were now at the bottom of the tote in my trunk, along with a few things from Dad. Pickles mewled helplessly from his cage in the back of my car, as miserable as the rest of us. But just because we were bone tired didn’t mean we should make a terrible decision.

      “We could stay in a hotel,” I said, drumming my hands nervously. “I have some money.”

      “We wouldn’t be safe there. Anyone could come in. My house has both dragon magic and human surveillance technology. We won’t find better at some cheap, flea-infested motel.”

      I bit my lip. “Dragon magic your mom created. What would stop her from letting herself back in?”

      “I’ve done some tweaking since she left.” His blue eyes flashed with something like pride for the first time in a while. “I can’t guarantee it’ll keep her out, but we’ll definitely know if a dragon comes anywhere near the property, which extends eight miles on either side of the house.”

      “Eight miles is not a lot,” I mumbled.

      “It’s better than zero miles,” he retorted. “Plus, I have a computer and the internet. That can help us come up with a plan. What in your life hasn’t been solved by googling it?”

      The joke he offered made his face light up. I liked seeing him happy. It was almost as if agreeing to come live with him had flipped a switch inside Tom. He’d gone from sullen to damn-near perky on the ride here. I wondered how lonely he had been in the last two weeks in his big house. I’d felt lonely myself, and I’d had Pickles at least.

      “Fine,” I said with a big sigh. Putting the car in drive, I inched toward the driveway. “But your beds better be super soft.”

      “The softest,” he said, smirking.

      No matter how I tried to prepare myself, though, seeing Tara Palmer’s house in the dark still made icicles of dread slip down my spine. The giant Victorian mansion reared in front of us like a haunted house. Big, gaping windows on the second floor glared menacingly, marking our approach. The lights were off and the curtains open, making me picture scenes from horror movies where moaning, dead girls in white gowns floated past.

      “Why does your house have to look like at least seven people were murdered here?”

      “It was only six people,” Tom said, stepping out of the parked car.

      “Tom!” I protested, my mind racing back to the animal graveyard I knew he had in his woods. What if there were dead animals in the basement, too?

      He popped his head back into the car. “I’m totally joking. Come on. It’s not that bad.”

      He grabbed Pickles’ cage. The cat yowled in protest as Tom carried him up onto the porch and waited for us. I dragged my overstuffed backpack out of the backseat while the boys parked the truck. Ki, Fang, and Santiago hopped out, each sporting small backpacks, too, though a lot of their stuff had been lost in the fire. Even so, when they said they packed light, they were not kidding. I practically felt like a hoarder with all my life’s possessions in two totes plus the bag on my back. It made sense, I realized, since they couldn’t carry a lot around when their dragons either shredded their clothes or made them leave them behind every time they shifted.

      Santiago walked up to me, his duffle thrown over his shoulder. He had changed into a crisp white polo and expensive-looking jeans. “Roomies, right? I get top bunk,” he said, winking.

      Rolling my eyes, I waved him past me to Tom. Ki and Fang had matching black backpacks, but Fang’s bulged while Ki’s seemed practically empty. Fang nodded at me while Ki’s sympathetic eyes asked me all the questions I didn’t want to answer. How was I feeling? Was I all right?

      The answer was no, I was not all right. I’d had what I could only guess was a major panic attack on Mirror Island. Then I’d packed up all my I-couldn’t-part-with worldly possessions, including some of my parents’ things, just to have a sleepover at the house of the woman who’d ordered my death. Not to mention that my aunt blamed everything on me. Oh, and I’d put my family and friends in danger in the process.

      But, if there was anything I was good at, it was pushing my emotions so deep, deep down that they couldn’t hurt me. Stuffed that lockbox nice and tight and threw away the key.

      So, yeah, I was great.

      Until my repressed feelings bubbled up and exploded all over, anyway.

      I didn’t meet Ki’s eyes. Instead, I turned and clomped up the porch stairs. “Which bedroom is mine? And no, I am not sharing.”

      Tom opened the front door and hit the lights, the house blazing into view.

      It was beautiful. The old Victorian-style mansion had been refurbished recently by someone who knew what they were doing. We clustered in the entryway—a round room with lofty ceilings, a wooden staircase in front of us, and hallways on either side. Oak paneling and ornate trim made everything look stately and warm at the same time. Only the vase of dead flowers in the center of a marble table let us know things had been neglected. The inside was so nice compared to the outside it threw me off. But then, maybe Tara Palmer wanted people to assume they weren’t as wealthy as they actually were.

      “Don’t mind the mess. I’ve been a bit busy,” Tom said as he set the cat carrier down, then opened the little door. Pickles took off like a shot, hiding God only knew where. I’d deal with him later.

      Tom led us through to the kitchen—a spacious room with rows of pristine white cabinets and floor-to-ceiling windows on the far wall. The large marble-top island was scattered with wrappers, dirty plates, and food crumbs. Tom jogged over, swept them into his arms, and deposited them into an already-overflowing sink.

      “Is it the maid’s day off?” Ki asked, an eyebrow raised.

      Santiago moseyed to the sink, inspecting a moldy coffee mug and wrinkling his nose. “Dude, you’re a pig.”

      The blush running up Tom’s cheeks made his whole face tomato red. “I’ve just been on my own here. You know, bachelor life. I’ll clean up.”

      He started to pull out dishwashing detergent, but I put my hand on his shoulder, stopping him.

      “It’s too late,” I said, stifling a yawn. “We’ll all clean up tomorrow.”

      “Lila,” Ki spoke up, “we don’t have much time. Forty-eight hours goes fast.”

      “It’s forty-three hours now,” Fang said, after he’d tapped the screen of his cell to see the time.

      I shrugged. “There’s nothing we can do on no sleep. We’re all exhausted. You look like you’re about to fall where you stand.”

      Tom lifted my bag from where I had set it. “We’ll sleep for five hours, tops, and then we’ll tackle how to stop my mother.”

      “Speaking of your mother,” Santiago said dryly. “How do we know she won’t attack the minute we fall asleep?”

      Tom nodded like he’d thought of this already. “We’ll take turns on watch. I’ll go first. I’ve moved the surveillance equipment into my room anyway.”

      Fang meandered into the living room attached to the kitchen, then collapsed into a cozy-looking leather couch with an appreciative moan. “Wake me when it’s my turn.” He closed his eyes. In seconds, he was quietly snoring.

      “He does that,” Ki said, shaking his head. “Can sleep anywhere. I once saw him fall asleep on the top branch of a forty-foot pine tree.” Staking claim to the adjacent couch, he curled up, putting a pillow over his head.

      Santiago turned to Tom. “Since I am not an animal like some people, I’d love a bed if you have one to spare.”

      “Sure,” Tom said. “You can have the pull-out couch in the basement office.” He nodded to a door propped halfway open. “It’s down those stairs.”

      Santiago started to descend, but then turned back to me. “Lila, do you need anything?”

      I shook my head, waving him toward his bed. “I’ll be fine. Tom will get me set up.”

      Santiago glanced between us, an expression of unease and perhaps jealousy flitting over his face before he seemed to think better of it. “Okay. Come get me when you need me.”

      When the door shut, Tom and I were alone except for the two sleeping boys. He cleared his throat, hefting my bag to his shoulder. “This way.”

      I followed him down the hall, stopping only once to ogle baby pictures before he herded me quickly past them. We climbed the stairs to the second floor, which was as opulent and ornately decorated as the first. It made me think of old British libraries with big leather club chairs and tall bookcases.

      When I reminded myself this was Tara Palmer’s house, though, the cold seeped back into me. She’d touched these railings. Those were her carefully placed knickknacks on the hallway end tables.

      Tom stopped at a door, his hand on the knob, and peered at me through his curls. “My room is a mess. I’m sorry. Please don’t think less of me as a human being.”

      “You saw my house,” I responded. I pointed to my chest. “Pot.” Then to his chest. “Kettle.”

      He smiled tiredly and pushed open the door.

      I was expecting a disaster area of clothes and food wrappers, but was pleasantly surprised. Sure, it was untidy, but in a way that made his room feel nest-like. While the rest of the house felt sterile and uninhabited, Tom’s room was lived in to the fullest. The walls were covered in school newspaper clippings and pictures of him and his friends. There was a wall of shelves filled with books—a quick scan revealed everything from Siddhartha to dog-eared Magic Tree House books. Large tomes looking like relics from some ancient library hunkered on the bottom shelf.

      His high school diploma lay under a stack of college brochures and blank applications, neglected, just like our futures. How could any of us think of college when we were on the brink of war?

      I lifted a picture of Tom and his mother from a stack on his desk. They were smiling, arms flung around each other on the rocky shore of Summers Lake. One big happy family—that was now threatening to kill each other.

      He eyed the photo sadly, then took it out of my hands. “She wasn’t always horrible,” he said. “She’s used to doing things her way, but things only changed for the worse in the last few years.”

      I stared at the photo in his long, thin fingers. “It must be so hard to have someone you love change so much. I’m not sure I could handle it.”

      “It doesn’t help when everyone looks at you like you’ve changed, too. Everyone suspects me. Even though I fought for their side, they act like I’ll plunge a knife in their back at any minute.”

      Sympathetically, I put my hand over his. “My aunt thinks I’ve caused all this. She basically told me it was entirely my fault.”

      “Lila, you can’t listen to her. None of this is your fault.”

      His eyes, the color of a summer sky, caught mine and held. A wayward lock of hair had partially covered one. I’d never seen his hair this long, brushing against his dark eyelashes. It made me want to slip my fingers through it to feel its weight. He smelled like ash and night air, the scent clinging to his skin like a cologne, reminding me of all we’d been through together. How he’d fought his own mother for me. Gave up his whole life for me.

      My heart sped up as his eyes dipped from mine to my lips and up again. The space between us had shrunk somehow and his body was tenuously close, a distance quivering between us with tense, unspoken words.

      “Lila,” he breathed. “If I’ve been cruel, or distant…”

      “You don’t have to explain,” I whispered, my heart thudding against my ribcage.

      “But I want to.” His eyes darted back to my lips. Lingered.

      For a fleeting moment, I questioned what I was doing in Tom Palmer’s room, in the middle of the night, with no parental supervision.

      Then the moment was gone, and he was pulling me toward him. Our bodies pressed together, and Tom Palmer kissed me.
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      Tom’s kiss stopped time.

      Everything took a backseat to the emotions stirring in my chest. Our abandoned college applications, our current orphan status, the threat on our lives… I was able to forget it all, even if only for a moment.

      Though we’d kissed once already, the tentative way he held me made it feel as if it were the first time. His tenuous embrace left me ample opportunity to push away, except that was the exact opposite of what I wanted to do.

      My hands ached to explore under his shirt, but that would mean an invitation for Tom to do the same, so I held back. But I’d daydreamed of kissing him so many times that his lips on mine were more than enough.

      When Tom abandoned my mouth for my jawline and neck, my heart knocked once against my chest, then picked up its pace at triple its normal speed. Heat ignited along the path his lips traced to my collarbone, making me squirm. Something wild and complicated unfurled inside of me.

      Feeling at the edge of giving it all, I pulled away. Our ragged breaths came out in unison as we pressed our foreheads together. His gaze locked with mine, and it was dark and dangerous.

      “We should get some sleep,” I said in a hoarse voice.

      He nodded, making me nod, too. We laughed, and the small bit of tension left by the broken kiss dissipated.

      “You can stay here,” he said.

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll sleep in the master bedroom. Don’t worry. It’s much better than this one.” He gave me a crooked smile.

      When Tom closed the door behind him, a small pang of regret hit me. Why had I stopped our kiss? I collapsed on the pillow and stared at the ceiling, trying to answer my own questions. For a moment, I pretended not to know, but I was lying to myself.

      In the span of a few days, I had kissed two boys—two extremely handsome, fit, and irresistible boys.

      Me! Lila McCarty. The girl who had never quite gotten rid of the “weird” label her elementary school classmates had dubbed her with when she wouldn’t shut up about dragons. Ha! Who was laughing now? Dragons were real, and the guys didn’t think she was weird because she could see them. They also weren’t bad kissers. Not at all.

      Two guys!

      Maybe I would soon make it three. Or four.

      Lila! my own voice chided inside my brain.

      Enjoying the wanton imagery, I giggled like a little girl and crawled under the covers. I might be dead in a couple of days. So why not love a little?

      A smile was plastered on my face for the next five minutes, but it slowly died as I tried to come up with a plan out of the mess I’d gotten us in. Sleep was a long time coming.
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        * * *

      

      “Lila,” a gentle voice seeped through my consciousness. “Wake up.”

      A hand brushed the side of my face. I rolled over, enjoying the sweet caress.

      “You’re so beautiful,” the voice murmured.

      I liked this dream. I didn’t mind being called beautiful or being treated as if I were some sort of treasure to be admired. Not that I was vain, but it felt good. For a change.

      My eyes fluttered open. At first, everything was blurry. But it wasn’t long until the jean-clad figure sitting at the edge of the bed took shape.

      Ki.

      “Hey,” he said, his fingers still caressing my cheek.

      A spontaneous smile stretched my lips. “Is it my watch already?”

      “Nah, we let you sleep.” He pushed a strand of dark hair behind my ear, then began lowering his mouth toward mine.

      Was this a dream? It didn’t seem like one. Ki’s hand on the side of my face felt real. His black hair was wet, and he smelled clean and fresh. His eyes were warm chocolate, full of tenderness and something more…

      Three guys?

      Really, Lila?

      But Ki only deposited a gentle kiss on my cheek, then stood. “C’mon, breakfast is almost ready, and we have a long day ahead of us.”

      For a few minutes, I lay in bed, clinging to the covers with the feel of Ki’s quick kiss on my cheek. Sighing, I dragged myself out of bed, went in Tom’s bathroom, and took a cold, cold shower.

      A quarter of an hour later, I wandered into the kitchen, barefoot and pulling my damp hair into a ponytail. Pickles wound himself between my legs, meowing miserably. I scratched his head, vowing to get him some kitten vittles when all this was over. The boys were bustling around the table, setting down silverware, serving orange juice, and plating pancakes and eggs.

      For some reason, a knot formed in my throat at the sight of them. Despite the reduced hours of sleep, they looked one-hundred percent better than last night. They all had damp hair and wore clean clothes. Their nimble movements exuded confidence and energy, which made me feel more optimistic about the day ahead.

      When Santiago noticed me standing at the threshold, he came over and kissed me on both cheeks, the way I’d seen him greet his mother and sister on Mirror Island—except without the lingering and dangerous proximity to my mouth.

      After giving me a quick wink and devilish smile that made me wonder if I was playing with fire, he took his seat. Still, my heart thudded with excitement.

      Fang pulled out a chair at the head of the table. I sat and marveled at the splendid treatment.

      I could get used to this!

      The boys chowed down as if there were no tomorrow. They’d made enough pancakes and scrambled eggs for an army—an army of dragons, to be specific. After their cooking exploits, the sink was piled even higher with frying pans, bowls, and dishes. So much for cleaning.

      We quietly enjoyed out breakfast for a few minutes, then Tom cleared his throat and approached the subject of our looming deaths. “We have thirty-eight hours before they start hunting for us. We need to think of a plan. Any ideas?”

      “There are three possible alternatives,” Fang said, holding up three fingers, the middle one coated with a dab of whip cream.

      Santiago snickered. Of course. I gave him a sideways glance and shook my head.

      “Hide, run, or fight,” Fang finished.

      “Fight!” the others recited without stopping to think.

      “Um, unless Lila has a different opinion,” Ki added belatedly.

      I shook my head. “Not my style.”

      “That’s right, amor.” Santiago clenched a fist, then punched his open palm. “You’re a fighter.”

      “I need to get the lighthouse back,” I said, “reclaim my post as warden.”

      Tom set his fork down. “That seems like a sensible path, but I’m not sure it would be a long-term solution.”

      “What do you mean?” Fang asked.

      “My mother and Deeploch mean war against the wardens and any who support them,” Tom said, his brow furrowed in worry. “I have a feeling they won’t honor the creed for long.”

      Santiago snorted. “Then she’ll find herself terribly outnumbered.”

      “I’d like to think that, too,” Tom said. “But she’s calling on her friends and making alliances. And what if her experiments succeed? She could build an army in no time. No need to wait for years for dragon eggs to hatch.”

      “Wait,” I said, “You guys hatched from an egg?”

      They all looked at me with raised eyebrows.

      “Of course. What did you think?” Ki asked.

      “I dunno, I…”

      “Mom says my egg looked like it was made of solid gold,” Santiago put in.

      I tapped my temple, trying to get all the questions inside my head in order. “And it took you years to hatch?”

      “Four,” Fang said.

      “Two,” Santiago and Ki added at the same time.

      “Eighteen months for me,” Tom said. “It’s at least a year, but normally more than that. Eggs hatch when it’s their right time. Some never do. They grow cold, and that’s how you know they’re dead. Others can take hundreds of years.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” I asked.

      “Nope.”

      “So the mother just sits there incubating the egg?” I asked, perplexed.

      “Oh, no. It doesn’t work like that,” Ki said.

      Tom laughed. “Couldn’t imagine my mom waiting for me for an hour, much less eighteen months. Anyway, that’s not the point. The point is that if my mother’s experiments work, Deeploch could double, triple, quadruple their numbers in no time. My mother plans to control these new dragons through magic. And in her mind, they would be expendable, like soldier ants.”

      “Your mom’s messed up, dude,” Santiago said.

      Tom ignored the comment. “But I guess we can’t make a plan based on an if.” He made air quotes. “With luck, she won’t perfect her serum, so getting the lighthouse back seems like the best option at the moment.”

      “And how do we do that?” Fang asked.

      “Well,” I said tentatively, “I sort of have a plan.”

      “Spill,” Santiago said, rubbing his hands together.

      “I’ll need to use the computer to pull up a few details, but it might work.”

      “We’re all ears,” Ki said.

      So I told them.
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      “You’ll go slow, right?” I asked Tom as I adjusted the straps on the air tank at my back. The wetsuit clung to me, accentuation every curve. I squirmed uncomfortably as four pairs of eyes constantly raked the length of my body.

      “For the third time, I will,” Tom said.

      I had scuba dived in the lake before, but it had been a while, so I couldn’t help feeling nervous. The guys had insisted I wait for them, but I had to go. I would never ask them to do anything I wouldn’t do myself. They were in this situation because of me, and I couldn’t send them into danger without risking it all, too.

      Lowering the scuba mask over my eyes, I took a step toward the shore to allow the guys to undress and shift. The weight of the sword around my waist—the length of its scabbard strapped along my leg—felt strange, but I guessed I couldn’t always wear it at my back, so I needed to get used to this as well.

      A moment later, four dragons joined me, two at each flank. Tom, his blue scales shimmering as if bathed with stardust, lowered himself to let me climb. I placed a foot on his bent knee and mounted with practiced ease. I’d ridden dragon back so many times lately that it was starting to feel like second nature. Who’d have thought?

      Except this time, I wasn’t flying.

      I was going underwater.

      Ready? Tom asked inside my head.

      Ready or not. We hadn’t snuck all the way up here, risking being seen by Jimmy, to chicken out in the end.

      I put the air regulator in my mouth, then gave Tom a gentle nudge. He waded into the water one slow step at a time. My heart hammered as the cool liquid touched my toes, then rose to my knees, waist, neck, and over my head.

      Everything went dark.

      Oxygen flowed into my mouth, but I still felt as if I were drowning. A luminous flash flared in my mind. For an instant, I saw my mother caught in an iridescent circle while two dragons fought around her. The memory assaulted me every time I went underwater, but I’d always refused to let that keep me from swimming, from turning me into a coward. I lived in a lighthouse, next to a lake, and being afraid of the water simply wasn’t an option.

      My eyes adjusted slowly, though it wasn’t much help. It was still dark. We’d decided against a lamp for fear of being spotted. Besides, the boys could see perfectly fine with their dragon eyes, so the light would have been only for my benefit. So into deep, dark lake water we went. Whose dumb idea was this again?

      I held on to the spikes at Tom’s neck, squeezed my legs around his wide body, and crouched low against him. The other three dragons followed, moving gently and stirring as little water as possible. Their shapes were but dark shadows with thick limbs and long tails. Air bubbles released through Tom’s nostrils, and we sank lower. With the aid of magic, the boys could stay underwater for about thirty minutes—another of those awesome things dragons could do.

      The idea had come to me last night as I remembered the day Tom had snuck into the submerged lighthouse cave. He’d been trying to steal my sword, but I’d managed to stop him. I was counting on Jimmy not knowing about the underground lair, and if he did, at least he didn’t have a warden’s ring to gain access to it. I’d shared the idea with the guys, and they agreed it was a good way to try to get the lighthouse back. It wasn’t a brilliant idea by any means, but it was the best I’d been able to come up with.

      So, after working out the details and doing a quick search online, we found a place to get the diving equipment and paid one hundred dollars for the rental, along with an outrageous deposit I wouldn’t get back unless I returned everything in the exact shape I’d received it. Otherwise, I’d have to say “bye, bye, puny college fund.”

      As we went deeper, the temperature dropped. Despite the wet suit, a shiver went down my spine. Tom had said it would take us ten minutes to reach the entrance to the cave. Thankfully, we were halfway there. I was not at all for turning into a girlcicle.

      Almost there, Lila, I told myself.

      Suddenly, my vision blurred. I swiped a hand across the scuba mask, thinking it was because of Tom’s bubbles. No change. I blinked, panic growing in my chest for some reason. Then a piercing pain exploded inside my head, lacing through my left eye. My whole body flinched, and I almost let go of Tom.

      Something wrong? he asked inside my mind. He wasn’t supposed to do that in case my rudimentary telepathic skills gave us away—my use of “private channels” was iffy at best—but I’d almost come off his back.

      I didn’t try to answer. Instead, I struggled through the pain and held on tighter. We went deeper as the sting subsided, and I hugged close to Tom.

      It’s the change in pressure. Don’t freak out, I told myself.

      That was the most logical explanation for the out-of-the-blue headache. It wasn’t a brain tumor or anything like that. I was pretty sure the stress of the last few weeks didn’t help any, either.

      When the pain finally passed, I slowly opened my eyes. My vision was uneven, and I blinked several times, wishing I could rub my eyes instead.

      Struggling through the wonky feeling, I peered around. Everything looked… different… wrong.

      I closed my left eye. That seemed normal.

      I switched eyes. What the…?

      Through my right eye, everything was sharper: Ki swimming next to Tom, the bubbles gliding upward, pieces of algae floating through the water. Details I hadn’t been able to see before were clear now. I looked up, wondering if there was more light coming from the surface.

      Sure enough. The bright, searching beam of Peele Point Lighthouse cut through the murk, its brightness barely reaching us, but still there.

      We’re here. Tom’s voice brought me back to the moment. Swim ahead, duck under those rocks, then keep swimming upward until you break the surface.

      I nodded as if he could see me, then let go of him. Treading water with wide strokes and strong kicks, I approached the rocks. Their rough surface scraped my hands as I pushed against them to drive myself downward.

      A hole wide enough for a dragon hid under the rocky outcrop. My vision was still messed up, but I swam in anyway, kicking against the current. I followed across a tunnel and—after the thirty longest seconds of my life—came out into an open area. More than ready to be on firm land, I fanned my arms downward while kicking hard and fast.

      A minute later, I broke the surface inside the warden lair, the boys right behind me.

      It was dark as pitch. At least my messed-up vision couldn’t affect me in the dark.

      I fanned my arms in a circle, rotating toward the guys. Their dragon eyes shone from their human faces, the only thing visible in the gloom. They swam toward the edge of the pool. I followed, guided by their splashing sounds.

      They got out of the pool, and I couldn’t help but imagine water running down their muscular bodies, dripping from their hair and down their sculpted chests. Too bad there wasn’t any light to see by.

      Someone took my hand and helped me out of the water. I spit out the air regulator, then thanked him as I came face to face with a pair of golden eyes.

      “My pleasure, amor,” Santiago said, the ring of a smile in his tone. He was stark naked, and I was no more than a couple of inches away from him. My cheeks went flaming hot, which he could surely see in all their glory. Great.

      “Be right back.” He pulled away, though I could feel his reluctance.

      I stood in the dark, removing my diving gear and listening to the rustle of the boys as they searched for clothes inside the old chest that had held the sword. Stashing boy clothes all over Summers Lake had become a part-time job for us at this point. It was good to see our foresight was paying off.

      A match struck. Ki emerged out of the rear alcove. He held a kerosene lamp and had dressed in jeans and a plain black T-shirt. We’d stashed no shoes, so he was barefoot. His thick black hair still dripped water. A rivulet traced a path down his jaw, and I wiped it away with my thumb, eliciting a smile from him.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      I nodded, then led the way toward the steps. My dragons followed.

      “Shit, I think I grabbed the wrong pants!” Fang’s whisper rang inside the cavernous staircase. “They’re squeezing my butt.”

      A “shh” came from more than one person.

      “All right, all right, but they’re squeezing more than just my butt, and it ain’t fun,” Fang protested.

      “Lovely,” Ki said.

      I stopped as we reached the top of the winding, stone stairs. I’d never opened the entrance from underneath, so I prayed it would work. I listened for steps or any sounds from above. Nothing. Pressing my ringed hand to the cold stone slab overhead, I held my breath.

      With no effort on my part, the slab slid open. I exhaled with relief.

      I climbed out cautiously. The front door was closed. Good.

      There was a small round window high on the wall, which made it somewhat easier to see in the cramped space, but I still was glad when Ki stepped out of the crypt with the lamp.

      Wasting no time, I ran to the far corner where Dad kept a red metal toolbox. I tried to lift it, but it was too heavy.

      “I’ll take it.” Santiago squeezed by me, lifted the box with ease, and smirked with a sideways glance at his bulging bicep.

      “You won’t be smiling in a minute,” I told him, then headed toward the spiral steps.

      We began the 184-step climb. After we made the second landing, I looked back at Santiago. He wasn’t smiling anymore. Instead, his tongue practically hung out of his mouth.

      “Told ya,” I whispered.

      The others laughed.

      A loud clang echoed up the tall shaft that was the lighthouse. My heart skipped. Ki crouched and doused the kerosene lamp quicker than I ever could have. We all pushed away from the railing and toward the wall, crouching low, too.

      The wooden front door smacked against the wall. I’d heard the sound enough times to know someone had just come into the lighthouse.

      Crap!

      My breathing went into overdrive, too loud in own my ears. I pressed a hand against my mouth as if that would make a different.

      God, we’re screwed.

      The thought sent adrenaline into my blood and my heart sprinting. Jimmy would find us here, and if he didn’t kill us, he’d at least call the police and have us arrested for trespassing.

      No one moved a muscle. I listened for the scuff of shoes against the spiral steps. Nothing. Jimmy had already lit the wick, so why was he back? We’d purposely waited for the beacon to cut through the sky before venturing into the water.

      Fang pulled away from the wall and inched toward the railing. I grabbed his hand, but he gave me a reassuring glance. He took a peek. After a frozen moment, he gestured over his shoulder for us to move closer.

      And what I saw next froze my heart inside my chest.
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      Glancing down, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Below us on the main floor, Jimmy stood naked. In the lamplight, his sallow skin flashed white against the dimness of the lighthouse as he stooped to remove his last bits of clothing. He stood, stretching his muscles and swinging his arms around like a swimmer getting ready for a race.

      Jimmy was naked? In my lighthouse? It was one thing to see my dragons in their birthday suits, but another to spy on a grown man that way. Talk about scarred for life. Luckily, we were too high up for me to make out much, but I averted my gaze to be safe. His pants were in a puddle by his feet next to his shoes, letting me know he’d at least worn something on the walk between the house and the lighthouse.

      More than the fear of being caught was this new question blaring in my mind: what in the holy hell was he doing?

      I glanced around the dark stairwell at the boys who seemed as confused as I was. Our eyes shot questions around that no one seemed to know how to answer. Would he shift into his dragon form inside the lighthouse? That was crazy. Not only would he destroy much of the interior, he’d probably hurt himself in the process. But what other reason would he have to be naked and alone? Some sort of weird sexual thing? I might die if that turned out to be the case.

      Forgetting my original idea, I pulled my phone out of its waterproof case, careful to make sure the flash and sound were off before hitting the video record button and angling it down. If Jimmy was up to something, I wanted it on film for Mr. Webb’s enjoyment.

      What are you doing? came Tom’s voice in my head.

      I shot him a look, worried Jimmy would somehow be able to pick up on our frequency and hear Tom. Then, very carefully, I leaned over the railing and aimed my running camera at Jimmy.

      The image on my screen was a blurry zoomed-in mess. From what I could tell, Jimmy was now stooped over, doing something in a crouch. His arms moved up and down like he was folding clothing, his head bobbing in time to music we couldn’t hear.

      Suddenly, a giant flash of light shot up from where Jimmy stood, illuminating the whole shaft of the lighthouse. Terrified, I pulled back against the wall along with the boys, each of us doing our best to flatten ourselves so we couldn’t be seen.

      What would make light that bright? Only magic. I inched forward, the camera still recording in my shaky hand. Whatever was happening, I had to get it on video.

      When I finally got the camera back in position, Jimmy was deep in the throes of whatever it was. The beam seemed to be drawn up from the floor and possibly below, shooting up to the ceiling as a pillar of light. Jimmy circled it like a caged animal, his shoulders hunched and his movements deliberate. While he was not fully shifted, some parts of him had transformed. His eyes glowed brightly, their luminescence visible from here. His shape was bigger, his shoulders broader, and he had scale pant legs like those the older male dragons were able to conjure.

      But it was his movements and the intensity of his gaze that let me know he was conjuring. I’d seen dragon magic before. These were some full-on Harry Potter incantations.

      Keeping my camera steady, I glanced back at the boys. All four were still as statues watching me watch Jimmy. I gave them a waggle of my eyebrows to indicate a, What do you think of this? Santiago shrugged. Ki seemed concerned. It was Tom who looked afraid. I zeroed in on him.

      What is it? I mouthed.

      He shook his head, a dark shadow hanging over his expression. Whatever was happening scared the crap out of Tom.

      While I considered his expression and what it might mean, the light began to fade. As I turned, it died completely. By the time I got the camera centered back on Jimmy, he was collecting his pants and limping out the door.

      Limping?

      When the door below gave a solid click letting us know Jimmy was gone, I huddled in and focused on Tom.

      “What was that?” I whispered, staring at his face in the dim light. The fear was still there behind his eyes.

      He shook his head, gaze on the floor. “I think they’ve figured out how to draw power from the beacon.” His voice was hollow and far away.

      I put a hand on his shoulder. “What does that mean?”

      Ki stepped forward. “It means bad news. Only wardens are supposed to be able to draw power from the beacon.”

      “But he is a warden,” I murmured, feeling the shame flare up again. My fault.

      Ki responded with a gentle nod. “Jimmy’s one of us. Dragons have internal power and magic. Humans do not. Beacons were created long ago to balance the power differential. Human wardens can draw on them for strength. Dragons are not supposed to be able to. It would be too much, make them too strong.”

      Santiago pulled his glasses off, then rubbed the bridge of his nose. “A son-of-a-bitch like Jimmy with warden power… Man. Not good.”

      “Not good,” Fang echoed.

      Tom’s eyes stared off, but his voice joined their conversation. “If he can draw on it, then surely my mother can. It’s only a matter of time before she controls everything.”

      All their worry pressed in on me, but I refused to let it get me down. Instead, I held up my cell phone, wiggling it in front of their faces. “You’re forgetting one thing. I have video recording of Jimmy doing dragon magic in the lighthouse.”

      They all stared at me like they had no idea what I was talking about.

      “Guys, we can show this to Mr. Webb. It’s over for Jimmy. I’ll get the lighthouse back.”

      All too quickly they were shaking their heads. Santiago put a gentle hand on my shoulder. “If only we could, amor. But a warden’s job is to keep knowledge of dragons out of the hands of humans, not to give it to them on a silver platter.”

      I was shocked they would be willing to give this opportunity up. “There have to be exceptions. Plus, I’m not warden anymore, right? So, I can bend the rules a little. Guys, it’s our only hope.”

      They continued to avert their eyes when I stared expectantly at them.

      Tom was the next to speak. “If you break the creed, you risk losing everything. The counsel would vote to have your memory magically erased.” Stepping forward, he took my hand. “Lila, you’d never see us again.”

      At his words, my blood turned to ice. I looked from his face to the others trying to find a different opinion, but I could see by their expressions that what he said was true.

      “They wouldn’t,” I whispered.

      “They would,” Ki said.

      “Shit.” I pressed the phone to my forehead trying to think.

      “We could still steal the lens,” Fang said helpfully.

      He pointed up to the top of the landing where the lens waited. That had been our plan all along, steal the expensive, practically irreplaceable lens and blame it on Jimmy, but now that seemed stupid and juvenile. I had proof on my phone that would cut Jimmy and Tara off from this lighthouse for good. All I had to do was give up my dragons, my best friends, my family. My whole reason for being.

      But if I didn’t, the entire world could be in danger. My father would never be found. More people could be hurt. Lots more people.

      “How long do you think we have before Tara comes and draws power from this beacon?” I said quietly.

      Ki ran a hand through his black hair, sighing. “She could’ve already come.”

      “Then there’s no time to lose.” My heart heavy, I pushed the cell phone into my pocket and began the descent to the floor.
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        * * *

      

      We made it to Mr. Webb’s house an hour and a half later. Thanks to Ki’s expert computer skills and the internet’s way of holding onto very personal information for public officials, we found the Webb’s house quickly and efficiently. We’d forgone the dive back, choosing instead to use cover of darkness to slink off the lighthouse property and fly over to the woods behind Mr. Webb’s two-story colonial.

      Now, standing in the driveway of the quiet little house, I was having second thoughts. Instead of acting, I stood evaluating the Webb’s choice of exterior house decor. Pink flamingos on the lawn? So tacky.

      I squirmed in my wetsuit, feeling hot and icky.

      “Lila, what are we doing?” Tom asked, nervously scanning the surrounding tree line. The moon was high and full, giving us an unobstructed view of the yard, but doing nothing for the long shadows that awaited beyond the tree line. The woods here were expansive, wild, and great for hiding evil dragons.

      “We’re pretty exposed here,” Ki added, backing Tom up. Fang stood beside them looking like a bouncer at a bar just waiting for trouble to break out.

      “Give her a minute,” Santiago said, scanning my features. I tried to offer him a calm, reassuring smile but I think it looked more like a wince of pain. “It’s okay, amor. We’re behind you.”

      “They wouldn’t really erase my memory of you, right?” I said, glancing over my shoulder at the boys. None of them would meet my eyes. If it got erased, what would happen to them?

      “Promise me something,” I whispered, staring at my phone.

      “Anything,” Santiago said. The others nodded.

      “You’ll keep looking for my dad. When I don’t remember, I mean. You’ll keep the search up.”

      The sadness on their faces nearly cracked my heart in two. I wouldn’t be warden anymore, but at least we would stop Tara and someone more capable than me would and probably be assigned to the lighthouse.

      “Of course,” Ki said.

      “We won’t rest until he’s found,” Santiago added.

      “Okay then.” I marched up the porch steps, then pressed my finger to the doorbell. It rang loudly in the quiet night.

      It took a while before a light shone behind the smoky glass windows. When the front door opened, a very sleep Mr. Webb peered out at me.

      “What in the world is this?” he asked. His gray hair was askew on his head, making him look silly instead of serious.

      I took a deep breath. “Mr. Webb, I have some important news to share with you. Jimmy is not who you think he is. We caught him on film doing some very strange and inappropriate things.” Putting my cell phone into his line of vision, I hit play.

      The light from the recording bathed his face in a yellow hue as it played. He watched the video, which I’d reviewed on the way over. It was blurry and shaky, but Jimmy could be seen naked, marching, and flailing around the column of light.

      When it was over, I drew my phone away, waiting for his response. His tired eyes scanned me and the boys in his front yard.

      “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but this kind of harassment will not be tolerated,” he blustered. “If you all don’t leave, I will be forced to call the authorities.”

      He started to shut the door, but I shoved my boot in its path. “Mr. Webb, did you see that? Jimmy is doing magic.” I paused, wondering how far to go. “Mr. Webb, Jimmy is a dra-gon,” I said, over-enunciating the word for emphasis.

      He shook his head as if to ward off what I was saying. “Lila, I know you’ve been through a lot, but this is not how to deal with it. Now please, leave my property.”

      Frantic, I rewound the video, trying to play it again. “Don’t you see—”

      He cut me off. “I didn’t see anything except the bottom of the lighthouse, which you clearly broke into, something I could have you arrested for. I won’t as long as you all clear out right now.” Without warning, he kicked my boot out of the way, then slammed the door shut in my face. The click of the lock echoed across the moonlit front yard.

      Staggering back, I felt like I’d been spun in a blender and my brain was pureed. How had that not worked? Could he not see or was he choosing not to?

      The stabbing pain I’d felt underwater seemed to be back, lancing through my eye and spreading across my cranium. I clutched my head, feeling dizzy and sick. My thoughts alternated between I failed and My head’s going to fall off my shoulders.

      “Lila, what’s wrong?” Ki was at my elbow.

      A flash of pain burned through my head. My knees gave out. Hands grabbed for my arms.

      Then everything went dark.
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      I woke up with the taste of sweaty socks in my mouth. Pain was my next thought as I became aware of the throbbing in my head. At least it wasn’t the lancing pain I’d experience before I passed out. I took comfort in that as I opened my eyes.

      The room before me was not one I’d seen before. Small and tidy, the bedroom held a single bed, which I occupied, a whitewashed nightstand with birds painted along the drawers, driftwood decor on the walls, and heavy white curtains drawn over a window that glowed with morning light.

      Damn, I’d probably slept too long. The clock was ticking. How many hours did I have left before Tara sent her hounds after me? Throwing back a white duvet, I tried to get up.

      And quickly realized what a mistake that was. I clutched my head as the pain tore through it. God, what was happening to me? Migraines? Stress? A tiny steam roller slowly creeping over my gray matter?

      Murmured voices reached me from the other side of the closed bedroom door.

      “Hello?” I called.

      Footsteps sounded down the hall. My door burst open, and a sea of male bodies poured in. Ki, Fang, Santiago, and Tom gathered around my bed, worry on their faces like I’d almost died or something. Ki brushed hair out of my eyes. Santiago planted a kiss on my cheek. Tom stood at the foot of my bed, looking sick.

      I peered at them with my one good eye. “What happened? We were at Mr. Webb’s, and then I…” Last night’s insanity came back to me. “Why didn’t he believe me?”

      Ki spoke up. “We think Mr. Webb couldn’t see Jimmy on the video. Must’ve been some magic present during the incantation. You can see it because you still have the power to see dragons, but Mr. Webb doesn’t.”

      “So we looked like fools,” I added.

      “Most definitely,” Santiago said. “And then you passed out.” He leaned forward, gripping my hand. “Don’t scare us like that, amor.”

      His grip was warm and felt nice. It all felt nice, four boys tending to me and this soft bed, but I knew we had little time left. A day, maybe?

      “Where are we?” I asked, scanning the room that looked like it belonged in a beach house again.

      “Your aunt’s rented house,” Tom answered, sounding displeased.

      Ki nodded. “We brought you to her when you fainted. Our parents were gone. We didn’t know what else to do.”

      My aunt’s?

      “But I thought she’d gone to meet the Warden Council,” I said.

      “Well, she’s back,” Fang said.

      “Give her some room,” a female voice said.

      They parted, and my aunt strode forward.

      She regarded me, her hard expression betraying only the slightest hint of worry in her green eyes. Good. Let her worry. She’d abandoned me. Maybe I should play up my symptoms, really turn the screws.

      As she sat on the bed, I clutched my head, moaning. “What happened to me?”

      She wrapped a cold hand around my wrist like a nurse taking my pulse. Then she peered into both eyes. “You are undergoing a transformation. One we should’ve tried to stop sooner. Now, I’m afraid, it may be too late.”

      I pushed up, ignoring the pain in my head. “Transformation?”

      My aunt sighed deeply. “When you were in the cave with Tara the night she took your father, she hooked you up to something, correct? At least, that’s what the fledglings have told me.”

      I nodded slowly, remembering the I.V. in my arm, the cool drip of liquid running like ice through my veins. “Yeah, but… but I wasn’t hooked up for very long.” A knot formed in my throat.

      “Long enough, it seems.” She pressed her hands together in her lap, smoothing out invisible wrinkles on her pants. I wondered where she’d been since I’d last seen her twenty-four hours ago. Her silver hair was clean and plaited down her back. She wore casual clothes—jeans and a white T-shirt. She looked tired.

      “What does that mean?” I asked, all the questions bubbling up. “I’m going to change?” The image of Frank—one of my classmates who had been turned into a monster, half-human and half-lizard—rose in my mind. My stomach revolted, twisting and clenching. I shook my head, fear crackling along my chest.

      Panic surging, I grabbed my aunt’s arm. “That can’t happen. You have to stop it.”

      “What do you think I’ve been doing all this time?” she said, deliberately pulling her arm out of my grip but not without compassion. “I saw changes in you the day of our first training session. I figured the magic in the beacon could keep it at bay while I researched what to do, but then you lost the beacon. As soon as you did, the virus, or whatever it regarded is, must have started to spread.”

      I ran my hands over my stomach, trying to hold back the sickness. Was the feeling due to the realization I was infected? Or was the virus taking hold? What was happening to my body? I inspected my fingers, my arms. Nothing seemed different, but my insides felt odd, almost as if my organs were taffy on a pulling machine. The image made me feel worse.

      “How long do I have?” I whispered.

      “I don’t know.” My aunt stood, addressing all of us now. “Whatever Tara is using was created by her, and only she can reverse it. Of course, she won’t, so that leaves us with little options.”

      Ki stepped forward. “My father is one of the most powerful magical dragons in the world. He’ll know how to help Lila.”

      “I’ve already spoken to your father.” She turned to Santiago. “And yours. This is beyond their powers to repair. No one has seen this before. They’ve been trying everything they know on your friend… Frank. That’s his name, right? Anyway, what Tara’s been doing… her experiments. She’s been at this for years and years, according to Tom. She’s probably calculated everything. She’s got to be ready for anything we throw at her.”

      “Frank,” I murmured, remembering how they’d bundled off my classmate, his monstrous body beyond human recognition. More waves of nausea rolled over me. I put my head in my hands.

      “How long until I’m a… monster?”

      “A few hours to a few days,” my aunt answered. “But we have more pressing problems, I’m afraid.”

      We all gaped at her, waiting for the bomb to drop. What could be worse?

      My aunt drew herself up to her full height, appearing regal and fierce at the same time. “Tara has drawn power from the beacon. Now that she’s flush with magic, she knows we have no chance of stopping her. She has called all dragons within a two-hundred-mile radius to Mirror Island tonight. Everyone who comes and swears fealty to her will live. Those who don’t, or refuse to come, will be hunted down and killed on sight. And with the power she has acquired, she can follow through on her threats. The dragon dens don’t stand a chance.”

      “What about the wardens?” I asked, focusing on her.

      She cleared her throat. “We are to be discarded.”

      “Killed, you mean?” I said plainly.

      “Yes.” She nodded, her face still emotionless. “To Deeploch, the creed is dead. Tara wants to make herself empress.”

      “She can’t do that,” Tom said, but there was no conviction behind his words.

      “She can,” my aunt said. “She has power unlike anything anyone has ever seen, and so do some of her followers. It’s over. You four would do best to swear allegiance to her. At least then, if her power wanes, there might be a chance to rebel.”

      Santiago spoke, his voice full of anguish. “But you two will die.”

      “I will die,” my aunt said, placing her hand over her heart. “Tara may have more sinister plans for Lila.”

      Ki shook his head vehemently. “We’ll stop her.”

      Fang punched his fist into his open palm.

      My aunt shook her head. “We’ve been over this already. Tara has no weaknesses that we can think of.”

      “She does.” Tom stepped forward, a resolute expression on his face. “She has one weakness, and I know where to find it.”
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      I sat on the front steps of Aunt Scarlett’s rented house, staring at the twinkling lake surface in the distance. Leaves rustled overhead from the gentle breeze, while the sun did its best to rise above the trees. Its angle made me realize it was quickly rushing toward noon.

      The eggs Aunt Scarlett had forced me to eat churned in my stomach. I’d even forsaken my morning coffee, barely able to handle the thought of it—which was all the same since I was going to die. Life without my only drug wasn’t worth living, anyway.

      But what if you don’t? Frank didn’t, a sadistic part of my mind said.

      I shook my head.

      No. “Monster” isn’t an option.

      Death was preferable to that.

      As embarrassed as I was to admit it, I had avoided Frank while he’d been on Mirror Island. I simply hadn’t been brave enough to face him. It didn’t help that he’d become as skittish as a feral cat, hiding from all, except Ki’s father, who had tested the lengths of his knowledge trying to help the deformed boy.

      Still, even though I’d avoided Frank and tried to get rid of the memory of his transformed body, the image remained there, imprinted like a damn photograph. His hunched-over form as he walked on four legs, the few tuffs of dry hair left of his head, his claw-like, twisted hands. It was all there.

      Not a dragon. Only the mutated shell of a human.

      Was that what I would become?

      A nebulous creature everyone avoided.

      The front door opened behind me. I swatted the tears away from my face, swallowing the knot in my throat.

      “There you are.” Ki bounced down the steps, then sat next to me. “You were supposed to go back to bed,” he added, saying nothing about my tears. “Scarlett Warden’s orders.”

      “I’m not staying here,” I said. That was exactly why I’d come to wait by the front steps, so the boys wouldn’t try to leave without me.

      Ki sighed. “I was afraid you would say that. Is there no way I can convince you to stay and rest?”

      “No.”

      “Not even if I promise to take you out on a date after all of this is over?”

      My eyes darted to his in surprise. A date? My stomach fluttered as if my pixies had gone from building protective armor to swooning inside my gut.

      “This is no time to joke,” I managed.

      “I’m not joking,” Ki said, appearing as serious as I’d ever seen him.

      Ki wanted to go on a date with me. I might figuratively die. Exhaling my deranged pixies in one long breath, I came back down to earth.

      “Even if you promise me… that,” I said, unable to repeat the date part.

      He assented, not seeming rebuffed, just understanding. Only Ki.

      We were silent for a moment, then I asked, “Are all other beacons like my lighthouse?”

      Earlier, when my aunt explained the situation, I’d been too overwhelmed to think straight. Now, after several minutes of sitting out here, my mind had begun to clear and the inevitable questions popped up.

      “What do you mean?” Ki asked.

      “Are they all big sources of energy?”

      Ki nodded. “Pretty much.”

      “How did all that power get in there?”

      “Oh, it happened a long time ago,” he said, his eyes acquiring a faraway quality as if he’d been present when things took place. “In my village, back in China, Zûfù used to tell us these old stories when we were children. The legend says that a long time ago, dragon dens were always at war. There were no rules, no creed. So it was pretty much the law of the fittest. Small dens lived in fear, hiding from the strong ones. But in time, one of those dens grew fierce.” He paused, then added with pride, “It was Longtail, my den.”

      Ki continued, a faint smile curving his lips. “A mighty dragon rose from this den. She was so powerful that weaker dens rallied around her and decided to fight back. The war was brutal. It lasted decades, and  had a high cost. Most of our kind died fighting each other.” There was immeasurable sadness in Ki’s voice now, the faint smile gone.

      “Humans feared us,” he said. “The sight of us meant destruction to them, since we fought no matter what stood in our way. Unsurprisingly, they got fed up and started hunting us—which, as you can imagine, didn’t go too well for them.

      “But if humans are anything, it’s resourceful and, somehow, they tracked the leader to our enemy’s den. He was in his human form when a cunning man versed in dragon lore captured him and…” Ki hesitated for a moment as if he didn’t want me to know the next part, but then finally said, “… and through some artifice, had him drink a draught that prevented him from shifting.”

      “You mean that’s possible?” I asked.

      Ki shrugged. “Theoretically. Anyway, that’s when the Dragon Creed and wardens were born. Long story short… with Longtail’s help, the humans negotiated a treaty with the bad dragons. My ancestors were eager to end the war, and wanted nothing more than to live in peace and rebuild their lives. They created the first beacon, along with rings and swords imbued with power. That way, humans would be able to fight against dragons, if the need arose. In exchange, these humans promised to help hide the knowledge of dragons from the rest of mankind, as well as to uphold the creed. The end.”

      “Wow…” I breathed out the word. “Some story.”

      Ki nodded. “Yeah. Wild, huh?”

      “So my ring and my sword…”

      “…are ancient,” Ki finished for me. “They used to all be for the inhabitants of the first beacon, but now they’re spread out all over the world among the different wardens.”

      “How did the other beacons come to be?”

      “Well, as dragons and humans spread across the globe, new ones had to be created. It’s in the creed. They thought of everything when they wrote that thing.”

      “If all the beacons have this kind of power,” I said, “couldn’t dragons from other dens draw power like Tara did? They could fight her then.”

      “It’s not that easy,” Ki said. “Tara and Jimmy are both over three hundred years old. There are few dragons left who are that old. It takes an immensely powerful and ancient dragon to be able to take in that kind of energy. And even then, it comes with risk.”

      “Risk? As much of a risk as doing nothing to stop that maniac?” I asked in defiance.

      Ki lowered his gaze. “I’m sure there are some dragons already considering doing it, Lila. No matter the danger to their lives.”

      My heart gave a tumble. Ki thought his father would be one of those brave dragons. Of course Mr. Liang would risk his life, same as my aunt. My cheeks flushed with shame.

      “I’m sorry, Ki,” I said. “I didn’t—”

      Ki waved a hand as he got to his feet. “Don’t worry. I’m sure he’ll be all right. My father is strong. I’ll get the others. We should be on our way.”

      As if on cue, the rest of the boys filed out of the house.

      “Ah, you found her,” Fang said, standing at the top of the steps and crossing his arms. His biceps stretched his gray T-shirt, making it look as if it had been painted on him.

      Good God, did they all have to look so irresistible?

      “She’s going,” Ki said, “and you won’t convince her otherwise.”

      “But she should rest,” Santiago half-heartedly said.

      “I told her that much, but…” Ki shrugged.

      “Why do you have to be such a hardhead?” Fang asked, strolling down the steps, Santiago and Tom behind him.

      My aunt appeared at the door. “They’re leaving, Lila. You should get back inside.”

      The boys turned to face my aunt, blocking our line of sight.

      “She’s determined to come with us,” Ki said.

      “Yep, dead set,” Santiago added.

      “Stubborn fledglings,” my aunt snapped. “Don’t you realize that will cause her more harm than good?”

      The boys peered over their shoulders, each with a pleading look in their eyes. They wanted me to stay and be safe, though they would support my decision.

      I shook my head at them.

      They let out a collective sigh before facing my aunt again.

      “She’s her own warden,” Santiago said, his tone firm and defiant.

      My aunt threw her hands up in the air. “Do as you please, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.” She sighed. “I guess I’d better come along.”

      “Well,” Tom said, “let’s hope we don’t regret this.” He strode away from the house. “Now, let’s go find my mother’s weakness.”
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      The sun burned hot and bright on our backs as we banked over unending stretches of Jack pine forest. Clinging to Ki’s back, I watched the green canopy blur by below. This was my first time riding out in the open in broad daylight. My aunt had cast a glamor over all the dragons before we left, keeping us from making National Enquirer headlines. For today, at least.

      They’d insisted I be secured to Ki’s back before we could ride, in case I had another attack and plummeted to my untimely demise. I hadn’t protested, though I felt stupid with rope tied around my waist like some untrustworthy toddler.

      In fact, it was my own body that couldn’t be trusted. Even now, every twinge made me think my intestines were melting or my hair was falling out before my very eyes. I ran a hand through my ponytail to make sure it didn’t come away in clumps, feeling thankful when it stayed put.

      Flying during the day was exhilarating. The wind in my hair, the rush of nature below us, it made me feel light and carefree. I knew the feeling was fleeting, but I reveled in it all the same. How many times could I fly like this before I “transitioned” or died? How many times could I press my hands into smooth black scales that shimmered like obsidian rock in the sunlight?

      Are you okay? Ki asked, angling his head to check on me for the millionth time.

      It was the reason I’d picked him to ride despite the jealous expressions on the other boys’ faces. Ki seemed attuned to me, something I felt like I needed right now. My head was a swirl of emotions and worries, a super-fun teenage hormone blender. Having Ki keep an eye on me felt comforting.

      I’m fine, I shot back.

      Because if you need to take a break…

      I don’t, I said, giving him a reassuring pat on his shoulder. We had no time for breaks. Tara’s deadline for everyone to present themselves at Mirror Island was only fifteen hours away. We had to get whatever Tom said would stop his mother and get it fast.

      He had been very secretive about the nature of this item, and had gone quiet soon after revealing he knew her weakness. He’d refused to answer questions, insisting we needed to leave as soon as possible. When pressed, he’d continued to tell everyone the less we knew, the better. It was for our own safety. My aunt had tried to argue with him, but to no avail. He was mum on the subject, and nothing short of magical torture could draw it out of him. Before we left, I could almost see my aunt contemplating just that.

      Pictures of secret weapons or dazzling magical medallions kept popping into my head. But why were we flying over an unpopulated stretch of northern Michigan forest? There was nothing here.

      At the lead of our flock, Tom angled down. Fang, with Aunt Scarlett reluctantly on his back, followed him. Ki and Santiago exchanged glances and then lowered their altitude as well, wings rippling as they adjusted their position. Soon, we were skimming the tops of tall trees, their piney scent flooding my senses. Birds arrowed up, terrified as dragons skimmed past their nests. Apparently, they could still see us. Who knew birds could see through a glamor that humans could not? It gave a new meaning to the term “bird brain.”

      Tom slipped through a nearly imperceptible break in the trees and disappeared. Fang was next, but being the largest of the four, he bashed into a few trees along the way, spraying branches and foliage like a wood chipper. My aunt’s angry curses were audible over the ruckus.

      Thank God I didn’t lose that coin toss. The words that woman is using. I cannot abide such potty language, Santiago said, winking at us with one big golden eye.

      Ki nodded, but then trained all his focus on the path his brother had created through the trees. Angling us left and right, he tried to do his best not to knock me off as branches reared up on either side. I ducked low, only now thankful for my rope harness as a branch lashed across my back. Why was Tom going this way?

      We made it through the opening relatively unscathed, then Ki landed carefully. His wings blew back ferns, rustling the leaves that had managed to cling to the branches. When it was safe to raise my head, I took in our surroundings.

      We stood in the middle of a thick pine forest with little room to maneuver. The tree branches that survived were spiked with dark green needles, and many littered the ground. Ferns and other small bushes took up residence under their tall neighbors. The forest was breathtakingly beautiful and stretched on forever, giving me the feeling we were in another world. Our own forests near Summers Lake were lovely, but this place felt epic, ancient, and never ending.

      Tom had already shifted back to human, and was dancing into his pants. A naked Fang rushed to the clothing bag Tom had carried for this very purpose. I may have let my eyes linger on his muscled backside a little longer than I should have, but, hey, who could blame me? I was about to die or transform into some sort of horrible mutant. I had to take my pleasures while I could.

      When all the boys had shifted and dressed, my aunt turned to Tom. “Lead the way, fledgling. And let’s hope this is as powerful as you say it is.”

      Tom gave her a solemn glance. Without a word, he stalked away through the forest.

      “Whatever’s crawled up his butt, I hope it doesn’t stay there,” Santiago murmured. When we all gave him a look, he shrugged. “What? I’m hoping for his sake. No girl will want to date him if he keeps acting like an emotionless robot boy.”

      For some reason, Santiago glanced at me when he said these words. I turned my gaze to some ferns that were really interesting all of a sudden.

      As we hiked behind Tom, the other boys kept glancing at me in an annoying way, like I was about to keel over dead, when, in fact, there was something about the fresh air, the pine scent, and sudden the delicate breeze that made me feel invigorated. Maybe my body was fighting the virus and winning. A girl had to hope.

      Tom halted in front of a massive downed tree. With a trunk as wide as five telephone poles, it must’ve been incredibly old when it died. Now, spongy moss roamed freely over its bark, and termites had burrowed inside for shelter. For some strange reason, I was drawn in its direction. I wanted to put my hand on it, feel its energy.

      As we gathered around the tree, Tom placed both palms onto the mossy trunk.

      “I sense a glamor here,” Aunt Scarlett said beside me. “It’s extraordinarily strong. This must be Tara’s doing.”

      The tree stump shimmered just like the lake and sky did when we were about to enter Mirror Island. Magic pulsed through me, hot and thrumming.

      The stump’s image faded away, revealing a giant metal hatch in the earth. Etched around the rim were ancient runes I recognized from the basement of the lighthouse. Dragon magic.

      Tom ran his hand over the runes in a weird, purposeful pattern until they began to glow, illuminating his face in yellow light.

      Just when I thought I couldn’t be more surprised, the hatch lifted on its own.

      A sinking sense of dread formed in my stomach as we gathered behind Tom. We stared at the medal ladder and the deep dark tunnel it disappeared into.

      “What’s down there?” I couldn’t help but ask.

      Tom flicked a look at me, but his eyes were far away, his expression tight and unreadable. “Follow me.”

      Without another word, he gripped the ladder and went down.

      “See what I’m saying?” Santiago said at my shoulder. “Posterior stick-ectomy in his future.”

      We all shook our heads, then followed Tom’s lead.

      They made me go last, which was infuriating. When I finally took a few steps down the ladder, I realized how much it felt like being swallowed whole. My aunt’s ring glowed while mine was wrapped uselessly around my finger. Though maybe having mine still work wouldn’t have made much of a difference because the darkness seemed to gulp up the light just a few feet from the source. We couldn’t see down, only had to trust the bottom was there. Hand over hand on the metal rungs, I fought off an overwhelming sense of panic.

      Shuffling sounds below me gave me a hint the others had reached the bottom.

      Ki called up, “You’re nearly there,” and got a shush from Tom.

      Were we hiding our approach from someone? Would we be forced to fight for the object Tom was seeking? I wished like hell he’d given us even a crumb of what we were up against. Not knowing was maddening.

      The walk down the tunnel was just as dark and mysterious. Before long, Tom halted us at a wide wooden door and held up a hand.

      “Whatever you do,” he whispered, “don’t come in until I give the go-ahead.”

      “Tom?” I asked, but he placed a finger to his lips.

      My aunt gave an annoyed harrumph.

      Tom placed his hands against the door, causing the runes to glow again.

      As the door creaked open, a crackled of electricity shot out, hitting Tom in the chest. Tom’s body jolted, seizing as the energy coursed through him. His jaw snapped open and shut, his teeth chattering. His eyes were thrown wide open.

      “Tom!” I shrieked.

      My aunt drew her sword. “Stand back!” she yelled. “I’m going in.”

      The current stopped. Tom fell to his knees, but held out a trembling arm to stop Aunt Scarlett’s advance into the room.

      “N-no!” Tom said through chattering teeth. “S-s-stay p-p-put,”

      Standing up on shaky legs, he spoke into the room. “T-trenton, it’s m-m-me.”

      I leaned around, trying to see past Tom’s body, but couldn’t make out anything but a sterile white room.

      The male voice inside the room sounded surprised and a bit disdainful. “What are you doing here?”

      “I had to come,” Tom said. “Tara’s done something awful. I need your help.”

      “My help?” the voice said, drawing closer. “Who in the world would need my help?”

      He appeared, standing before Tom—a teen, thin and frail with ice-blue skin, hair, and irises. I thought of Jack Frost from a Christmas cartoon I used to watch as a child, but there was nothing jolly or playful about Trenton’s expression. He looked drawn and sickly, like one bad fall would shatter him into a thousand pieces.

      “Who are these people?” Trenton asked, staring at us over Tom’s shoulder.

      Tom let go of the doorframe, then glanced at us before answering. “These are my friends. They’re the people we need to save from Mother.”

      “Mother?” Santiago said, gaping.

      Tom hesitated, and then nodded at us resignedly. “Everyone, meet Trenton. My older brother.”
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      Tom’s brother regarded us as if we were the ones with blue skin. His pale eyes took turns examining each one of us, and he didn’t look impressed or glad to have visitors in his mole hole.

      “I don’t appreciate you showing up with a bunch of strangers,” Trenton said, turning away from us and heading toward a long glass desk topped with a state-of-the-art computer setup. He sat on the coolest ergonomic chair I’d ever seen, grabbed onto a joystick, and focused his attention on one of the four enormous monitors. Some sort of first-person video game showed a guy with a sword and shield treading through an enchanted forest.

      “Trent, please,” Tom said. “We—”

      “Your last visit—how long ago was it?” Trenton peered back over his shoulder, frowning.

      Tom lowered his gaze, offering no answer.

      Did Trent live in this place? I’d heard of hermits, but this really took the cake. There was a door at the far end that maybe led to a more livable space, but this room resembled some sort of war bunker. The walls were naked concrete. Supporting metal beams went from the floor to the ceiling at even intervals. And a massive array of computer equipment lined the far wall.

      “Anyway…” Trenton continued, drawing my attention once more. “Your last visit wasn’t even that pleasant, and now this? I’d much prefer it if you all just leave.”

      I exchanged a glance with Santiago who shook his head and shrugged one shoulder as if saying, What’s the matter with this guy?

      “This is why you brought us?” Aunt Scarlett said, contempt and frustration in her voice. “What does your brother have that can help us fight Tara?”

      “Pshaw,” Trenton exclaimed, rotating his chair and facing us. “If that’s why you’ve come, I think my dear brother has led you astray. As you can see, I’m no fighter unless you count Street Fighter. And, in that case, I’ll school you all.” He flicked his controller rapidly. “As far as the real world, I have nothing to help you.”

      “You mean we came all this way for nothing?” My aunt’s voice came out low and her face turned red. Not a good sign. “Why didn’t you tell us why we were coming? I would have quashed this right from the start.”

      Tom’s face burned bright red, but he stood his ground. “I couldn’t say anything because, one, you wouldn’t have come and, two, just saying his name seems to alert my mother in some sort of weird telepathic way, like a strange mom Spidey sense.” He held out two fingers as if that could help solidify his argument with us.

      “And it isn’t true that Trent can’t help us,” Tom said, taking a step toward his brother. Now he spoke directly to his brother. “You can talk to her, convince her she needs to stop. Tara listens to you. She’s trying to depose wardens, threatening war against all dens who fail to join her.”

      Trenton’s pale blue eyes widened for an instant, but he quickly rearranged his expression into its previous mask of indifference.

      “What do I care what happens out there?” He said the last two words with disdain as he turned his back on us again. Removing a pair of large headphones from a charging cradle, he slipped them over his ears. Grasping the joystick, he made the armed warrior on the screen dash forward.

      My aunt threw her hands in the air. “We have to get back. We’ve wasted half a day on this ridiculous trek.”

      Tom’s fists clenched, frustration clear on his features. He seemed to consider my aunt’s proposal for a moment, then shook his head, took a step to the left, and pulled a plug from the wall. The monitors went black. The hum of the computer equipment died with a sigh.

      “What the hell?” Trenton, or Trent as Tom called him, whirled in his chair, peeling off the headphones and throwing them on the desk. He stood before us, his eyes growing dark, appearing more menacing than anyone so thin had a right to. A strange shimmer traveled up his arms, his neck, and face, then his hair stood up straight, crackling with what seemed like static electricity.

      “That’s right, Trent,” Tom said in a challenging tone. “Get angry.”

      The muscles on Trent’s jaw jumped, and he seemed to shake with the effort to contain whatever was coursing through him. Was he going nuclear? It surely seemed that way. Just in case, I glanced around the room for a piece of furniture I could hide behind.

      “Do you know Tara wants me dead?” Tom demanded. “She says I’m not her son anymore. She thought there was nothing wrong with using my classmates as lab rats, and she didn’t like it when I opposed her. She also took Lila’s father, and is doing God knows what to him.” Tom pointed at me. “Now, she means war, and she doesn’t care if our existence is revealed, and the world’s scrutiny falls on our kind.”

      Tom went on to explain how Tara and Jimmy had drawn power from the lighthouse, and how she’d gathered allies to her side. “You can’t stay in this hole, oblivious while the world falls apart around you.”

      Despite Tom’s angry monologue, Trent managed to get his shaking under control. His eyelashes fluttered, and the electricity coursing through him dissipated. His thin frame seemed to fold onto itself, as if the effort to contain his outburst had caused him dearly.

      After a heavy exhale, he said, “Of course I can. Oblivious is my middle name. It’s what I do every freaking day.” He moved slowly toward the electric outlet, then plugged the computer cable in. “It started with my family. It fell to pieces, and I didn’t give a shit. I just left. Did you forget?” There was a lot of resentment in his voice, and the words sounded like a tired reproach that had been spoken more than once.

      Tom flinched, guilt flashing over his expression. “Please, Trent. I didn’t mean that.” The anger was gone from Tom’s voice, leaving only pleading.

      For a long moment, Trent held his younger brother’s gaze. A bit of hope seemed to spark in Tom’s eyes as he hung expectantly from those few frozen seconds.

      But Trent shook his head, then turned his back on us. “Leave and don’t bother to come back. It’s what our family does best.”

      Tom’s mouth opened and closed. He took a step forward, arm outstretched to reach for his brother’s shoulder. I placed my hand on his extended forearm. His wavering blue eyes turned to mine, and I shook my head.

      “Let’s go, Tom,” I said. “There’s nothing here.”

      Trent’s posture seemed to tense at my words, but that was all. Tom hesitated. Parting from his brother didn’t seem an easy decision. Something was broken between them. It was obvious to anyone with eyes to see it. My heart ached with the desire to help Tom. He seemed to want to mend their connection, but I saw no way to accomplish it—not with Trent pushing away this hard.

      At last, Tom stepped back, grim acceptance on his features. We all exchanged loaded glances, but didn’t utter a word. Nothing we could say would have eased the heavy sorrow that clogged the air.

      Slowly, we filed toward the door, one behind the other. Tom stepped to the front of the line. Just as he prepared to let us out, the insistent beeping of an alarm came from Trent’s computers.

      “Not again,” Trent complained.

      Tom’s head whipped back, his eyes wide with panic.

      “What is it?” he asked, rushing back to his brother.

      The monitors had come back to life, now displaying a grid of small black-and-white images that appeared to be security footage. Tom pointed at one of the squares. It showed a long tunnel and someone walking toward the camera. I squinted at the person’s face, but the image was too grainy and dark to see the features clearly. No wonder Trent had zapped Tom. There was no way to tell who was coming.

      Yanking the keyboard close, Trent pulled up some information on a different screen. “It’s Tara. She entered her signature,” he announced.

      “Shit!” Tom exclaimed.

      My aunt’s sword sang as she pulled it out. I reached for mine, but a hand wrapped around my wrist, stopping me.

      “No!” Trent said.

      I stared at his pale blue fingers around my wrist, then tried to shake his grasp.

      “If what you say is true, you stand no chance against her.” Trent let go of me. “She’s walking power. She’ll fry you.”

      Tom went back to the front of the line and faced the door, poised for a fight. “We won’t get a better chance.”

      Santiago, Ki, and Fang took their places at Tom’s sides. My aunt and I did the same, swords in hand, her ring glowing with the threat.

      “You idiots,” Trent said in an exasperated tone, then added to himself, “Why won’t people just leave me alone?”

      My heart pounded. Maybe we were planting our feet in the path of death itself, but Tom was right. This might be our best chance to defeat Tara. It was six against one, after all.

      Sweat made the hilt of the sword slick in my hand. I stretched my fingers to adjust my grip, but when I tried to close them back down, they wouldn’t budge.

      What the…

      I blinked, or tried to, but my eyes remained peeled open. My heart sped up as I realized I was frozen, unable to move.

      “Get out of the way,” a disgusted voice said.

      The door slipped past, then the wall, as if someone were pushing a stage prop out of the way.

      How in the world?

      But it wasn’t the door or the wall moving, I realized. It was me and the others who were sliding out of the way to let Trent take our place by the entrance. We continued to glide as if on wheels, stopping only when we hit the far corner of the room. How was this possible? Was Trent doing this? Was his magic this powerful?

      He gave us a sideways glance and said, “You stay put, and not a peep.”

      As if we could move or talk. We were statues. All we could do was swivel our unblinking eyes like crazy eight balls. Insults crowded my mouth. Coward! That was what I wanted to call him. Trent had no right to do this, to leave us defenseless while our sworn enemy was headed our way. He might as well serve us on a silver platter for Tara to roast to a crisp.

      Casually, he opened the wooden door, then took a few steps back. His expression was unreadable. I side-eyed Tom as best I could. His blue eyes were intent on his brother, but his slack and unmovable face held no expression that I could decipher. A shadow appeared at the doorway. Trent narrowed his eyes, and my heart turned into a loud drum.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” he asked, his tone heavy with sarcasm.

      Tara finally stepped into the room. White light from the fluorescent fixtures overhead fell on her features, and if I could have gasped, I would have.

      Her face was half human and half dragon—protruding cheekbones, wide nostrils on an elongated snout, and scattered scales with no discernible pattern.

      I held my breath, waiting for the moment when she would look around the room to find six living statues stuffed in the corner. Would we simply shatter like stone when she unleashed her deadly wrath and power on us?

      Trent frowned. “That’s an interesting look,” he said, pronouncing the word “interesting” as if he meant “hideous.”

      Tara blinked, then, realizing something must be wrong, shook herself. With a ripple, her hybrid features turned one-hundred percent human.

      Weird.

      Any moment now, she would swivel her head in our direction and see us.

      “Whatever wrinkle cream you’re using these days,” Trent said, “it’s not working.”

      Tara said nothing, just moved further into the room and let her eyes wander. Her blue gaze finally came to us, then passed right over as if we were invisible. But how? Aunt Scarlett! She was using her warden magic to hide us.

      My gaze snapped to Trent. He was focused directly on me, a contemptuous grin twisting his thin lips. Somehow, he was keeping us frozen, had deduced that my aunt would hide us, and on top of that, found the situation amusing. I guessed he’d inherited his mother’s perverse mind.

      Once Tara finished inspecting the room, she returned her attention to Trent. He was leaning against one of the support beams, arms crossed.

      “It worked,” Tara said at last. “I was able to draw energy from the beacon.”

      “Along with some side effects, apparently.” Trent pointed at her now-normal face.

      God, he’d known! Poor Tom. I couldn’t imagine how betrayed he felt. I tried to gauge his mood, but of course, his expression was as blank as before.

      “Never mind that.” Tara waved a hand dismissively. “It’s something minor I can easily control if I keep my focus. The power coursing through me isn’t trifling. Minor side effects aren’t surprising.”

      “Too bad it’s not Halloween,” Trenton said. “Or we could trick-or-treat together and win the Summers Lake costume contest.”

      Without offering a response, Tara reached in the front pocket of her jeans and pulled out a narrow glass tube filled with a shimmering silver liquid. She held it up, then offered it to her son. Trent’s left eye twitched, but he didn’t reach for the vial.

      “Please, try it,” Tara said in a quiet, pleading voice I’d never heard from her.

      “I told you I’m done with your potions.” Trent turned away.

      She inched closer, her steps small and tentative. “But this is different. My magic feels different. There’s ancient power in me. This is nothing like what we’ve tried before.”

      Trent’s throat bobbed up and down, and he angled his shoulders almost imperceptibly toward his mother. He kept his focus on the glass tube. After a moment of deliberation, he took it from her extended hand.

      She smiled sweetly, the way a loving mother was supposed to do, the way I’d never seen her smile at Tom. It seemed Tara played favorites. The witch! I felt like plucking her scales off, one by one. How could she hurt Tom like this?

      Without a word, Trent uncapped the vial and tipped the silver potion into his mouth. When he’d consumed every drop, he set the empty container on his desk and stared at his hands. He waited for a long moment, then cracked his neck and let out a huff.

      “That’s the last time I drink one of your useless concoctions,” he said.

      Tara’s face crumpled with disappointment. “It might still work. Give it some time,” she said, though without conviction.

      “Time is all I’ve got,” Trent said. “But what I need doesn’t exist.”

      “Son…” Tara reached out to touch him.

      Trent stepped back. “Anything else you’re here to share?”

      Her eyes narrowed as if she were considering her answer. Finally, she said, “Nothing else.”

      “How is Tom?”

      “Tom?” Tara smiled nervously. “Has he been in touch?”

      “No, I imagine he’s busy, getting ready for college and all.”

      Tara turned her back on Trent. Ironically, she ended up facing her youngest son, though her eyes stared right through him. “He is. I barely see him.”

      “Your lies sound so convincing,” Trent said.

      Scales flashed down one side of Tara’s neck. Fists clenched, she faced Trent again.

      “Tom told me what you’ve been up to. Drawing power from the beacon had nothing to do with creating a new potion for me.” He sat at the edge of his desk, appraising Tara with a raised eyebrow. “Why didn’t you tell me the truth? Ashamed of sharing your world-domination plans with me?”

      “He promised to keep you out of this,” Tara said between clenched teeth.

      Trent cocked his head to one side. “He did? And why would you make my little brother promise such a thing?”

      “For your own safety, of course.”

      “My safety? Since when do you concern yourself with such trivial things?” Trent’s question seemed loaded with reproach. “Don’t you think it’s much too late for that?”

      “Please, let’s not go there again.”

      “Or maybe there is no room for someone like me in this new world you’re trying to forge.”

      Tara shook her head. “That’s not true.”

      “So why do you keep trying to fix me? Why do you force your potions on me?”

      “Because… you want to…”

      “Want to what? Stop being a freak?”

      “Trent, please,” she said in an entreating tone. “I don’t think—”

      “Save your breath.” He stalked to the still-open door, then extended a hand toward it. “Go wage your war and leave me alone.”

      Tara let out an audible sigh, walked through the threshold, then turned around to say, “When everything is said and done, no one will be able to challenge me and there will be a place for you in Deeploch.”

      Throwing his head back, Trent let out a forced laughed. “You are so blind,” he said, abruptly growing serious. “I’ve never cared about den politics. All I wanted was our family.” He didn’t wait for Tara to say anything. Instead, he shut the door in her face.

      For several minutes, he stood immobile, staring at the runes on the wooden surface.

      I felt like screaming, like bursting out of my immobile body. Just when I thought I would go mad, the force that kept me paralyzed melted away, leaving me limp as a rag.

      Everyone staggered, nearly falling. We held onto each other and the wall, panting for breaths that stretched our ribs to the max.

      “I will kill you,” Santiago said, stumbling in Trent’s direction.

      “You’re welcome to try,” he said, “but let’s take care of Tara first.”
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      It took us all a while to get over what we’d just been through. In the span of a few minutes, we’d met Tom’s long-lost brother, witnessed a sibling feud, were nearly captured by Tara, and then frozen and hidden from her sight while she and Trent hashed out years of family issues.

      Was I living in a soap opera? One with dragons and ice-blue recluses who were obsessed with computer games?

      If that wasn’t enough, Trent had somehow changed his mind and agreed to help us take down his mother. I wondered for a brief second how Tara might feel when she realized both her boys turned against her. Pretty damn terrible, I figured, which made me feel pretty damn great. No mother-of-the-year awards in her future.

      Only, in the last few minutes, my stomach had started to churn. I swallowed hard, fighting the nausea that was quickly demanding most of my attention. It was probably from spent adrenaline. Probably.

      I turned my thoughts to what in the hell we were going to do now that we had Trent on our side.

      “What are you suggesting?” Tom said as I approached where he and Trent were having a conversation near his bank of computers. They’d moved away from us to talk, but I couldn’t stand keeping out of it.

      “Having far too much time on my hands has allowed me to do some things that might prove useful to you.” Trent arched a cerulean-colored eyebrow. He was handsome in a fragile sort of way. I could see the resemblance to Tom in the angle of his cheekbones and the slope of his nose. His eyes were the color of frost on a clear winter’s day, whereas Tom’s were like a sea under a summer sky.

      Trent’s gaze flashed up, and he caught me listening. “Nosy, isn’t she?”

      I flushed, but Tom interceded in my behalf. “Lila has the most to lose here. Tara infected her with one of her concoctions. You, of all people, should understand the toll that takes.”

      Trent looked me over with renewed interest. “What did she give you?”

      I shrugged. “No idea. But I can feel it… inside me.”

      He nodded knowingly. “I have not always been this handsome shade of blue,” he said ironically. “This was a present from Mother dearest, as well.”

      “I figured as much from your conversations. What did she do to you?”

      “I was born with a birth defect, one that was not life threatening. Actually, it didn’t impact my quality of life in any way, but it bothered her. Tara always wants perfection. She tried to fix it.” Trent lifted his hand, sparks crackling along his fingertips like they were a Jacob’s ladder from science class. He exchanged a glance with Tom, who returned it solemnly.

      “I’m sorry,” I responded.

      Trent lifted one shoulder in an indifferent shrug. “Nothing to be done about it now. She keeps trying to remedy it, but I know this is my life now.” He gestured around the blank, institution-like room.

      “Why here?” I asked.

      “I can’t pass as a human.” He pointed to his blue skin tone. “And I can’t really live in the dragon world either. I kept accidentally blowing things up.” He made an explosion sound, mimicking a mushroom cloud expanding with his hands.

      “And electrocuting people,” Tom said, rubbing his chest where Trent’s bolt hit him. “That’s always a fun treat.”

      Trenton smirked. “You know what they say, ‘You only electrocute the ones you love.’ Anyway, it gave Deeploch the perfect excuse to shun me. They don’t like me. Turns out, they’re as obsessed with perfection as Tara.”

      “So, what now?” I asked, realizing the rest of the party had gathered behind me. There wasn’t much room in this small space for privacy, and besides, we all needed to know our next steps together.

      Trent noted everyone in the group before pointing to one of his huge computer screens. “A while ago, I started tracking dragon activity. Sometimes as a way of seeing what my family was up to,” his eyes flicked to Tom for a beat before continuing, “but recently I’ve noticed a lot of unusual movement.”

      “What kind of movement?” Aunt Scarlett asked, her lips in a tight red line.

      “Whole dens are moving away from their regions and gathering nearby. Frostfire and Bentclaw for sure.” He pointed to what looked like a radar screen. But instead of planes in the sky or submarines underwater, those glowing gold blips were dragons. He circled a large cluster. “This is Mirror Island.”

      “God,” Ki whispered. “There has to be dozens of dragons.”

      Trent nodded. “Fifty or more. The bad news is there are more headed in that direction.” His finger swept toward little clusters of blips on the other side of the screen.

      “Who are they?” Aunt Scarlett asked. “Frostfire and Bentclaw are surely on Tara’s side, but what about them?”

      “Ah, that is the six-million-dollar question, isn’t it?” Trent folded his arms over his narrow chest, then leaned against his desk. “If you can spare me a few moments, I can plot where their signals originated and cross reference that with my dragon database—”

      “Dragon database?” Tom interrupted. “You have a dragon database?”

      Aunt Scarlett pipped in. “That’s interesting. We’ve never been able to get an accurate count of the population before. Numbers have been deliberately withheld from wardens for some time now.”

      “How do you have a dragon database?” Ki asked, peering at the computer screen.

      Trent smiled. “You should see how much time one has when one has nothing to do.” Turning to another computer monitor, he began typing and clicking. Soon, the screen flashed with the words “Dragon Database.”

      “Clever title.” Tom arched an eyebrow.

      “Creativity was never my strong suit,” Trent answered dryly.

      “So, how long will it take to cross reference?” I asked, my eyes moving between the two screens.

      “An hour? Maybe less?” Trent glanced around the room.

      “Do it,” Aunt Scarlett said. “If we know who’s coming and how many, it’d give us a huge strategic advantage going into the battle.”

      With a nod, Tent bent over his computer.

      Hopeful expressions were mirrored on each face around the room. Having Trent on our side might prove helpful after all. But my good mood was cut short as my gut twisted again. My vision swam, and I clutched the desk to keep myself from crumpling.

      “Lila…” Ki was at my elbow almost immediately. “Are you okay?”

      A hand at my back let me know Santiago had rushed to my side, too. “What’s going on?”

      “I just need air,” I said, pinching my forehead.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” my aunt said. “Tara could still be out there.”

      “Tara’s long gone,” Trent said, pointing at a blip on his screen.

      “I’ll take her,” Santiago said, holding onto my arm gently but firmly, like he was afraid I’d keel over. “We have an hour, right? Plus, we need Lila in tiptop shape.”

      Aunt Scarlett finally nodded. “Thirty minutes. Stay close.”

      Santiago agreed as he helped me to the door. “Be right back.”

      As we walked down the dim hallway, he leaned close, whispering in my ear. “I was hoping you were faking to get out of that room. It smelled like sweaty balls in there.”

      I laughed despite my nausea. “A guy alone probably doesn’t worry that much about laundry or cleaning.”

      “Or hygiene. Can you imagine? Stuck inside with nothing but video games to keep him warm? I’d go nuts.” Santiago scrutinized me. “So you really are sick?”

      How should I respond? That my insides were rolling like a bundle of earthworms? That I could feel things stretching inside me, changing? That I was afraid I was losing my mind?

      “Just a little sick to my stomach. I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      He gave me a dubious eyebrow lift.

      “I’ll be okay.”

      “That’s what they all say.” He helped me to the ladder.

      The climb up took a while. Four a few moments, I was worried I’d lose my grip and topple over backward, but I made it to the top. Standing on solid ground, the afternoon breeze blowing back my hair, really did make me feel better. Above me, the Jack pines swayed. A bird called, and another answered as it bobbed on a branch a few trees away.

      Santiago pulled himself up, taking the time to dust off his European designer jeans. “Why does everything we do have to involve getting dirty?”

      “I’d have thought you would have given up your expensive threads a while ago. Half the time, you tear right through them.”

      Eyes comically rounding, he gazed at me like I had two heads. “And dress like Ki and Fang? You know they buy their T-shirts in bulk, right?”

      “And what’s wrong with that?” I said, laughing.

      “If I have to tell you,” he smirked, “then we probably aren’t romantically compatible.” His smile spread wider. He was flirting mercilessly.

      And, despite my fear and sickness, despite the unraveling bits of my life, this flirtation felt like exactly what I needed right now.

      “Romantically compatible?” I placed a hand on my hip. “Is that what you think we are?”

      He shrugged, adopting a nonchalant posture, hands in pockets, shoe scuffing into the dry pine needles. “Hard to tell. We should really do some investigation into the subject.”

      “Should we?” I could feel the tension building between us, my chest pounding in anticipation. My thoughts flitted back to our kiss at the lighthouse. It felt like it’d happened so long ago, yet it had only been a few days. I liked Santiago a lot, but I also liked all of my dragons. Was kissing any of them a good idea when we were about to go into battle?

      My eyes traced over the smooth lines of his face, the way his top lip curved up when he was pleased with himself, his dark eyebrows brooding over the frames of his oval glasses that made him look smart and sophisticated, yet approachable. His wild curls shifted in the breeze, reminding me how deceivingly soft they were. My hands ached to let them slip through my fingers again.

      He took a step closer until there was barely a whisper of breeze between us. I stared up at his handsome face as his eyes traced the contours of my mouth. “Amor,” he breathed.

      “Yes?”

      “I want to kiss you very badly,” he said, one hand reaching out and tucking a loose strand of my hair behind my ear. “But I don’t want to be just one more item on your worry list. You have so much already.”

      “I’m okay,” I said, my heart still thundering. I wanted this. Wanted him.

      “Are you sure because—”

      “Santiago, you never know when to stop talking.” I gripped his shirt, unceremoniously yanking him to me.

      When his lips pressed against mine, a jolt of pleasure radiated over my body. His mouth was soft, and his cologne smelled so tantalizing it made me shiver. His arms folded around my body, pulling me into his embrace. I gripped his shirt with one hand while allowing the other to wind into his curls. So soft.

      All the hurt and fear melted away as my body exploded with romantic tingles. Tiny bubbles traipsed up and down my veins, making me feel like I was floating. Being with him banished the pain and anguish that had been hanging over me like a cloud.

      I focused on the sensation of his fingers tracing the back of my neck. On his tongue as it toured my top lip. He tasted like mint, his breath hot and sweet as he pulled away to kiss my neck.

      “Amor,” he whispered against the sensitive skin there, urging me closer until our bodies were crushed together. We felt so right, fit together like two pieces of a whole. I clung to him, finding his mouth again and kissing it like it was my first, my last.

      I wanted more, wanted it to go on and on, but a voice cleared itself behind us.

      We pulled apart, whirling around to spy Ki’s head as it poked out of the underground hole. His expression went from shocked to jealous before settling into a forced non-expression.

      He climbed up and stood beside the hole, rubbing his neck awkwardly. “I… uh… tried to reach you guys telepathically, but I couldn’t get through. Seems like you were… busy.”

      I swallowed hard, exchanging a look with Santiago. He didn’t appear ashamed at all, more elated. Part of me thought he’d do a fist pump and run to Ki for a high-five.

      I turned to Ki, shrugging. “Um… sorry. What’s going on? Is Trent’s scan done?”

      Ki’s face tightened, which immediately sent alarm bells blaring in my head.

      “What is it?” I asked, stepping forward.

      He met my eyes. “There’s a complication. You need to come down. You’re going to need to see this.”

      “Just tell us,” Santiago demanded.

      Ki’s eyes darted between our faces before answering in a grave and wavering tone. “It’s dragons. Lots and lots of dragons.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Santiago and I followed Ki back into the tunnels. When we reentered Trent’s computer haven, everyone was in an uproar, talking at the same time.

      “How do we know we can we trust this? What it’s showing is crazy. It doesn’t work,” Fang said, his tone raised.

      “Of course it works. I designed it,” Trent said with a bored roll of his pale eyes.

      “Exactly!” Fang exclaimed, throwing his arms up in the air.

      Tom cleared his throat. “C’mon, Trent. You have to consider that there may be something wrong with your design. That’s way too many dragons. And not just that, the whole cluster originated in the deep south.” He indicated toward a group of dots at the bottom of the monitor. “We don’t know of any dens that far into South America?”

      “The code doesn’t lie.” Trent pushed his keyword away. “Whether you like it or not.”

      “Cocky much?” Santiago said. “You’ve got an awfully big head for a dude who spends all his time alone with his computers.”

      My aunt was the only one keeping to herself, a frown etching her forehead and a fist resting against her chin in concentration.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      They turned their attention our way, noticing us for the first time.

      With a sigh, Trent left his chair and strode toward the narrow door on the far-left corner. “I’m done wasting my time trying to convince you all. Let me know when you get your shit together.” He disappeared behind the door, shutting it with a bang.

      Tom winced, rubbing the back of his neck. “Oh, nothing’s happening,” he said to me. “Only that, according to my brother, there are almost twice as many dragons as we originally thought headed to Mirror Island.”

      I blinked. “You mean Tara has convinced over one-hundred dragons to join her?”

      He nodded.

      My stomach clenched. Bile rose up my throat. For a moment, the world spun, and I had to grab the back of Trent’s chair to steady myself. I disguised my frailty, leaning forward to stare at the blinking monitor. Luckily, no one noticed. I was tired of everyone constantly asking how I was doing. It was as annoying as someone asking me if Auntie Flow was visiting when I was just ticked off.

      I was a hot mess—that was how I was. But I didn’t need everyone obsessing over my wellbeing.

      Forcing my eyes to focus on the clusters of glowing blips on the screen, I tried to make sense of what I was seeing. There certainly were many more than before. A few clusters were still a fair distance away from Summers Lake, but they were all moving in our direction.

      No wonder Fang thought Trent’s system was broken. There were a lot of dots.

      “That shit is crazy,” Santiago said as he examined it from over my shoulder. “Do we trust it?”

      “I don’t. It’s too many dragons,” Fang said. He wore a skeptical expression, but more than anything, I thought he seemed worried and maybe a little bit scared.

      “Aunt Scarlett, does this seem right to you?” I asked.

      She’d been so lost in thought she startled at my question. Her gaze met mine as she considered. Her green eyes seemed to hold a storm inside of them, a storm that promised death and destruction. For us or Tara seemed to be the question.

      “It is possible,” she said.

      I waited for her to elaborate, but she went back to acting as if she were lost in la-la land. Great.

      “We’re screwed,” Santiago said. “I mean, we were screwed before, but this is like a monumental type of screwed. A mega screw.”

      We all were quiet for a moment, silently agreeing with Santiago. Monumentally screwed sounded about right.

      “If we go, it would be like signing a death warrant,” he said in his lilting Spanish accent. “We can’t fight that many dragons. Not even with Longtail and Backdraft on our side.”

      I paced to one corner of the room, the image of Dad’s gentle face flashing before me. Would I ever see him again? Would I watch him grow old and receive his advice as I went through life trying to find my way? It seemed like a bleak possibility, but regardless, the answer had to be yes. The rest of my life without Dad simply wasn’t an option.

      Santiago was right, though, what good would it do to face Tara Palmer when she had complete control of the situation? If only I knew where she was keeping Dad, I would go there and rescue him while she pulled her power play. Then we could disappear to some remote place where Tara and her den would never be able to find us.

      Long after our brooding silence became too thick to cut with my warden sword, Trent reappeared. By now, I was sitting on the floor with my back against the wall while I played with my ring. Sluggishly, I lifted my gaze.

      Freshly showered, Trent stood framed by the door, scrutinizing our listless postures. His light blue hair was combed back. He wore a fresh pair of jeans, a charcoal button-down shirt, and a pair of new-looking loafers that completed the outfit. He was so tall, thin, and handsome that he reminded me of one of those runway models with sunken cheekbones, pouty lips, and impenetrable eyes.

      For a short instant, his gaze darted in my direction, making me blush with its intensity—also making me wonder if, when he blushed, he turned purple. Then he glanced down and went back to ignoring everything and everyone as seemed to be his way—the proverbial supermodel staring into the distance, holier-than-thou.

      “You clean up well,” Santiago said, a drop of sarcasm tainting his tone.

      Trent ignored him, retaking his seat at the head of the computer display. “Anyone come up with a genius plan yet?”

      Fang scoffed. “Everything I’ve thought of spells D-E-T-H.”

      “It’s D-E-A-T-H, Fang,” Santiago said with a raised eyebrow. “Stop eating Trent’s lead paint chips. Okay, buddy?”

      Fang shrugged, blushing brightly.

      Ki pushed away from the far corner where he’d been reclining, deep in thought. “I need to get in touch with my father. We need to know who’s on our side. We’re blind. I mean, are some of those dragons with us?”

      “Nope,” Trent said. “Not unless this bunch is.” He pointed at the den moving from the south. “But I sincerely doubt it since I don’t see any movement from Longtail and Backdraft, which is smart if you ask me. They don’t seem to be rushing toward Mirror Island to stop the madness. D-E-A-T-H by S-U-I-C-I-D-E isn’t part of their strategy.”

      Fang repeated the letters to himself, a look of intense concentration in his eyes. When he deciphered the meaning, he nodded. “Death… by suicide. Man, I hate English spelling. So long. Give me a Chinese character any day.”

      Trent turned to his brother. “Tom, you came here looking for help, and I’m glad to offer it. You can stay here until this thing blows over. Not a second longer, though. I want my peace and quiet back.”

      “We can’t stay here and do nothing,” I said, getting to my feet while keeping a hand on the wall for support.

      “I’m sorry, amor,” Santiago said. “But I don’t think trying to stop Tara’s new crazy scheme will help us save your father. It’ll only get us killed.”

      “It didn’t work last time,” Aunt Scarlett pointed out in a callous tone.

      I turned to her, my temper rising. “Not for lack of trying.”

      “But sometimes doing nothing and staying put is the best course of action,” she said. “If you don’t want to make things worse, that is.”

      What was the matter with her? Why was she so mean? Well, I could be mean, too. I opened my mouth to say something, but Tom beat me to it.

      “Stop being such a… witch,” he said. “We’re all in the same boat here, trying to do the best we can. Leave Lila alone.”

      Aunt Scarlett didn’t look affected by Tom’s words in the least. What she said, however, surprised me quite a bit.

      “You’re right,” she told Tom, then turned to me. “I apologize, Lila. This situation has my temper on edge.”

      I fidgeted, unsure of what to say. She’d never struck me like the type of person who offered apologies, but apparently, she was more gracious than I’d given her credit for.

      Turning to Trent, she said, “Thanks to you the journey proved useful. We’ve learned some valuable information we couldn’t have acquired otherwise. Now, I should leave and join my brethren to support them in whatever course of action they decide to take.”

      Squaring her shoulders and adjusting the sword at her hip, she headed for the door.

      “But how will you get back?” I asked, my fingers twitching with the impulse to stop her.

      My aunt glanced backward. “Don’t worry, I have my means.”

      “Take me with you. I want to help.”

      She shook her head. “Lila, you need to rest. You shouldn’t even be here. Besides, your sword… your ring… they don’t work. You’re not a warden anymore.”

      I felt the loss of my home and my power all over again. It mixed with the anger toward my aunt and her cold nature. Why did she have to be such a witch with a capital B?

      As if sensing my thoughts, she doubled back and approached me. My body tensed, anticipating more of her meanness. The guys straightened and inched closer, as if they expected trouble.

      Her gaze dove into mine. To my surprise, it didn’t hold the coldness I expected. On the contrary, there was warmth and sympathy there. “When this is all over, I’ll help you get the lighthouse back. You have what it takes to be a great warden, Lila. Your mother would be proud of you.” She put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed gently, then stepped back. “Stay here. You can still help.” She tapped her temple. “Send me a message if you find out anything useful.”

      Before striding out the door, she gave me an infuriating smile that seemed to add “if you can manage” to end of her sentence. My telepathy had improved, but it still wasn’t what it should have been, especially at long distances. I guessed no matter how nice and warm she was capable of behaving, Aunt Scarlett would never let me forget my shortcomings. That was when I realized she wasn’t cold or mean. She was just honest and didn’t sugarcoat her words. I could appreciate that. Honesty was a gift when too many secrets and doubts surrounded us.

      “What the hell?” Trent’s stunned voice brought me back to the moment. He was squinting into one of his monitors, looking as if he’d just seen Santa and his reindeer on the radar.

      “What now?” Tom asked.

      Trent scratched his head. “A signal from your mother.”

      “Signal?”

      Leaving his chair, Trent crossed the room to the door. “We have to go outside.”

      “Wait, is she out there?” I asked, hating the fear in my voice.

      “No. It’s a message. Dragon grapevine.” Trent exited the bunker, apparently heading down the tunnel.

      “No way,” Fang said. “There hasn’t been one of those in decades.” He rushed after Trent—Ki and Santiago nipping at his heels.

      I glanced at Tom. “What are they talking about?”

      An astonished expression etched his handsome features. “C’mon, I’ll explain.”

      He grabbed my hand, then pulled me along. I staggered forward, willing my rubbery legs to do their job. I could tell Tom wanted to run after the others, but he seemed to understand I wasn’t at my best.

      “What is the dragon grapevine?” I asked when Tom didn’t offer an explanation.

      He shook his head, snapping off whatever thoughts had sidetracked him. “Well, it’s like this public telepathic channel accessible to all dragons. According to Dragon Creed, it can only be used to deliver important messages that concern all dens. When a dragon sends a message on that wavelength, all other dragons that are nearby retransmit it. Then those dragons do the same and so forth. That way the message gets to everyone.”

      “Really? That’s wild. But if it’s a message for all to hear, why did Tara send a signal through the computer?”

      “The bunker is protected against any magic, so the message can’t get through to us.”

      “Will I ever cease to be amazed?”

      “Maybe,” Tom said, a smile in his voice.

      When we reached the ladder, he allowed me to go first. The exit at the top seemed to stretch away as I climbed. The world swam, and I felt as if I would fall, but I focused on my breathing and kept going.

      Outside, the air was fresh and immediately cleared my stupor as I stuck my head out of the hole. The scent of pine needles ushered me the rest of the way. Tom jumped out after me, hurried ahead, and joined the others. He stood next to them, matching their frozen poses, head cocked to one side.

      Their backs were to me, five dragon shifters, tall, strong, and steadfast.

      I strained to listened, but I wasn’t a dragon, so I heard nothing.

      But what if…

      I tuned in to one of their minds, trying to listen to their thoughts. My body gradually shifted to Santiago. Dark curls tickled the back of his neck, and I knew just how they would feel if I touched them. Pure silk.

      Reaching out for his mind, a wavelength that was all Santiago, I concentrated. At first, there was nothing, then, without warning, the memories of our intense kiss filled my every sense. As if in a vivid dream, I was transported and felt as if I were kissing him again. Heat filled my chest and climbed, invading my neck and face.

      I bit my lower lip, having to stifle a gasp.

      God, it was almost as good as the real thing.

      As I enjoyed the sensation, it slowly morphed, fading and leaving me grasping for something to hold on to, something to keep the connection. Then the thread of a thought flashed before me, and I mentally snatched for it. What I caught wasn’t made of words, though. It was more like a feeling, a flash of emotion.

      Fear.

      That was what I received from Santiago.

      More specifically, fear for me.

      But why?

      Why would a message through a dragon grapevine have anything to do with me?

      My spine turned to ice. I took a step back, and nearly fell into the hole we’d just climbed through.

      Santiago turned first, his eyes downcast. It took several beats before he forced his gaze to meet mine. His lower lip trembled as he approached me.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Amor…” He offered me his hand.

      I took it, and he pulled me into his arms. He pressed his cheek to the side of my head, burying his nose in my hair.

      “Please tell me,” I said.

      The others turned, having finished listening to the message. Their faces matched Santiago’s.

      “It was a message from Tara,” Santiago whispered in my ear, still holding me.

      I had suspected as much, but my dread redoubled all the same.

      “A message for you,” he added.

      I pulled away. “For me?”

      Santiago nodded.

      “She wants you to come to Mirror Island. If you’re not there in two hours, she says she’ll feed your father to the untamed.”
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      During the flight back to Mirror Island, I was in a daze. Everything felt surreal. The entirety of my life narrowed to a pinprick. Everything I was, everything I had been, would soon cease to be. And there was nothing I could do to stop it.

      I lay limply on Tom’s back as the wind buffeted me. Being lashed to him gave me the ability to disconnect. As he flew, I let my eye focus on the horizon, on the green treetops and deep blue twilight sky. I let my hands slide over his scales, the smoothness under my palms soothing me the way rocking would soothe a child.

      I tried not to think about what would happen when we landed.

      All I knew was that I would see my father again soon. That I could save him by sacrificing myself.

      I didn’t think about what Tara would do with my body, with my consciousness trapped inside it. It was too much. My brain couldn’t process it, so I pushed those thoughts away.

      Of course, the boys had tried to reassure me before take-off. They would fight. The dens that remained loyal would side with us despite the odds. They wouldn’t allow Tara to take me. What I hadn’t told them was that I’d never let them lay down their lives for me when there was no chance we would beat her. If I could save them and my father in one fail swoop, that was how it would go down.

      I would surrender, and the dens would swear allegiance. Then no one would get hurt. My father would not be eaten alive by the untamed.

      With a visible shiver, Ki had explained the term soon after the dragon grapevine message. The untamed were wild dragons, those without dens who followed no creed and lived solely by instinct. They were like wild animals with no qualms on what they ate. According to Ki, they were also on the dumb grapevine side, which made them particularly susceptible to Tara’s controlling magic.

      So, in other words, meeting them would be a really fun time.

      I turned my eyes to the sunset, soaking in the pinks and oranges, the wind tugging my hair back from my face. The sky was achingly beautiful. Tom turned his dragon head back to peer at me with a large blue orb of an eye.

      Rubbing his neck scales, I shot him a telepathic message. I’m okay! Honestly.

      I didn’t tell him that my vision was worsening so things were blurring and sharpening like I was peering at a digital camera screen trying to find its focus. Or that my limbs felt so weak I wasn’t sure I could stand when we landed.

      That I could feel myself changing inside.

      I forced a convincing smile for his benefit.

      He responded with, How can you be so calm?

      I shrugged, not really wanting to talk. I wanted to enjoy this ride. One last time.

      When Summers Lake and then Mirror Island came into view, the knots doubled in my stomach. The boys did a loop around, spiraling over the island. At first glance, there were at least one-hundred dragons waiting below. I recognized the Longtail Den and the Backdraft Den, and a few new dragons with them. They had come! My heart swelled with gratitude.

      On the other side of the beach, there were twice as many, with Tara at the head of them. Good Lord, she was as tall as a four-story building and as long as a football field if her menacing tail was counted. Was the power from the beacon making her grow? She could eat me and Tom in one bite.

      So, yeah, things were going well already.

      As we angled past, I noticed a feature that hadn’t been on Mirror Island the last time I was here. A large pit had formed in the grassy section between the beach and once-beautiful forest Tara and her ilk had burned. Leaning against my ropes, I peered down, squinting at the small object at the bottom. It was shapeless and dark. I took it for a large tree root or maybe a few sacks of something.

      Then the object shifted. It was alive. The last bits of daylight reflected off two small circles I soon understood to be glasses.

      “Dad!” The word came out as a strangled sound at the back of my throat. I leaned forward as much as the rope around my waist would allow, calling for him over and over.

      “Dad. Daddy!” I screamed until my throat was raw.

      It’ll be okay, Tom said, his voice in my head, strained and wavering. We’ll get him free.

      I wiped away tears. So much for cool and collected. Why was he in a pit? What had Tara done to him?

      We circled back around, landing behind the wall created by the large, mature dragons of Backdraft and Longtail. All five juvenile dragons skidded to a stop in the sand, creating a dust cloud that swirled around us for a while before settling. I focused on freeing myself from the rope and controlling my tears while I ran over my plan in my head. If only I could have the strength to make it happen.

      Sliding off Tom’s back, the sword taut against my spine, I was relieved to find my legs held. My vision stabilized enough, and I was able to walk without bashing into things.

      Once on the sand, I felt like a mouse among elephants. Everyone was in their dragon shape, avoiding vulnerable human forms during this tense situation. I moved between them, slipping around massive legs and lashing tails to get to the front.

      I quickly spotted Santiago and Ki’s parents huddled with a couple of squat green dragons I didn’t recognize. It was obvious serious dragon conversations were going on without me. Although I’d love to hear what they were saying, there was little that would change my outcome.

      For a moment, a twinge of regret assaulted me. I wished I could’ve said goodbye to Pickles. Hugged him one more time. Maybe I should have also texted Mercedes to tell her what a good friend she’d been. Wiping at my eyes, I chastised myself.

      No more waterworks, Lila. Get your shit together.

      At the thought of my loved ones, I searched for my aunt and the other wardens. None in sight. I wanted to be mad, but how could I? Coming here would’ve meant death. Had they fled after all? I wouldn’t blame them.

      A huge fireball blasted into the sky, drawing everyone’s attention with its heat and light. Jimmy, huge and fiery red, stood next to Tara like last time. The white and emerald dragons were also there as well as many others that were not here the last time, probably members of Frostfire and Bentclaw.

      Jimmy shot two more huge fireballs into the sky. They arched over us and dropped into the lake, sizzling. When Tara had her audience, she stepped forward. The ground shook under her weight.

      To my surprise, her form began to shrink until she was, once again, the stately but naked woman I’d come to hate. Except this time, much of her features were dragon-ified like I’d seen at Trent’s underground bunker—slitted eyes and scales climbing over her body, so she looked more like Mystique from the X-Men. Her skin seemed to crackle with electricity, reminding me of her son, the one she kept in a hole in the ground because she was ashamed of him.

      Irony much?

      “Where is she?” Tara’s voice boomed forth like it was amplified by giant speakers. Her eyes sifted through the dragon bodies, searching.

      “I’m here!” I marched forward as fast as my weak legs would allow, but it wasn’t fast enough. In a flash, four juvenile dragons made a blockade between Tara and me. Shoulder to shoulder, Tom, Ki, Santiago, and Fang made a formidable wall. My heart swelled at their affection for me, but this was not how it was going to go down.

      Guys, stop, I broadcasted. There’s no reason for you to be—

      Tara swung her hand from left to right like she was tossing a pitch. In that instant, all four of the dragons blasted sideways, hit with an unseen force that propelled them like twigs in hurricane-force winds. Tumbling against each other, they rolled on the sand, a couple of them splashing into the waves as claws dug into the earth and wings beat, trying to right themselves. When their bodies stopped rolling, they lay in a tangled heap, unmoving.

      “No!” I cried, watching in horror. Behind me, three dragons roared and stamped their feet, but I couldn’t worry about them. My gaze snapped to Tara as I rushed up to her. “Leave them alone!”

      Electric blue eyes latched onto me like a tractor beam. An ice-cold smile spread her red lips. “There you are,” her voice boomed for all to hear. “The girl who caused all this trouble. The girl who could not leave well enough alone.”

      Of course she would pin it on me. Well, I didn’t give a shit about her agenda.

      “Let my father go and stop hurting them.” I pointed to my boys. “I’ll come willingly.”

      Tara laughed, a terrible villainous sound like she’d been watching too many Disney movies. “Of course you will. Now that you have no choice. And to think this could have all been avoided.”

      When I glared at her, she cocked her head. “You do remember I gave you a choice, right, Lila? I told you what your curiosity would uncover.” She let a cruel smile creep up her face. “Pain.”

      At the last word, her hand shot forward. Like a Star Wars sith lord, electric sparks shot out from her fingertips, hitting me in the chest.

      The pain was immediate and immobilizing. Pain like being ripped apart. Pain like frying against a powerline. Raw, snapping, vibrating pain. A scream tore from my throat. My body fell to the sand, and I shook. My teeth clamped together repeatedly, hard enough to break them.

      And then the current stopped. I lay in a heap, panting and shaking. When I looked up, Tara stared at me with a satisfied expression on her face.

      “Mother, stop this!” A form jogged up, standing between Tara and me.

      Trent, in human form, faced his mother, tossing back his shoulders and standing tall. “That is enough.”

      Tara’s face went from smug self-satisfaction to surprise. “Trent, what are you doing here?”

      “Saving you from yourself,” he said, his voice laced with real concern that shocked me. “Stop this. Turn back before it’s too late.”

      She studied her son in confusion. Finally, her eyes widened in realization. “Tom got to you. And now he’s turned you against me.” She searched for him in the lump of immobilized dragon bodies on the beach. Her arm shot out.

      “No!” Trent raced to throw himself between his mother and brother.

      The bolt of energy was already unleashed. It slammed into Trent’s chest like a lightning strike. He was blown back, his body skidding across the sand. He lay there motionless, his chest smoking like the charred remains after a storm.

      “Trent!” Tara screamed. She ran to him, kneeling and grabbing his shoulders. Trent’s body was limp, his head lolling lifelessly to the side. The front of his shirt smoldered, curls of smoke lifting into the air.

      The emotion on Tara’s face was raw regret. Then her eyes snapped to me.

      Letting go of her son, she stood, making a beeline in my direction. My head rested on the ground as I lay on my side. Sand kicked into my face when she stopped in front of me.

      “You did this!”

      She grabbed my shirt, dragging me across the ground with no apparent effort. I was too weak to do anything other than allow my body to bump over the sand and then onto the grass. Would she roast me alive like Trent?

      “Leave them alone,” I croaked. “You see what your vengeance causes? You killed your own son.”

      She let me go, dropping me on a ridge of freshly uncovered dirt.

      “No,” she said, her voice raw. “Now you will see what my vengeance causes. Release the untamed.”

      My eyes shot up in time to see several dragons tearing out of the trees. They were small and wiry, all black in color with dull charcoal scales and long front legs. Their eyes were rabid and their mouths foaming.

      They were barely more than skin stretched over huge bones like they’d been starved, driven half-mad, and then set forth to devour me. I cringed, my eyes on their sharp teeth, the claws that tore at the dirt as they raced toward me.

      Closing my eyes, I waited.

      Only, they didn’t come. When I opened my eyes, they were veering right. In three galloping strides, they climbed over the ridge of dirt and disappeared.

      If they weren’t going to eat me, what in the hell were they doing?

      I crawled up the dirt pile, a scream in my throat as the realization hit me square in the chest.

      When I could see over the ridge of dirt, a vast pit lay before me. The pit where I’d seen my father. The pit those foaming, snarling monsters had just plunged into.
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      “Dad!” I screamed, scrambling over the ledge of the pit while I tried—but failed—to draw the sword at my back.

      The dirt under me shifted as I clambered up. It was like moving through quick sand, up until the moment when the loose earth gave way and I tumbled into the pit, rolling head over feet. My bones seemed to crack with every flip I took, sending electric pain up my spine. I gained speed like a boulder down a mountain, rocks jabbing me in my endless descent.

      Some part of my mind felt like I would go tumbling forever as the world spun and I struggled to find top from bottom. Then my side slammed against something hard, and I came to an abrupt halt.

      A loud screech split the air.

      Dizzy, I staggered to my feet, hands clasped to my ears, and tried to get my bearings. Everything was a whirlwind, spinning in a haze.

      Another screech sounded from behind me.

      I spun around, coming face to face with one of the untamed.

      The creature bared its teeth, mouth foaming. It was smaller than most dragons, but that didn’t make it less intimidating. On the contrary, its slender sinew promised speed, and its wild, unintelligent eyes told me it would gladly make me its dinner—no bones about it, literally. Its face was narrow, the sharp teeth visible as if it were grinning. Its dappled skin and small shape made me think of a raptor.

      I’d crashed into it, and it was pissed.

      Distracted by the ruckus, its two untamed friends whipped their heads in my direction. Good. If they focused on me, they wouldn’t go after Dad.

      The beast in front of me roared, spittle flinging off ten-inch fangs. Its ugly face twisted to one side, then the beast opened its maw and attacked.

      I pulled out my sword, slashing up in one motion. The dragon pulled back as the blade sliced through the air, its jaws snapping, the foul stink of his carcass breath hitting me like a wall. He blinked at the sword, seeming to judge it. For a moment as he examined the weapon and even my ring, his gaze didn’t seem as savage. He knew what I was—or what I used to be—and he was being cautious.

      Would he be able to tell my sword held none of its warden powers anymore?

      Before he had time to figure anything out, I let out a raw scream and charged, my sword held high.

      The dragon’s eyes widened, filling with panic. Hind legs kicking back, small wings flapping, the creature scrambled away, retreating the way Pickles did when I sprinkled water on his face.

      In its blind retreat, the animal crashed into one of its horde and drove it back. Seeing an opening, I ran between three untamed dragons and headed straight for Dad at the other end of the pit.

      I took in his appearance in flashes. His usually smooth face was covered by a scraggly gray-peppered beard. Under his eyes, big purplish shadows made him appear as if he hadn’t slept once since I last saw him. His hair was messy and matted with dirt, and a few scratches marked his forehead and neck. His soiled clothes were unrecognizable.

      He was struggling to his feet as I rushed to him, doing my best not to stagger like a drunk.

      “Lila,” he managed in a weak, hoarse voice.

      I crashed into him, wrapping one arm around his neck. He hugged me tight, and we swayed together, locked in an embrace. Relief washed over me despite our situation. Now that I was with him, I knew I had to do everything in my power to save him.

      Pulling away, I let my eyes take him in.

      “Oh, Dad. I’m sorry.”

      This was all my fault.

      He shook his head and pulled on my arm, his body tensing, his stance changing to a low crouch.

      A guttural sound came from behind me. I whirled, raising my sword and stepping in front of Dad.

      “Lila, get back,” he said.

      But there was nowhere to get back to. We were against the twelve-foot dirt wall, and I was the only one with a sword.

      Forming a semicircle around us, the three untamed dragons caged us in, approaching cautiously but steadily, like lions creeping up to a wounded gazelle.

      “I’ll slice your heads off,” I shouted, brandishing my sword from side to side.

      They were shifters—untamed, yes—but still shifters. There had to be some intelligence inside their ugly skulls. Ki said they were dumb, but even unintelligent people knew what a sword blade could do.

      The one in the middle shook his head, then glanced sideways at the others. Where they… communicating?

      After they seemed to get their message across, the dragon on my left made as if to charge, but as soon as I shifted my attention in its direction, the one on the right pounced. He came fast, barely giving me time to adjust my position. I swung the sword up, just managing to catch the dragon across the chest. The blade hit its target, but it was like hitting a tractor with a toothpick. The force of the impact made my teeth chatter.

      For an instant, the dragon stood there as if holding its breath. Its yellow eyes stared at my useless weapon, then at its chest, shaking itself. Realizing my sword had barely tickled him, he roared with pleasure. Taking that as their cue, the other two beasts advanced toward us, drool dripping from their sharp fangs.

      Oh, shit.

      “Dad, get behind me!” I stepped closer, my eyes darting to his. There was a resigned expression in its depths, as if he’d known this would be the outcome. Our deaths. Oh, God.

      “I love you, my little girl,” he said.

      “I love you, too. I’m sorry.” I’d failed him. Tears spilled down my cheeks.

      “I’m glad I got to see you again.” Behind his glasses, his eyes filled, the drops glinting as they fell.

      We hugged. I closed my eyes just as the three untamed pounced in our direction.

      Dad and I held each other for an endless moment as we waited to die. My heart thudded against his.

      I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. A great blow landed on my side and sent me flying against the wall, separating me from Dad and my sword. Pain like I’d never felt before erupted below my ribs. Pressing my hands to the spot, I felt a sticky wetness. Despite myself, my eyes flew open. My hands were coated in blood.

      I was on the ground. One of the dragons was stalking toward me, its teeth dripping with slimy saliva, the claws in its right talon coated in blood. My blood.

      Behind the approaching beast, my father screamed. The other two were on him. Uselessly, I searched for my sword, finding nothing but dirt.

      Distant sounds reached me, something happening above us, outside of the pit, but my ears were ringing too loud for me to hear.

      The dragon before me licked its lips and angled its maw, aiming for my neck. I covered my head and neck, hoping to ward off the worst of his attack. The beast lurched toward me with a roar, but stopped midway as a blur fell from the sky.

      Like a ball shot from a cannon, the dragon’s head flew from its body and tumbled end over end across the pit, landing in a nest of roots. The animal’s headless body hovered in place for a moment, then collapsed with a thud at my feet.

      What in the hell?

      Aunt Scarlett stood up from a crouch by my side, her sword glowing, the very definition of badass!

      My first thought was… Thank God she’s here. My second thought was… Dad.

      I tried to scramble to my feet, but as I moved, the pain under my ribs exploded and brought me back down. I fell on my side, my face on the cool earth. Through half-closed eyelids, I saw two luminous swords flash. The dragons that were on Dad dropped dead.

      Two female figures loomed over the dragons, their swords and rings glowing.

      Wardens! My aunt’s friends. She hadn’t abandoned us after all.

      “Is he all right?” My aunt ran toward Dad, sheathing her sword. Her friends stepped aside to make way.

      Pressing my forearm to my side, I held my breath and sat up. My heart froze as Aunt Scarlett knelt next to Dad to check on him.

      He couldn’t be dead. He couldn’t.

      After a breathless moment, he sat up, blinking dazedly. Tears of relief poured down my cheeks as he got up with my aunt’s help. He stared at her, straightening his crooked glasses.

      “Scarlett?” he said, incredulity weighing his voice.

      “C’mon, Roger.” She hauled him to his feet. “Can you walk?”

      Dad limped a few steps, his gait worse than I’d ever seen it, even with his muscular dystrophy. Noticing the blood staining his dirty jeans, I realized one of the dragons had bitten his good leg. But he was alive.

      I pushed my back against the dirt wall, using it to stabilize myself as I stood on shaky legs. My aunt brought him to me, and we collapsed into each other. Without a word, the other wardens scrambled up the walls of the pit, their faces set in a determined frown that would have scared the pants off me if they weren’t on our side.

      “You two stay here,” Aunt Scarlett said, her keen eyes going over our injuries.

      I wanted to fight, wanted my warden powers back, but without them and in my current state, I was useless. Staying out of the way of whatever was going on was the sensible option. I was fairly sure Dad and I wouldn’t be able to climb out of the pit even with help.

      My aunt stepped away from us, her chin lifting as she glanced above.

      “Be careful,” I said, touching her arm.

      She spared me a glance and a nod, then began to climb, holding on to exposed roots and displaying greater agility than most people her age. Dad and I exchanged a concerned look as we watched her go.

      God, was everyone okay up there?

      Please, let the boys be fine.

      Dad’s legs gave, so I eased him to the ground. Throwing his head back against the dirt wall, he closed his eyes.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Just dizzy.”

      His pant leg was soaked in blood. I quickly removed my belt, then fashioned a tourniquet high on his thigh. “You’ll be all right. They’ll get us out of here.” It sounded like a terrible lie, but I fought to believe it.

      Lifting my shirt, I checked my ribs. Four gashes seeped with blood, the middle ones deeper than the others. I prodded with one finger, wincing. They weren’t as deep as they looked, but the amount of blood could have fooled anyone.

      We sat and held each other. There was nothing we could do but wait and pray.

      Then a dark shape blotted the sky. My breath caught as I glanced upward.

      Nothing.

      After a moment, the evening sky darkened again, then something fell from above, landing right in the middle of the pit. At first, the dark shape was large and liquid, but it quickly coalesced into the smaller shape of a woman.

      Tara.

      She was naked and blue, her dragon features twisting her face into a grotesque mask. Her long legs shimmered with scales as she stalked in my direction.

      My eyes flicked to my discarded sword, but if I could reach it, what good would it do against Tara and her enhanced powers? Where was Aunt Scarlett? Frantically searching, I spotted her where she’d just finished climbing out of the pit. As she turned to check on us one last time, she discovered the new threat.

      Her shoulders fell with a heavy sigh. Tara was surely the last she wanted to face.

      Leaving Dad dazed with blood loss, I limped around, searching for my sword. My aunt landed in a crouch next to me, already pulling out her own sword in one swift motion.

      Tara chuckled as if she found us amusing. “The Scarlet Warden and her destitute niece. What a sight.” Her evil Disney laugh was back, ringing with an echo in the pit.

      She stopped a few steps away. “If you let me take Lila, I will spare you, Scarlett. It’s the same deal I offered your sister. Of course, she turned me down and see how that ended.”

      “I always suspected you were the one who killed Rose,” my aunt replied with narrow eyes.

      It was like an atom bomb of rage went off in my head. “You! You killed my mom!”

      Memories of the day Mom died flashed before my eyes. Two dragons fighting underwater. My mother in the middle of a large corona of light.

      She had died to protect me from Tara?

      “There’s always been an aura of power around this girl.” Tara’s eyes traveled the length of my body. “A powerful serum runs through her veins. She’s injured. And yet, there she stands, ready to fight. She holds the answers I need, and this time, I’ll take her—no matter who stands in the way.”

      My aunt stepped forward. “You’re not taking her. Rose always gave you the benefit of the doubt, but all I’ve got for you is the edge of my sword.”

      The Scarlet Warden charged forward under the glow of her weapon. Tara’s body erupted into a tangle of electricity. The dragon and warden met in a shower of sparks.
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      Aunt Scarlett’s sword swung down on Tara’s lifted forearm, the glowing red blade meeting the electric blue appendage in a shower of sparks. Energy hissed around them and a pulse of purple light shot out as the two energies collided, illuminating the pit and highlighting the battle-hardened snarls on their faces.

      “Oh, God,” Dad whispered beside me, his mouth agape.

      I glanced from him to the battle. There was no doubt this was a fight to the death. And how could Scarlett win against the juiced-up Tara? I couldn’t just sit here bleeding into the dirt while Aunt Scarlett risked her life for us.

      But when I tried to move, my ribs throbbed, and even worse, my legs buckled. I was woozy, and lightheaded from blood loss and the virus. My body felt as if it weighed a thousand pounds, each movement, each breath, a labor. How could I fight when I could barely stand? I didn’t even have my sword.

      Unable to move, I watched them clash with my heart in my throat.

      Please let her win. Please.

      Aunt Scarlett was swift and agile, dodging around and spinning like a world-class ninja while her sword sliced through the night air. But the blade never touched Tara’s body, missing each time as if she could see the strikes in advance. Parry and thrust, dodge and weave, they danced around each other. When Tara shot sparks in Scarlett’s direction like a deranged Emperor Palpatine, Aunt Scarlett ducked and flipped away. The bolt of energy sizzled into the dirt, throwing up an acrid scent.

      Dad groaned, holding himself.

      “Getting slow in your old age,” Aunt Scarlett mocked as she stalked in a slow circle. “Don’t you think it’s time for retirement, Tara? Put out to pasture.” She swiped down with her sword, missing by inches as Tara stepped away. The blade sliced into the dirt, but Aunt Scarlett recovered fast, whirling around and settling back into a ready position, the weapon gripped in both fists and glowing like a red lightsaber.

      My aunt was a badass. I’d never been prouder to be her niece.

      Tara smiled, her lips curling up devilishly. “I feel better than I’ve ever felt thanks to your niece. The warden’s powers are exactly what I needed to complete my plans. You can thank Lila for that.” At this, she lifted a hand and shot another blue bolt at my aunt, charring her coat as she rolled out of the way.

      Tara’s comment stung more than the pain in my ribs. All of this was my fault. I had to do something. Scanning the dark pit, I looked for any sign of my sword. I could catch Tara in the back while she was dealing with Aunt Scarlett. Or turn her attention to me to allow Scarlett time to mount a surprise attack. It might not be much, but it would be something.

      Aunt Scarlett threw on a smile, but her breathing was getting heavy as she tired from dodging Tara’s attacks. “You think humans are so easy to control? We’re not. We’ve kept you in the shadows for thousands of years. What’s going to change now?”

      Tara’s eyes narrowed to vicious slits as her smile reappeared. “Oh Scarlett, but don’t you see? I’m what’s changed.”

      At this, Tara lowered her glowing hands and closed her eyes. Her body began to tremble all over, contorting and expanding. Her face morphed from human to lizard. Her back arched and rose as spikes popped out of her skin. She was shifting. She would soon be unstoppable.

      I scrambled up, despite the pain in my ribs and the cry from my father. Running back to where I’d fallen, I sifted through the dirt as I sought my sword. Where was it? I only had a few seconds.

      Aunt Scarlett’s eyes flicked from Tara to me, concern darkening her face. “Lila, get out of here! What are you doing?”

      “Trying to help!” My hands skimmed over rocks and clods of earth. I knew the sword was around here somewhere. But where?

      Scarlett grabbed my arm, starting to yank me away, but it was too late. Tara’s dragon form towered over us. Fully transformed, she was gigantic, blue and pulsing with energy. Not only her eyes glowed, her every scale also shimmered as current passed up and down her torso. Coils of blue smoke rolled out of her mouth like stage fog at a concert. When she turned in our direction, the ground shook. Dad let out a cry behind us.

      Aunt Scarlett slid me behind her back protectively as Tara rounded on us, peering down with those beach-ball-sized eyes. Hot jets of smoke puffed out of her nostrils, trickling over my skin like an unwanted touch. The air flooded with the stink of sulfur and ash, like what I assumed hell smelled like.

      “Isn’t my power glorious?” Tara’s monstrous voice boomed. Her body gave a ripple as she shivered with strength. Her gaze fell on us like a snare. “Know this, Scarlett, as the last thing you’ll hear in this life, the demise of all the wardens is on your hands.”

      I started a protest, but Scarlett whirled around, yanking me away with frantic movements. When I glanced up, I saw why. Tara’s maw was opening. In her giant tunnel of a throat, a huge blue fireball was building.

      “Run!” Aunt Scarlett screamed, pushing me.

      But my legs were like gelatin. I could not get them to move. They unhinged and let go. I fell into the dirt, bringing Aunt Scarlett down with me as the fireball roll from Tara’s mouth with a whoosh.

      Heat grew like a furnace. Blue light blotted out everything but Aunt Scarlett on the ground beside me. Her eyes were wide, the fireball reflected in her pupils. The expression on her face was stricken, filled with horror. We were going to die.

      I did the only thing I could think to do as the blast rolled out of Tara’s throat.

      I threw myself on top of my aunt’s body.

      The heat hit my back like a cannonball of fire. It was everywhere. Fire on my skin. Fire in my hair. Flames coursed over me, coating me like a liquid, burning me from the outside in. My clothes sizzled away, falling off in black flakes. I could smell charred fabric. Burning hair.

      But the pain, the horrible pain, stole all my thoughts and bundled them up into a scream. I tried to cry out, but my throat was fused shut. My body crumpled, curling into itself as the fire ate me alive.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke screaming.

      I was on fire! I was burning. I was…

      Alive?

      Air inhaled into my lungs. My chest expanded. I wasn’t burning anymore, but my body felt… strange.

      My eyes fluttered open. I stared down at what should’ve been my body, only… it wasn’t. Below me was a giant mass of scales, iridescent magenta scales of a shade I’d never seen. A long tail, scalloped with a ridge of bony plates, curled out around me.

      I blinked, reaching out to touch my chest to see if it was still there. As I did, a dragon claw appeared. It flexed as I attempted to close my hand. I told my brain to lift my fist, and the dragon claw rose. I brought my hand down, and the dragon claw followed.

      Panic building in my chest, I tried to reach for my face, but the claw bumped into a long ridge of skin and bone that felt very much like a dragon’s snout.

      Holy shit. I was the dragon?

      As I staggered up, my giant body smashed into the pit wall and skidded along the dirt. My back caught on something and held, pinning me in place. My long neck allowed my head to turn almost all the way around to show me two massive wings sprouting from my shoulder blades.

      The world swam as I nearly folded back into unconsciousness. What in the hell?

      I was a dragon. How?

      A cry pierced my ears. The sound was precise and clear, and it felt as if I could decompose it to its last octave. It was almost too much to process. Concentrating, I focused on this enhanced sense and realized there were many other sounds I could hear, faraway battle clashes, branches breaking, and cries for help.

      But my hearing wasn’t the only thing that had changed. My eyes were also sharper, and could focus and refocus like long-distance camera lenses, the way they had done when we were diving in the lake. No wonder the boys never missed anything.

      Through my addled senses, I registered a crackling sound. Learning quickly, I separated it from all the other noises, and followed it to its source.

      Shots of energy flew in all directions as Tara and Aunt Scarlett fought. Somehow, I had managed to save my aunt from the dragon fire. Or had it been a warden trick she hadn’t taught me yet? And now, they were paying no attention to me, so either they missed the transformation or thought I was dead.

      I took a step forward. In this form, my body felt strong, stronger than it had in a long time. My ribs didn’t throb, and my legs didn’t waver. Power surged through me like I was jacked on steroids.

      With renewed energy, I stepped toward the fight.

      “Stop!” I said, though- it came out in a booming megaphone roar.

      They turned. Both jaws dropped, their battle forgotten.

      “Lila?” Aunt Scarlett asked.

      Tara shook her dragon head. It worked.

      Aunt Scarlett took a step, reaching forward to touch me.

      A rumble to my right made the ridge on my back tingle, then light and heat blotted out the landscape. Dragon fire was coming. I drew back, forgetting I was huge, a dragon. That I could’ve shielded my aunt with my new body.

      The blue fireball caught her in the back, lighting her up before climbing her body. The flames licked up her cloak in an instant, ringing her head like a fiery crown. She whirled, a flailing blue candle, as she beat at flames that would not go out. They ate through her clothes and into her skin. Hair curled up from her scalp.

      “Aunt Scarlett!” I stepped forward, but I had no hands, only useless claws and wings that could do nothing to stop the fire consuming her body. I stood there, watching her burn. I knew the pain. I knew she only had seconds. Where was help? Where were the other wardens?

      “Help!” I screamed, it coming out like a roar once more. I turned in circles, my tail bashing against the dirt wall behind me.

      As she fell to her knees, her eyes locked on mine even as the flames began to melt her face. She dropped to her side on the dirt, her body twitching, but her eyes stayed with me.

      You’re the one.

      I wanted to look away, but I couldn’t. It was horrible. The smell. Her charred skull.

      Just lie still. I’ll get help, I thought.

      She stopped twitching. Her eyes went lifeless, and I knew she was gone. It was too late.

      And I couldn’t even cry.

      Instead, I whirled on that bitch, Tara Palmer, and roared.
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      Rage and anguish blinded me as I roared.

      Aunt Scarlett was dead, and Tara had to pay.

      Clumsy on my new dragon legs, I charged forward.

      Tara bared her many pointed teeth in what looked like a smile of pleasure. She wanted to fight me, kill me, as much as I wanted to kill her. And maybe this pit would be my grave, but I didn’t care. The bitch had taken my father, murdered my mother, and now had burned my aunt to death.

      The ground trembled with my every step. I whipped my head from side to side, roaring, baring my teeth. I aimed for Tara’s throat, sure these fangs could pierce through her scaly armor unlike my useless sword. I was finally in the fight!

      I went for the jugular, but my teeth snapped on empty air. My eyes swiveled, searching for Tara. Where had she gone? Had she shifted? Flown out of the pit like a coward?

      Then excruciating pain exploded in my… my what?

      I whirled, whipping my entire body around. As it lashed in a semicircle, I caught a glimpse of my long, barbed tail. My keen dragon eyes zoomed in on it, the source of my pain. Blood oozed from a row of puncture wounds.

      Clumsy and slow, Tara’s voice echoed in my head. And yet, a dragon.

      Enraged, I attacked. Tara disappeared again. I spun around. She was behind me, a mocking look in her slitted blue eyes. She was playing with me.

      Stupid girl, you stand no chance against me. If you want to live, surrender, and I’ll show you mercy. Resist and you die.

      There’s another option, I said. Escape.

      I jumped upward, giving Dad’s huddled shape a quick, backward glance. He would be safer if I took the fight elsewhere.

      My wings flapped weakly, pathetically. Wobbling like a new duckling, I reached for the ledge. At first, my claws only scratched at the air, then finally touched the ground. I scrambled, my back claws dislodging dirt and fighting for purchase. Somehow, I manage to hold on and climb up.

      As soon as I was steady on my feet, I glanced back. Just as I’d expected, l found Tara right behind me. The searing ache where she had bit me made me hyper aware of my new appendage and its inner workings. Relishing in the pain and letting it guide me on how to use my foreign body part, I whipped my tail, aiming at an airborne Tara.

      The lash caught one of her wings, crumpling it against her massive body with an audible crunch. She growled in pain and tumbled sideways. In a tangle of limbs and leathery wings, she hit the ground with an earthquake-like thud, rolled away from the pit, and crashed against a scorched tree trunk.

      A roar of triumph rose in my throat, but it died midway as the scene outside of the pit unfolded before my eyes.

      The beach looked as if it’d been attacked by giant rakes in the shape of claws, the once-pristine beachfront now a battlefield of divots, troughs, and skid marks Fire raged in the forest, the trees crackling like trick candles, smoke blotting the night sky.

      Worse yet, dragon bodies lay strewn all over, limp, their iridescent scales dim and colorless. A low keening came from one of them, one of Ki’s cousins. My heart broke in two at the mournful sound. Oh, God, so many bodies. Where were the boys?

      I searched desperately for them. They weren’t where I’d last seen him, passed out after Tara blasted them. I trotted forward, my gaze darting from one fallen body to another, trying to recognize them. I searched for scales of black, gold, and azure, but I didn’t find them. I only saw Trent, still in human form, broken and paler that Jack Frost himself. I turned away, knowing I would crumble to pieces if I lingered. So much blood. So much destruction.

      My eyes searched further, my ears sharp for the sounds of battle that still raged elsewhere in the island. My dragons had to be alive. They had to—

      Something slammed against my side, then sent me rolling over the sand toward the shore. I hit the water with a splash. A wave crashed against my face, filling my mouth. I sputtered, got my head above the foam, and manage to suck in air before a heavy weight fell on my back, sinking me further into the sand.

      Teeth clamped around the back of my neck. I roared in pain. Air bubbles jetted out of my mouth. I tried to push up against the sand, but I only sank further as my claws scrambled through the mud. The hold around my neck redoubled to crushing, asphyxiating pressure.

      Water rushed into my mouth and down my throat. My eyes rolled into the back of my head. My tail thrashed from side to side, scraping over rocks and sand. I needed to breathe, or it would all be over.

      Just as the world went dim, the pressure let up. My head broke the surface.

      I want to see your face when you die, Tara’s voice echoed inside my head. Her lidded eyes watched my pain intently. Even in her dragon form, her smile was smug. You could have joined me and lived, but my research will work the same on your dead body.

      As if I’d transformed into nothing but a tiny lizard, Tara flung me out of the surf. I collapsed against the beach, my head and long neck lolling as I spewed water from my nostrils and mouth, coughing in what sounded like the barks of some huge dog.

      Before I even knew which way was up, Tara landed on top of me again, her huge talons knocking out what little air I’d managed to get into my lungs.

      This is for my sons, whom you stole from me. And just so you know, when I’m done with you, I’ll eat your worthless father.

      Opening her mouth, Tara roared right in my face. Her chest began to hum. Was that the sound of her dragon fire building?

      As I continued to fight for my life, I stared at her crumpled wing. At least I’d done that in the brief time I’d been this pitiful excuse for a dragon.

      The air crackled. Tara’s mouth filled with what looked like an electric storm.

      Not fire.

      Electricity erupted from her mouth, then hit me right between the eyes. My entire body spasmed and jerked. Every part of me twitched out of control as it filled with the powerful current. I would have roared from the pain, but my teeth clenched into an impenetrable cage. I jerked and twitched, my body curling backward with every whiplash that rocked me. Pain blotted out everything else.

      I fought to stay conscious, knowing if I let go, I would never wake up again.

      At the verge of losing the last thread that kept me tied to this world, my body stopped twitching and went still.

      For what felt like a lifetime, I lay on the sand, aware that something was happening around me. I tried to hug myself, and the foreign feel of my own arms around me jerked me back into reality.

      I was a dragon, a freaking dragon.

      And… I wasn’t dead.

      When I could think again, I looked up at who had saved me.

      Tom.

      Severely injured, he was fighting Tara. Except it wasn’t much of a fight, and she was perfectly poised to kill him.
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      Pain crackling through my every nerve, I staggered to my feet.

      You are a traitor, Tara spoke telepathically to her son. She had him pinned, belly down, her front claws on his shoulders, one of his wings between her teeth as she prepared to rip it off.

      I took in the scene as if in slow motion.

      Tom was unrecognizable. His beautiful blue hide was covered in blood from the top of his horns to the tip of his tail. One of his hind legs was bent at an odd angle, a claw missing completely. His left eye was swollen shut and smeared with blood. Had he lost his eye? A shudder ran through me, and I pushed the question away.

      What sort of carnage had these dragons performed on each other? And for what? For Tara? For a crazy power struggle? Whatever the reason, nothing could justify this.

      Roaring, I trampled toward Tara like a drunken giant. In the shape he was in, Tom should have never come to my aid. He might as well have signed his own death warrant.

      Well, we would win or die together.

      Tom’s wing crunched as his mother’s teeth snapped close. He cried out, a sound more human than dragon.

      I lowered my head, remembering I had horns. I had no idea if I’d be able to pierce Tara’s hide, but what did I have to lose? I sped up the charge, zigzagging across the sand, but when I was only a few feet from the Deeploch monster, she lifted her head, letting go of Tom, and—with a violent jerk of the bottom half of her body—repaid me the tail swipe I’d given her earlier.

      Her massive tail hit me like a wrecking ball. I lost my footing, rolled end over end, and shot straight into the pit, an eight ball right in the hole. Instinctively, I curled in, tucking in my wings and tail. I tumbled down, clumps of dirt and roots flying in all directions.

      When I finally came to a stop, I opened my eyes. Surprisingly, I hadn’t broken anything. Although my limbs still twitched after nearly being electrocuted to death, I wasn’t about to give up on Tom.

      I was getting ready to spring back out of the pit when a red glint caught my eye. There was no reason I should have seen it. It was no more than a speck in the moist dirt of the pit, but it was as if it called to me.

      Almost against my will, I kicked at the dirt to uncover Aunt Scarlett’s warden ring.

      My heart took a tumble, the pain of her death flaring like fire.

      Not knowing exactly why, I speared the ring with the very tip of one of my huge gray claws. It was ridiculous to think the ring would cling to the smooth, ivory-like claw, even if it tapered down to a perfectly sharp point. But I pushed down on it until it stopped.

      I glanced up, part of me screaming for Tom. He was up there being murdered by his mother, and I was down here playing with a useless trinket.

      A strange scraping sound brought my eyes back down.

      My dragon jaw dropped.

      The warden ring had grown several inches in diameter. It was now dangling from the tip of my claw. I lifted my talon to my face, claws pointing up. The ring slid down the sharp nail, the band widening as it went. Then it reached the scaly part of my paw, found purchase in its rough texture, and tightened securely in place.

      As soon as the ring got comfortable there, something clicked inside of me, a reminder of who I was.

      A Dragon Warden.

      Not a dragon.

      Even if I’d sprung horns and wings, and I was freaking magenta.

      A familiar energy surged through me, making me feel alive, the best I’d felt since Tara poisoned me. Hell yeah!

      I sprang out of the pit in one massive jump, forsaking the animalistic roar that rose to my throat. Wings flapping silently, I landed next to Tara.

      An unconscious-looking Tom was still under her, even bloodier than before, his wings a mangled mess of bones and sinew. Like a wild animal, Tara shook her head as she seemed intent on ripping her son’s wings from their sockets.

      The fury that burned through my veins warmed my chest to a searing level. Tara was a monster. She had killed Trent, and now was determined to finish Tom.

      Impossibly, the heat in my chest grew, turning into a strange mixture of what felt like fire and warden magic. My insides seemed to be stretching again, the same way they’d felt since Tara injected me with her blue concoction.

      Except the feeling wasn’t of sickness anymore, but of… power.

      I felt it in my every nerve, sparking like live wires.

      Filled to the brink with explosive energy, I raised my talon, the one with the ring. It pulsed, tendrils of red energy jumping from one digit to the other. Claws extended, I swiped at Tara’s back with vicious force.

      She roared in pain, letting go of Tom and throwing her head back in agony. Twisting as if she were on fire, she stumbled away from her fallen son, nipping at her back. I let her move away from Tom, sparing a quick glance his way to make sure he was still alive. I couldn’t tell, so I closed my mind to the possibility and turned my entire attention toward Tara.

      She had stopped twisting, and was staring at me with unblinking, wide eyes. Almost at once, her gaze fell on the warden ring.

      You have trespassed gravely, I said, not knowing where the words came from, but feeling the truth in them. Our magic is sacred, and you stole it.

      Somehow, I was aware that two distinct types of magic coursed through me now. But first and foremost, I was a warden, and that was the magic I was referring to.

      Stupid, stupid girl, Tara said. What do you think you’re going to be able to do? The question was spoken with righteous anger, but there was a slight wavering in her eyes. Fear.

      I smiled, but it must have looked like a wicked baring of teeth.

      I am going to set everything right, I said, then I jumped, flapping my wings and bearing down on the monster.
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      As I reared toward Tara, power surged within me.

      Red sparks arched between my claws, lighting up her face. Tara had always been full of smug intimidation, but now it seemed like she was afraid my power could actually finish her. And if that was what it took to keep her from hurting those I cared about, that was what I would do. She’d killed my mother, my aunt, my friends. Finishing her would be easy.

      Anger pulsed in my brain, beating in time with the throb of energy between my claws.

      Paws out, I flew at her.

      Tara’s eyes went wide as the distance between us closed. She held her forelegs out to block my attack, but there was no magic spark now. What was happening and why, I didn’t understand, but there was no time.

      As I was about to fall onto Tara and deliver my blow, a dark shape sailed out of the night, crashing into me. Sacked like a quarterback, I crumpled forward, my awkward body wrapping around my assailant as we both flew backward.

      What the…?

      My back hit the beach, knocking my air away and ringing my bell. My vision swam, and the world swayed around me.

      Above me, a massive black dragon loomed. Pinning my shoulders to the ground, he held me in place with Ford Fiesta sized paws. I struggled against his bulk, but he was massive, twice my size with huge knobby ridges around his head and neck. His head was slim and narrow, flaring wide as a horizontal ridge of spikes poked from the back of his skull. Golden eyes the size of streetlamps fixed me with a hard stare as his words blasted into mine like a megaphone.

      Be still, dragon!

      Stunned, I tried to grip my head with my claws, a reflex more than anything, but my limbs wouldn’t move. Nothing would move, not my neck, not my legs. I was frozen.

      What did you do to me? I shot out, but he was already charging away, down the beach and out of my line of vision. I was stuck. Helpless. And just when I was about to finish Tara.

      Shit!

      I tried moving, tried willing my limbs to unstick, to draw on the power from my ring to undo whatever spell he had placed on me, but it did no good. I was unable to twitch, just like when Trent had frozen us in his bunker. Were there dragons who could freeze? I was glad Tara and her ilk couldn’t use that power or they would’ve wiped us out long ago.

      I strained for sounds that would help me figure out what was happening with the others, but as I listened, I realized all the noises of battle had subsided. No more trees crashed. No more dragons roared. It was like everyone was as frozen as I was.

      A voice boomed out, the same one I’d heard in my head.

      Dens, wardens, untamed. Hear me well. My name is Black Rock, Alpha of the Dragon Conciliators. Your island is now under our jurisdiction as is stipulated in the Dragon Creeds. You will cease your fight and be subjected to investigation. Those who have broken our laws will be dealt with accordingly.

      My mind raced as his words echoed in my brain. Dragon Conciliators? What in the holy Hades  was that? Why was there so much no one had told me? Dragon 101 didn’t cut it.

      In the empty space left by the black dragon’s words, I reached my mind out.

      Tom, are you there? Are you okay? What’s happening?

      There was a moment’s pause before he answered. Lila, I’m here. Are you okay?

      Yes, but I can’t move. Who are these dragons? What’s going on?

      Before he could answer, the black dragon’s voice boomed in my head again.

      We will now release our hold on you, but be forewarned, any sign of aggression will be countered with extreme force.

      All at once, the magic holding me down disappeared. Sitting up, I glanced around the beach. There was Tom, stretching and shaking his head. He was battered, his wings shredded and broken, but he was alive.

      In the spot where Tara should’ve been there was only empty sand. Panic tore through me as I lurched up.

      Black Rock stalked toward me like a pit-bull sensing another in his territory. His massive limbs thundered as he jogged to cut me off, golden eyes narrowing.

      Stand down. Don’t make me tell you again.

      Where is Tara? You let her get away? She’s a murderer!

      I started toward the tree line again, but Black Rock roared and jumped to block me. He was surprisingly agile in a body his size. And he did not look happy.

      I said stand down!

      No! Where is she? She can’t get away. I opened my mouth and gave a roar, though it wasn’t nearly as resonant as his.

      He looked ready to clobber me or at least freeze me again, but Tom limped between us.

      Please, Black Rock, she’s new at this. And Lila is right. My mother is the cause of all of this unrest. You have to find her.

      Black Rock considered Tom’s words, no longer appearing like he might bite my head off. Without a word, he whirled, his long tail cutting through the air, and took to wing, pounding up into the night sky.

      I stared after him for a moment, but then turned to Tom. Did you see where she went?

      He shook his blue dragon head. I couldn’t move, plus… He pointed at his swollen-shut left eye.

      Me neither. Why was she able to?

      Tom huffed, air blowing out of his nostrils. Who knows with her. But listen, don’t mess with the Dragon Conciliatory. They’re like the freakin’ dragon police, and can take you into custody. Hell, they could even sentence you to death. So please, don’t challenge them again. Listen for once.

      I narrowed my gaze, trying to tell Tom that if those dragon police of his did the wrong thing, I wouldn’t keep my mouth shut, but I wasn’t sure my dragon face conveyed the expression I was going for. I started to broadcast my anger when another blast of magical energy hit us like a wave.

      Suddenly, my body was shrinking, crunching in on itself at a rapid pace. I cried out, unsure of what was happening. It was like someone had let the air out of me. I scrambled and fell, spilling into the sand as bits of me disappeared.

      Just as suddenly, it was over. I lifted a hand to my face, realizing I had fingers. My legs extended out ahead of me, toes buried in the sand. I was human. And naked.

      “Oh, crap.” I threw my arms over my body, my eyes wide. Now I knew how the boys felt all those times. Embarrassed and vulnerable, I swung my head around and spied Tom doing the same, though he had less bits to cover.

      “First time,” he said, acknowledging my shift. “It always feels weird the first time.” He glanced at me and then diverted his gaze like a gentleman, though he was smiling.

      His human form was still injured badly. His skin was pale and covered in cuts and bruises. I wondered what kind of injuries I had carried with me into this new form and quickly examined myself. None that I could feel. Yet.

      “Where can we get clothes?” I scanned the beach in a panic. I couldn’t fight naked; I couldn’t see my dad naked!

      “The trunk on the beach,” he said, standing up with a wince.

      He hobbled away and returned with some of the boys’ extra clothing—a pair of Santiago’s European swim trunks and one of Fang’s muscle tees. He politely looked away as I yanked them on. Then I stood, scanning my body again.

      To my surprise, very little hurt. And my aunt’s ring still pulsed a dull red on my finger. I figured warden magic was keeping me safe. I couldn’t say the same for Tom. He grimaced as he tried to pull up his own swim trunks. He would need some serious elder healing.

      I stepped over, slipping under his arm to help him stand and hobble along. I wanted to get him to one of the elders, but thoughts of my dad in that pit were eating at me.

      He seemed to sense this, shooing me away. “I’ll only slow you down. I know you need to get to him.” He smiled crookedly from his bruised mouth. How could he be so bashed up and yet so handsome? It was a scientific oddity.

      “Get yourself healed and find the others,” I shouted, taking off at a sprint toward the pit.

      But as I ran, my panic doubled. What if Tara had made good on her promise to eat my father? What if Black Rock and his crew had considered him a threat? Along the beach, about a dozen new dragons—had to be the dragon police—were rounding everyone up and making them sit on the beach. They must’ve forced everyone but themselves to shift. All those powerful dragons, Mr. Liang, Mr. and Mrs. Santiago, and they could do nothing against these conciliators. Their powers must be amazing.

      How soon before someone stopped me and rounded me up? I ran faster.

      Dad, be okay. Please, let him be okay.

      I skidded to the edge of the pit, wheeling my arms to keep myself from falling in. Using my ring, I shone red light into the darkness.

      Dad wasn’t there.

      My heartbeat sped up. Where was he? I turned, unable to breathe as my eyes scanned the crowd gathered on the beach.

      What would I do if he was dead? Tears sprung to my eyes. I’d left him in the pit. I could’ve stayed. Aunt Scarlett was one thing, but Dad. Oh, God. I choked on a sob.

      “Lila?” a voice asked from behind me.

      I whirled. “Dad?”

      He stepped away from the nearby charred trees, shakily coming into the red light. How thin and pale he looked, a reduced version of the man I knew, but he was alive. I threw my arms around him, letting the tears fall.

      “You’re okay,” I murmured into his stained shirt. He smelled like dirt and blood, but I pushed the thought away, just holding him. He was here. He was alive.

      Our embrace was cut short as a gray dragon stalked up. Judging by his generous size and pissed-off expression, I safely assumed he was with the conciliatory.

      To the beach, he told me. Now.

      I glowered, but helped Dad along. “Dad, he says we need to go to the beach. These guys are cops… er… something like that. We need to listen to them.”

      He nodded, staring up at the large dragon in a mesmerized, vacant sort of way. Shock was likely the culprit, but nothing I could do about that now. I helped him limp to the beach.

      We made it to the sand, stepped between two huge dragon sentinels and into the cluster of humanoid dragons. I spied two clumps, finding Santiago’s parents and some of Longtail before a figure burst up, wrapping his arms around me.

      “Lila,” Ki said, pulling me in for a tender hug. “You’re okay!”

      Sit down, a dragon voice boomed in our heads.

      Glancing up, Ki gave an apologetic gesture before letting me go to assist Dad toward where they were sitting. “This way.”

      He led us to Fang, Tom, and Santiago. I sat Dad down and hugged them all, sitting close, so grateful everyone was here.

      “You’re okay,” I touched Santiago’s bruised face. His glasses were nowhere to be seen, and he had a horrible cut across his collarbone and down his chest he was blotting with his shirt. I gripped Fang’s hand, then smoothed Ki’s hair. They were here. Alive.

      “What happened with Tara?” Ki asked.

      My eyes searched the distance beyond the ring of dragons. “She and I fought. Tom helped me, and I was just about to finish her when we were frozen. When I could get up, she was gone. Black Rock, the alpha, went to get her, I think.”

      “All her thugs who are still alive are here,” Santiago said, nodding to the small group of battered-looking people in their own circle off to the side. “I wonder what the D.C. will do with them.”

      “Beatings. Torture. Jail,” Fang offered.

      Tom narrowed his eyes. “All too good for the likes of them.”

      Ki responded thoughtfully. “From what I know, the D.C. have the right to imprison dragons who break the creed, but they don’t often do it. They’re old dragons who live very secluded lives. If they’ve come, it means they’re pissed. I don’t envy those guys.” He nodded at Tara’s crew.

      “They tried to kill us,” Santiago said, touching a tender bruise at the corner of his mouth. “A few hundred years in a dark cave ought to teach them to play nice.”

      Ki glanced to the beach. “Causalities? How many?”

      Tom dropped his head, averting his gaze. I remembered his brother on the beach. Trent hadn’t made it. My aunt, too. How many others were dead? My eyes darted around the cluster of bodies. All of Ki’s family was in one clump, as was as Santiago’s. At least they wouldn’t suffer the pain and loss Tom and I had.

      “One casualty is too many,” Tom said finally. “Tara will have to answer for herself.”

      Just then, Black Rock soared in, landing in a spray of sand and grit from his wings. We covered our faces until he was on solid ground.

      Tara wasn’t with him.

      I got up, storming over to the dragon. The boys called out in alarm, but I didn’t falter. I marched up, a fire burning in my gut. When I got up close, I realized just how tall he was—at least four stories. He could squash me like a bug. Straightening my shoulders, I cleared my throat.

      “Hey!” I yelled.

      His black head swung down, and he pinned me with his golden gaze.

      “Where’s Tara? Why isn’t she here to answer for her crimes? She did all of this.” I gestured around at the carnage.

      Black Rock ruffled his neck as if shaking off my comment. It seemed like he was about to walk away without answering me.

      Rage boiled in my blood. I lifted my hand, my ring jumping to life. Red sparks arched off it like fireworks.

      “Hey! Answer me. I’m a freaking Dragon Warden.”

      Black Rock’s head swiveled around. He lowered it until his massive skull was nearly level with me. He could eat me in one bite, but I chose to ignore his fangs—and his horrible dragon breath. Mint, anyone?

      A Dragon Warden? he spoke, his voice like an amplifier in my brain. He looked me up and down with his dragon eyes.

      “Yeah, that’s right, Mr. Black Rock. I’m a warden and a dragon. And your surprise shows how little you know about what’s going on here. Catch up!”

      A growl rumbled inside his throat, but after a moment, he said, Well, Dragon Warden, I’m sorry to inform you that Tara Palmer has escaped.
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      “This is all your fault,” I shouted at Black Rock, forgetting Tom had warned me not to mess with them.

      Black Rock blinked his golden eyes. Even in his dragon guise, he managed to look perplexed for an instant.

      I expected him to open his huge maw and eat me in one bite. Instead, he went up in smoke. Or at least that was what it seemed like because one minute I was staring up at his ridged head, and the next, there was nothing but night sky.

      “No one ever taught you to respect your elders?” a deep tenor voice asked.

      My eyes snapped down, and I was faced with the unexpected.

      A guy who looked nothing like my elder stood in front of me. He was tall, well over six feet. His wide torso was bare and chiseled from what could have been dark mahogany. Toned pecs and abs tapered into a narrow waist, then into scaly black dragon-pants that ran over muscular thighs. The edge of a tattoo peeked around one of his boulder-sized shoulders. And as if his athletic body wasn’t enough, I also had to process the perfection that was his face. A strong jaw, intense golden eyes under dark brows, two-day stubble, and full lips. And the hair—did I mention the hair? It was shoulder-length, black, and as wild as his dragon form.

      My mouth opened and closed. Had he shifted to purposely render me speechless? He had to know he would have that effect on people, right?

      Ugh, really, Lila? Get yourself together.

      “Um, my elders normally don’t screw up,” I managed, trying to disguise my hormonal astonishment. “And… they also look like elders and not college dropouts.”

      Narrowing his eyes, he leaned forward. His voice was deep, seeming to rumble from his chest. “You are treading over very fragile ground. My advice to you is to think before you speak. Unless—”

      “Unless what?” I demanded, sure I hadn’t really thought before I asked that question.

      He lifted a perfect eyebrow at me. His eyes twinkled, expression conveying a You don’t want to know.

      Circling around me, Black Rock strode away. I whirled, Santiago’s shorts billowing at my knees.

      “Is that it?” I growled. “No one is going to look for Tara? You’re just gonna let her get away with—”

      Without glancing back, Black Rock put a hand up and snapped his fingers. “I warned you,” he said.

      My lips clamped shut. I tried to pry them open, but it was as if they’d been superglued together. In panic, my finger darted across my face to make sure I still had a mouth. With relief, I realized it was still there, but what if this was permanent?

      I followed Black Rock, a string of curses trapped behind my lips.

      Santiago stepped forward to meet me. “Hey, what’s the matter?” He examined my face with a frown. When he noticed my mouth, he touched his own and said, “Ugh, that’s just… weird.”

      I shoved him out of the way with an elbow, defiantly facing Black Rock. He would have to do more that seal my lips to silence me.

      “Ivy,” Black Rock addressed a slender green dragon with orange eyes and wings shaped like giant leaves, “tend to the injured.”

      Ivy nodded, then shifted into human form. She was a tall, slender woman with legs a mile long that were covered by scaly pants of a delicate green. Brown hair cascaded in front of her, covering her breasts. She immediately got to work on those with the worst injuries.

      The other conciliatory members—six prodigious-looking creatures—remained in dragon form, their slitted eyes roving around, their nostrils expelling tendrils of smoke into the air. Behind them, a handful of the untamed lay immobile in their dragon shape and under the magical control of the conciliatory. It seemed Tara had procured enough of them to sic the savage creatures on anyone who pissed her off.

      Black Rock faced the gathered dragons. “The ruckus you have caused is inexcusable.”

      I tried to protest, but all I managed was to sound like a shrieking monkey. I glanced around, waiting for someone to say something, but all the dragons and even the wardens just stared at the sand.

      The conciliatory leader spared me a sideways glance before continuing. “A high number of dragons flying over cities and private space will be noticed, as you well know. Yet, you congregated here to what? Start another war that could, for once and for all, destroy our kind?”

      Hands at his back, he strolled to Ki’s father and dispassionately studied him. Mr. Liang was kneeling, hands interlaced on top of his thighs, looking like some repentant monk.

      What the hell? What were we supposed to have done? Surrendered to Tara?

      “I expected better of you,” Black Rock said. “Longtail was there the last time we fought. You do remember how it was, remember how many died, don’t you?”

      Mr. Liang gave one nod, then pressed his chin to his chest. His expression of deep regret gave me pause for the first time. How had it been? Had they really risked that much by coming here? Maybe it was a good thing that, from the looks of it, he hadn’t drawn energy from a beacon like Tara. It was hard to believe he’d rather die than defy the creed to that degree.

      “What were we supposed to do?” Santiago said, getting the words out fast, as if he expected to be muzzled the way I’d been. “It’s not like we can call Dragon Conciliatory 9-1-1. You guys shine by your absence… until you don’t.”

      Santiago’s father, Mr. Alcon, threw a warning glare in his son’s direction.

      “What? It’s true, Papá,” Santiago said.

      Black Rock crossed his arms. “And who are you, little hatchling?”

      “He’s my son,” Mr. Alcon hurried to answer. “Please forgive his bravado. As you pointed out, he’s nothing but a hatchling.”

      “Hey!” Santiago protested. “I’m just—” His lips clamped shut after a wave of Black Rock’s hand. Santiago’s eyes went wide, filling with anger. He made as if to stand, but his father held him down by one arm.

      “What is this? Are we all to be treated the same way as the real criminals?” This was from Tom, who, after getting some healing attention from Ivy, appeared steadier, though still injured. He stood shakily, then pointed at the cluster of Deeploch dragons to the left of our group. “They’re to blame. What are you going to do with them?”

      “I ask the questions here,” Black Rock said, then Tom dropped to his knees like a sack of potatoes, his lips as tightly glued as mine.

      “You suck, man,” Fang said. “I can’t believe I even wanted to be part of the conciliatory. But guess what? You and your brethren can go f—”

      Another one bit the superglue.

      Only Ki was left, but he wasn’t the kind to rebel and disobey, was he?

      As if to answer my question, he stood, hands tightly clasped behind his back.

      “Not you too, Ki. Sit,” Mr. Liang growled.

      “No, Baba,” Ki said calmly. “I can answer any questions the conciliatory has.” Lifting his chin, he met Black Rock’s intense gaze. “If they really are willing to listen.”

      Black Rock cracked his neck as he inspected Ki from head to toe. “You seem like a sensible dragon. Come forth.”

      Come forth? Who the hell talks like that?

      Hermit dudes who were born centuries ago, I answered myself.

      As Ki stepped gingerly around everyone, he gave me a quick wink. The gesture surprised me. I expected winks from Santiago, not Ki. Was he doing this to impress me? Something told me he was.

      Ki stopped a few paces from Black Rock. He seemed small next to the hulking conciliator. Ki opened his mouth to speak just as Black Rock turned and pointed at Jimmy, the freaking usurper who had stolen the lighthouse from me. A bunch of names for him tumbled in my head, starting with jerkwad and ending in something that would make a biker blush.

      “You, come here and speak for Deeploch and the rest.”

      Jimmy? Really?

      The thief stood, then joined Black Rock and Ki. Expression haughty, shoulders set, he seemed completely unafraid, as if what they’d done here was justifiable. I wanted to scream.

      “Where is your leader?” Black Rock asked.

      Jimmy shrugged. “Somewhere no one knows, I’m sure. She’s smart. You won’t find her.”

      Black Rock grunted, then gestured toward Tara’s crowd. “Is all of Deeploch here?”

      “Pretty much,” Jimmy said. “The ones who aren’t dead, anyway. Frostfire and Bentclaw, too.”

      “What was the object of mobilizing your dens here?”

      “Dunno,” Jimmy answered, running a hand over his close-cropped hair. “We were just following orders.”

      “That old excuse,” Black Rock said.

      “It’s true.” Jimmy shrugged again.

      Black Rock turned to Ki, who, up to that point, had the pained expression of someone biting their tongue so as not to interrupt.

      “What was the object of mobilizing your den here?” Black Rock repeated the same question to Ki.

      “To defend the wardens,” Ki answered simply.

      “The wardens can defend themselves.” Black Rock glanced at the five wardens who stood behind our group.

      They were all older, like my aunt, which made me sorely aware of her absence. I glanced toward the pit where her body had turned to ash. There was nothing to take back and bury, only her sword and ring, and those would surely be passed along to her successor. Trent was out there, too. Alone, his life forfeited because he’d dared to help us. And no one able to speak would stand up for them?

      “The wardens can’t defend themselves when their powers are stolen.” Ki waved a hand in my direction.

      “Stolen?” Black Rock echoed.

      Ki nodded.

      “Explain.”

      So Ki did, from the moment I stupidly lost the lighthouse, to how Jimmy and Tara had taken the power from the beacon and declared open war on anyone who wouldn’t join them in a new order that would get rid of antiquated creeds.

      Things got more interesting when Ki got to the part about Tara turning me into a dragon, then threatening to murder my father if I didn’t turn myself in. The entire time Ki was explaining about the dragon-making IV and how sick it made me, Black Rock stared my way, wearing an expression I couldn’t decipher. Something somewhere between horror and interest. Cool, now I wasn’t just a human freak—I was a dragon freak, too.

      “A dragon warden,” Black Rock said when Ki was done explaining the events that had brought us here. He shook his head. “What is this world coming to?” He eyed me as if I were the oddity I suspected I was.

      My insides twisted when I thought of what I’d become. As if life as a clueless warden wasn’t complicated enough; now I was a clueless dragon, too.

      “What will you do now, Conciliator?” Ki asked.

      “First things first, everyone here will take care of their dead. Even though the island is protected by magic, I want no trace left of the battle. Those killed in their human shape will be buried. The rest will be dispelled. You may mourn your dead, but do not linger. Members of Deeploch, Frostfire, and Bentclaw will be taken back to our sanctuary for further questioning and judgment. Longtail and Backdraft leaders,” he turned to Mr. Liang and Mr. Alcon, “will also come and serve as witnesses.”

      Black Rock strolled in my direction, then stopped a few paces away. “As far as Tara Palmer is concerned, I will personally find her and bring her to justice for what she’s done. She will pay for her audacity and defiance to our creed. Content?” he asked, an eyebrow arched.

      The tightness around my jaw lessened, and my lips tingled. I opened and closed my mouth, realizing it was back to normal. But all the words that had gotten stuck behind my lips since Black Rock silenced me seemed to tangle together, and I was unable to utter a single word.

      “Good,” Black Rock said, then turned on his heel. “Now, everyone except Tara’s bunch, get to work.”
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      We buried Trent next to an old tree with swooping branches and a view of the beach. Tom, in his dragon form, dug a grave and tenderly deposited his brother’s limp body inside. He carefully crossed Trent’s arms over his chest, then pushed a lock of blue hair away from his pale face.

      I’m sorry, he said, his thoughts unguarded as we gathered around the grave. I’m sorry I brought you into this. It’s my fault.

      I pressed a hand to Tom’s side. His blue scales were rough under my hand, and I wondered if he even felt my touch.

      It’s not your fault, I said. Tara did this.

      Tom shook his head, but he didn’t argue with me. I wondered if dragons could cry. Was he keening inside? Or would it all tumble out later? His brother was dead. I could imagine the pain. My mother’s death nearly buried me before I found ways to deal with it.

      Ki, Fang, and Santiago came closer and placed their hands on Tom. We stood in silence that way until Tom found the strength to push dirt into the grave with one final goodbye and a last apology.

      After that, saying farewell to my aunt wasn’t as difficult as I’d expected. She had died fighting and aware of the risk, while Trent’s death had been senseless. True, it was horrible and Tara should be brought to justice, but I couldn’t find the tears I needed for her. Maybe that would come later, too.

      It turned out that those killed in dragon shape were magical vessels their den leaders could simply touch and dispel as if they were made of starlight. Soon, the dark sky sparkled as the many dead dragons drifted into the night. I estimated that at least fifty had died. I had trained with some of them, then sat by a bonfire to enjoy Mirror Island’s tranquil evenings. Now they were gone, which made me reconsider Black Rock’s outrage at the dens’ decisions to fight. Had the loss of life been worth it? And was there ever a time when the answer to that question was yes?

      When it was all said and done, I found Dad, who we’d left in Ivy’s care. She seemed to have worked on him as he appeared less shaky than before. Flooded with relief, I fell into his open arms, exhausted. He smoothed my hair, then kissed my forehead.

      “You have been incredibly strong, Li,” he whispered in my ear. “I’m proud of you.”

      Tears spilled down my cheeks. I didn’t feel strong. I just felt broken and ready to go home.

      “Let’s go home,” Dad said as if reading my mind.

      “Let’s,” I said, taking his hand and heading away from the pit.
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      Two Weeks Later

      I peered into the mirror above my dresser, pursing my lips and tugging at my hair. I’d done the best I could with the makeup. Mercedes wasn’t here to do it for me or even check to make sure I didn’t look like a streetwalker with a Mary Kaye addiction, but who could mess up lip gloss and mascara? Me, that was who. I took another long look, making sure nothing was slathered on my teeth.

      My hair was washed and straightened, out of a ponytail for once, so that had to be a start. And I wasn’t covered in blood or dirt or wearing men’s clothing pulled from a leaky lakefront plastic tub. My new dress was navy blue with white and pink flowers, an off-the shoulder number that cascaded to my knees and swished around them if I twirled. It would have to be good enough.

      My dress and makeup weren’t helping the gut-clenching nerves currently attacking my body. This was the first real date I’d been on in… who knew how long? Dating hadn’t exactly been a priority between almost being murdered and investigating Dad’s abduction. You know, priorities.

      I grabbed my purse and ballet flats, still not able to bring myself to wear heels. What if I needed to run after psycho dragon overlords? I imagined that threat would never dissipate, but my date would be here any minute so I pushed the bad thoughts from my mind.

      Dad was downstairs, puttering around the kitchen. The house had fallen apart a bit since I, and then Jimmy, had taken ownership of it. Dad was slowly putting things back to right with mine and the boys’ help. We suddenly found ourselves with a lot of time on our hands. They even returned the diving equipment we used to sneak into the lighthouse the night we’d seen Jimmy get naked, so I got my refund money back. Yay for my puny college fund!

      Walking down the creaky stairs I’d missed so much, I stopped at the landing, watching for a moment. Dad stood at the kitchen counter, unloading the lunch dishes from the washer. As he held a glass up, his hand shook like that of an advanced-stage Parkinson’s patient. I winced, striding over to help.

      “I can unload that when I get back from my date,” I said, taking the glass from his hands and sliding it with the others. “You just rest.” I pecked a kiss on the side of his head, worry tightening my chest. I wished there was a way to make him better. I’d even asked Santiago’s father if he could heal him, but he said dragon healing powers were limited to injuries, not this type of degenerative disease.

      “Lila, I don’t need to rest. I can do things.” He pushed his smeared glasses up the bridge of his nose. Too pale and thin, he was still not the man he was before Tara took him. “You and those boys have been babying me far too much.”

      “Those boys need to feel useful or they get restless and start giving each other atomic wedgies. Not pretty,” I joked. “Think of it as keeping them occupied and teaching them responsibility all at the same time.”

      Dad frowned. “Don’t they have… I don’t know… dragony things to do?”

      I shrugged. “The search for Tara is still underway. Black Rock is personally coming back to give us an update. I think he feels like crap for letting her slip through his fingers… er… claws? Anyway, until there’s word on Tara, there’s not much to do.”

      Dad studied me as Pickles jumped up on the counter and demanded his attention. Without looking at the cat, he absently reached to pet him, still focused on me. “Have you given any more thought to school? We could write a letter explaining some of the things that happened.”

      Wincing, I buried my attention in collecting spoons from the dishwasher tray. “Sure. Eventually.”

      “Lila—”

      The doorbell rang. Literally saved by the bell.

      “That’s for me,” I said, bolting up. I sprang to the door, then yanked it open. “Ki, you saved my—”

      I stopped short. Ki wasn’t on my front step. Black Rock was.

      He was so tall his head nearly scrapped the awning and so broad he filled the doorway. Appearing more casual than I’d ever seen him, he was dressed in loose khaki pants, and a lightweight shirt open in the front, its light color contrasting nicely with his dark skin. He was like a young Idris Elba, perfect features and all. My eyes skimmed up his abs and chest before resting on his face. His golden eyes regarded me with a mix of seriousness and curiosity, lips twitching as I stood there, staring.

      “Not who you were expecting, I take it.” God, his voice was so deep, like a rumble of thunder.

      The chirp of crickets filled the night, making my stunned silence painfully obvious. Shaking myself out of my stupor, I tried to play it cool.

      “I’m waiting for Ki. Did we have an appointment or something?” I leaned against the doorframe, trying to appear casual, but I was sure I failed miserably.

      “Lila, who is that?” Dad asked from behind me.

      “It’s Black Rock, Dad,” I called. “It’s fine.”

      I strode forward, pushing Black Rock back and shutting the door behind me. Together, we stood on the stoop. Only after the door was shut did I notice my hand still rested on Black Rock’s rock-hard bare chest.

      Yanking my hand away, I felt a blush burn my face. “Oh, yeah, so… What’s up, man?”

      Oh Lord, Lila. Get a grip.

      Black Rock’s perfect brows arched before he continued. “I wanted to come personally let you know we are doing everything in our power to track Tara Palmer down. Though it is proving more difficult than we thought, we will find her. Rest assured.”

      At this, I scoffed. “Sorry, B.R., but I don’t feel assured. She’s done this before, and only came back stronger.”

      This seemed to trouble him. “But you’ve never had the Dragon Conciliatory on your side before.”

      “On my side?” I said, pressing a hand to my chest. “Since when are you on my side?”

      He cleared his throat as if what I had just said made him uncomfortable. “The D.C. always works for those who need us. We are tough but fair. Justice will be served. You can count on it.”

      “Okay, Black Rock, whatever you say.” I shook my head, waiting for him to contradict me, storm off, or worse, seal my mouth shut. Instead, he pinned me with his bright golden eyes.

      He gazed at me as if I were a new species, something to be studied and marveled at. “Lila McCarty, you are… not like other women.”

      “Gee, thanks?” I said, confused about what this was. Heat traveled up my neck, and I had the strange urge to put my hand back on his massive chest muscles.

      I thought he would speak again, admonish me for my sassy attitude, but he leaned forward and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear instead. His fingers slid down my neck, the gentle brush of skin on skin, before retreating.

      With one more penetrating look, he turned, jogged down the porch steps, and disappeared into the night.

      I stood there, heart hammering, watching the man fade away. Black Rock liked me? Or was that just something the D.C. did to console people? If I was not mistaken, there was some definite toe-curling tension between us. And what in the hell was I going to do with that?

      Before I could think about it any longer, Ki pulled up in his brother’s truck. He stepped out, dressed for our date with impeccable style—a collared shirt, skinny tie, jeans, and loafers. His black hair was purposefully messy. Ki was so smart, so attuned to things, I tended to forget he had a killer body, his muscular shape impossible to hide under his clothes. But when he turned on that shy dimpled smile, that was when I melted.

      “Hey,” I said, feeling a blush bloom, which was weird. I had been with Ki and the boys every day for weeks. Yet, this was our first “date,” and that made everything feel new.

      “Hey,” he said back. “You look incredible.”

      More blushing from us both. What was this, a middle school dance?

      “Thanks,” I said. “Where to?”

      “I’ll show you.” He reached out, waiting for my hand.

      Placing my fingers in his, I let him lead me away from his car toward the beach. When I shot him a questioning glance, he smiled again. “Just trust me.”

      We left the boardwalk, taking off our shoes as we hit the warm sand. Ki walked beside me, strong and sure, his eyes flicking my way now and then to gauge how I was feeling about his choice of location. But when I saw the driftwood fire, the blanket and picnic basket beside it, my face lit up.

      “Dinner on the beach?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Too cliché?”

      “Too perfect,” I said. “How did you know the beach was my favorite?”

      “Took a wild guess.”

      We sat on the blanket, knees nearly touching. The surf rolled up in lazy waves. With the crackling fire, they create the most relaxing soundtrack.

      I sighed deeply, trying to unwind. No one was trying to kill me. There was no mastermind plot to destroy the world. Things were okay. But it was hard to believe. After being at war, most people couldn’t suddenly stop seeing the enemy at every turn.

      “Is everything okay?” Ki asked, sensing my tension. Damn his intuition.

      “Yeah, it’s fine.” I ran a hand through my hair. “I’m sorry, Ki. It’s like… it’s so hard for me to go back to normal, you know. I’m so used to fighting that I don’t even know what to do with myself anymore. Fighting’s easy. This,” I gestured between us, “is hard.”

      Ki sifted his fingers though the sand as his face became thoughtful. “I know exactly what you mean. It’s like everywhere I look, I keep expecting Tara Palmer to jump out of the dark. My dad thinks I should go back home.”

      “Home?” I asked in alarm, gripping his hand. “Is that going to happen?”

      He shook his head, deep brown eyes meeting mine. “Not if I have any say in it.”

      “And do you? What about Fang?”

      “My father won’t force us to go, so we’re okay. Don’t worry. We aren’t going to leave you, Lila.”

      Our eyes locked and held. The air stirred around us, warm and damp, but all I could think about was Ki’s mouth, what it would taste like, and how it would feel to hold him against me. My breath sped up, my heart pounding in my chest. Would he make the first move? Should I? How was I so bold when it came to telling off ancient dragon chiefs or flying into battle, but I hesitated like a schoolgirl when it came to kissing boys?

      Oh, the heck with it.

      Closing my eyes, I very deliberately leaned in.

      Our lips met in an explosion of tingles. Kissing Ki felt exactly how I thought it would—wonderful.

      My hands sought out his chest, slipping over his shirt, over those smooth muscles as he wrapped his arms around my back. Bodies pressed together, he tilted his head, kissing me harder as heat and light burned from my chest and tripped down my limbs. It was like I was flying again.

      Ki wasn’t going to leave me. None of them were going to leave me. That had been my biggest fear, the thing crushing me under its weight. I had been worried about being alone, left to my leaky lighthouse, ailing father, and cranky cat. Had I taken the movie Mary Poppins to heart? Almost as if I believed that because the battles were currently over, the dragons would take wing, floating on to some new girl who needed them more than I did.

      But Ki was here. His hands were in my hair, his mouth on mine. I gripped his shirt, pulling him tighter as I kissed him without fear.

      We were together. Nothing would pull us any of us apart—not if I had anything to say about it, anyway.
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