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      Lying on the cliff’s edge, my belly warms against the heat of the rock. The direct light on my back, the slight breeze filling the air with the smell of wildflowers from the other side of the precipice—I could not be more at ease.

      A soft snore escapes me. I wriggle, scratching my scales against the ground before settling in deeper, allowing my eyes to close, a smile pulling at my lips. It’s an odd sensation, really, considering it’s been so long since I’ve had anything to be happy about. So many years have gone by, wasted, trapped in a world too small for our kind.

      One eye opens. I watch the surroundings, ensuring nothing is happening before flipping my tail around, resting the fins over my eyes for shade.

      Nothing ever happens.

      The wind changes directions, and a fluttering of wings rushes by as small birds fly over my head. The scent of daisies and tulips is gone. A violent sneeze erupts from my nostrils as they begin to itch.

      The scent of sugar is carried through the air. A trill of laughter follows—a sound that hasn’t been heard by dragons in several hundred years.

      I jump to my feet, more alert now than I’ve been since we were banished to this forest of solitude. Listening intently, I follow the sound, searching for the source. I scurry as fast as one my size can between and under the tree branches, my tail brushing against the vegetation.

      No human can enter the dragon lands. The strongest magic-wielders with the greatest bonds ever to live created the barrier keeping our worlds apart.

      The sun shines in patches where the trees are sparse enough for the light to filter through their leaves. All is silent as every creature knows I search, aware that their guardian is on the hunt. I look, prowling, begging for the noise to be that of any other living creature than the one I fear it is.

      I find myself at the wall of weeping willows. A line of their curtain-like vines blocks my path. More so, the magic over those vines stops the inhabitants of this world from leaving and the occupants of other worlds from coming in.

      Or so I thought.

      There, on a large rock, stands a young girl no older than three in human years. The wind tosses blonde ringlets against her shoulders and a yellow skirt against her thin legs. Her eyes are the color of the sky, and everything is reflected back in them. A smile pushes her plump cheeks higher up, and I cannot help but marvel at the beauty and innocence of the child.

      I prepare myself for the wails of terror, but as the girl looks at me, it is not with a look of fear. It’s almost the look a child would give to something such as a kitten. Not a dragon.

      “You so pretty!” she shouts and walks toward me. “Magic?” she asks as she touches a scale on my leg.

      “I am Yackros. A dragon, which—” I try explaining, but the child cuts me off.

      “Sparkles!” She jumps with glee before taking a step closer, reaching her hand toward my forearm.

      “No, child, Yackros. Not Sparkles.”

      I don’t like admitting that this human scares me. Despite her age and small stature, she broke through an unbreakable barrier. But I can’t seem to move—perhaps from that fear, or because I don’t want to startle her. Her hand makes contact with the scales on my arm. As odd as it seems, she’s so gentle, as though afraid of hurting me.

      She does her best to wrap her short arms around as much of me as she can, her cheek snuggled against the crevice of two scales. “Sparkles, you warm.”

      A surge of emotion courses through me. An unmistakable feeling.

      “Child, what is your name?” I step back, breaking the contact as I look at her sweet, smiling, unknowing face.

      “Alita. It’s not as pretty as Sparkles.”

      “Alita.” I lean down so my face is closer to eye level with hers. “Meaning winged,” I snicker to myself. “An odd thing to name a creature without wings. If it were the days of old, I would call you Little Wingless, child.” All of my willpower is consumed as I remain calm in the face of the greatest danger I’ve ever encountered. “Alas, you must leave this forest, forget how you found it, and never come back.”

      For a moment, she just stares at me, and then her bottom lip trembles. “I don’t want to leave, Sparkles. You my friend dragon.”

      I shake my head. “I’m sorry, child. Once upon a time, I would be your dragon, and you would be my human. But that can never be. There are rules we must follow, and you being here breaks every one of them.”
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      I glance at my phone—barely two hours left until curfew. The afternoon has disappeared so fast. It usually does when you don’t want it to. I agreed to come up here into the mountains with Max because I thought we’d actually be spending time together.

      Looking back up, I see the bounce of dark brunette curls as he disappears over the hill and beyond my sight, taking with him, my sense of security. Stuffing the phone back in my jeans, I follow after him.

      “Max!” I call. He either doesn’t hear me or ignores me and continues forward. One second, the whole valley is in view. Two steps farther, and all I see are dirt walls enclosing me in a ravine I could be trapped in forever. Each time the path rises, my heart shoots up to the base of my throat, and I search for Max. Then the path dips again, and my heart hits my stomach, and I try not to trip over the loose rocks.

      “Max!” I call again. I watch my every step, avoiding the swarming fire ants, large vivid red critters (I haven’t a clue what they are), and other various creepy bugs covering the ground. Every part of me itches like those little creatures are crawling all over me. I try to ignore it, repeating The bugs aren’t on me in my head. I nearly say it out loud a few times, but I’m trying to be strong because the last thing I want is for Max to think I’m some pathetic weakling.

      “Alita, you coming?” He reappears in front of me. “We need to catch up before we lose the others.”

      He offers me his hand. I take it, loving the feeling of his strong fingers wrapped around mine. His hands completely engulf my own, which is no surprise given that his six-foot frame towers over my measly five-foot-two.

      He pulls me along, practically dragging me as I scramble to keep up, but I can hardly catch my breath, let alone argue.

      “I can’t imagine your parents went—”

      He whips around. “Foster,” he snaps.

      Shrinking back, I chide myself. How many times do I have to make that mistake before I get it through my head that he doesn’t see them as anything more than a temporary group of people in his life? The circumstance that brought him to John and Sherri never caused them to treat him like less than any of their other children, but Max never came to terms with it. Rarely does he mention the woman who gave birth to him and then disappeared, nor his absent father.

      My heart breaks for him. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I can’t imagine that your foster parents went too far ahead if they were worried about us getting lost.”

      “I’m sure they’re just farther up the path.”

      He continues forward, pulling me along. We walk another five minutes before he stops abruptly, and I fall into him. Looking up, I see a broken tree across the path. He looks at me just as I glance at him.

      “Do you think we’ve gone the wrong way?” he says.

      “Maybe they went off the trail to check something out and . . . went farther than they intended?” I mumble the last part, distracted as he runs his hands through his thick hair. It’s so gorgeous.

      I shake my head and bring myself back to reality.

      He turns and faces me. The draw of his downturned lips, furrowed brows, and his thumb hooked in his belt loop tell me he’s genuinely concerned.

      “I think we should split up and search for them. I don’t know what else to do,” he says, no longer looking at me, but gazing intensely at our surroundings.

      A shudder runs up my spine. I don’t like the idea of being out here alone. The sun is setting, the light barely visible above the mountains in the distance. And with the fact that the mountain we’re on is ridiculously uneven, it’s more likely I’ll get lost than find anyone else.

      But Max has already started walking in the opposite direction.

      “Oh, okay. But don’t go too far. We really should . . . stick together.” The last part comes out barely audible because I realize I’m talking to myself at this point. Max is no longer within my line of vision. Has that boy never seen any movie ever? Split up? That never ends well.

      I run my hands over my goose-bump-covered arms and turn back, carefully stepping over the fallen log and continuing down the path where Max was taking me.

      I can see where the path dips, leading into what used to be a river that went to the spring. To the side is the sharp, jagged trail going back up into the mountain pass.

      With my heart pounding against my rib cage, terrified of the things I could run into up here—especially when it’s getting dark—I try to come up with happy thoughts to move me forward. Like where I am. The Dragoon Spring. A great battle took place here.

      No, not helpful at all. It’s a reminder of death. So much already happened in this area. What if I die here? I don’t wanna die. Wow, pull yourself together, Alita!

      Something on the ground reflects the fading sunlight directly into my eyes. I step to the side so I can see again and walk toward it, but it’s gone from view.

      I rub at my eyes and blink. When I look up again, my breath catches in my throat, and a sudden sense of déjà vu takes hold of me.

      In a seemingly unremarkable little alcove, I feel the strong sense that I’ve been here before. A yearning fills me, almost like a physical force grasping at me, calling me forward. Maybe a more apt description would be that I’m a piece of metal being pulled to a magnet. And no matter how much I don’t want to go, I can’t help but step deeper into the canyon, parting the bushes and trees in my way.

      The air is suddenly different. It’s no longer as hot, and it seems cleaner. I’m not even sure what it means, but everything feels . . . off. I spin around, looking for any indication of what just happened.

      It’s then that I notice the trees.

      “Trees?” I breathe. In Flagstaff? Sure. But big, beautiful, towering ones in Dragoon? I don’t think so. Given their tall stance, brown bark, and bright green leaves that don’t look deadly, no way. They aren’t ironwoods or Palo Verde.

      “Max?” I call out, hating the tremble in my voice.

      There’s no response from him or anyone.

      Movement in the corner of my eye catches my attention. I equally do and do not want to know what it is. I do, because then I’ll at least know what I’m up against out here all on my own. And I don’t, because who knows what I could be facing in a moment.

      I blink rapidly, hoping I’m just seeing things, and take a timid step forward. Another chill runs through me.

      Max is probably looking for me right now. Maybe he’s already found his family and they’re all looking for me. That would make sense, given my horrible luck. Perhaps I should turn back.

      Another rustle of bushes. The flash of something bright. My natural survival instincts yell for me to run, but somehow the force urging me closer wins.

      “Hello?” I call out again. Perhaps it’s one of Max’s siblings—or, as he would correct me, foster siblings. “Carly? Hanna?” Taking a deep breath, I continue on. If it is them, they won’t relent until they’ve had their fun. Once they get a good scare in, eliciting a jump and a high-pitched squeal out of me, we can go home.

      “I’m coming in there, Wendy, Nick, and Kelly.”

      As I push my way through the foliage, the scenery is no longer just trees. Beautiful flowers in the most vibrant reds, oranges, yellows, blues, and purples unlike anything I’ve ever seen line the walkway to a clearing. It’s almost like someone planted them that way—a pathway to something exciting. I can understand why Max’s family forgot about us if this is where they wandered.

      I reach a circle of trees. Pushing back some leaves, I enter a whole new world.

      Fireflies create a magical show in the air. The trees stand as guardians to a meadow filled with lush grass and dotted with those same bright flowers.

      It’s like looking at a painting because surely this can’t be real. A giggle escapes me as I spin around, enjoying the beauty of this small retreat in the middle of the Dragoon Mountains.

      Two bright flashes blink in and out of my peripheral vision.

      I stop abruptly. It was like cat eyes—the pupils vertical and almost like they were on fire—but much, much too big for comfort.

      I cut through the fireflies’ air show and push past the foliage at the far end of the meadow, going after whatever I saw. I don’t know why I’m chasing after it. My heart hammers against my ribcage. It’s a clichéd thought, but it literally feels as though it could beat itself out of my chest cavity. And suddenly—

      There it is.

      There he is.

      Right in my path.

      Tears form in the brim of my eyelids, threatening to spill over. A kind of panic too deep to ignore begins to set in. Fear threatens to choke me, and it’s like a ball is stuck in my throat. I can’t breathe.

      Sitting there like a giant kitten, a good two stories taller than me, is something that has to be an image projected from my imagination. The trees, the flowers, the air—all of that, I can take. But this . . .

      Large burnt-orange scales cover the dragon’s body. His piercing bronze eyes slowly close and open again, allowing me short glimpses of the cat-like irises.

      A queasy feeling settles over me, and I can only hope Max and the others find me so my dead body isn’t left out here, assuming the dragon doesn’t eat me whole.

      “No,” I whisper, shaking my head. It’s irrational. None of it makes sense. I can’t be seeing what my brain thinks I’m seeing.

      Dragons don’t exist. My parents made sure I was aware of that fact nearly every day of my life since I was three years old.

      “No,” I whisper again, eyes wide open.

      The creature continues staring at me the same way I stare at him. Maybe his parents have insisted for his whole life that humans are imaginary.

      “Whatever this is,” I say, “it’s in my mind.”

      I can feel the pounding beat of my heart, emotions changing with every pump of blood through my veins. Exhilaration, followed by memories of teasing—being told it was all in my head, being forced to lie to myself and turn fact into fiction.

      Some of the tears spill over. I wipe them away with my fingers and continue shaking my head.

      “Alita?” The ground reverberates as the dragon speaks my name in a hushed tone.

      I look up, staring into his eyes and finding comfort where I expected fear. I know these eyes. I’ve stared into them before.

      “If you’re here,” I whisper, “why did no one believe me before?”

      “I am not in your world, Alita. You—”

      “So this is my imagination going wild?”

      “No. It’s real. As real as when you were a child. The other humans cannot believe because they are not capable of doing so.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      The enormous creature bows his head slightly so he’s closer to my height, our eye contact never breaking. He smiles, letting out a contented sigh. “I’ve missed you.”

      His voice fills me with warmth, and a fuzzy feeling like I belong. I’m safe—I’m home.

      But I shake my head again.

      “Come forward, Little Wingless.”

      Those two words, a nickname. I’ve heard this voice call me that before.

      “Put your palm on my forehead,” he instructs.

      I don’t know why, but I do what he says. The scales are smooth except for along the edges, where they’re ridged to fit together better. The moment my palm is perfectly shaped to the middle scale, my eyes are forced shut, and darkness twirls around me. My stomach heaves.

      A scene unfolds before me—a moment in almost this exact same place, twelve years earlier. I see a tottering version of myself in a sun-yellow dress. The first time I met Yackros—that’s his name. How do I know his name?

      That isn’t what I called him. And I certainly didn’t understand what was happening, yet I still told my parents all about my friend dragon.

      The swirling and spinning and mind-numbing senselessness returns, throwing me back into the present. I blink up at the dragon from my memory. At least now I can fit my arms around his if I try.

      “These lands are forbidden to any but dragons,” he says. “And yet you continue crossing the border. This time, I fear I simply don’t have the will or strength to send you away again.”

      “You’re the dragon,” I say. “The one I met as a child, the one they told me didn’t exist. I’ve spent the last twelve years . . . They teased me relentlessly, but it’s true. It was always true.”

      I look at him differently. Not as something that shouldn’t exist, but as the friend I should have known all these years.

      And almost reverently, one word escapes my lips. “Sparkles.”
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      “You remember.” Yackros breathes the words and nods, closing his eyes for a moment before looking directly into mine. It feels like he’s searching for something.

      A beaming smile takes over my features.

      “You’re a little big to forget.” I chuckle.

      He grins. There is so much joy in his eyes as he looks at me and smiles. Laughing, a beautiful sound, deep, causing the ground to vibrate.

      “Oh, my little wingless human,” he says, “How happy I am that somehow you still found me again.”

      Then my face falls. “People thought I was crazy. I mean, not at first, but I carried it so long, my mom started to consider counseling.”

      He leans in close, filling my vision. “Don’t ever let someone else’s truth become your reality. You should put more trust in yourself.”

      “I was a kid. How could I argue with adults?”

      “Your parents did not mean to misguide you. Magic played a part in their reaction, and I do not fault you for trusting them. But now you know. Do not allow anyone to convince you of another lie.”

      “Alita!” a high-pitched voice calls.

      I turn, expecting Sherri to come through the very bushes I did.

      “Alita, where are you?” Max yells.

      “Little Wingless,” Sparkles says. “They cannot enter Runavelius. Go to them so they do not continue searching for you hopelessly.”

      “I just got here, and you’re already asking me to leave?” I ask, crestfallen.

      “No.” He shakes his head. “I am asking you to take your family away from here. I can’t push you away again, but I can’t put my home and fellow dragons at risk either. You must promise me you won’t speak a word of this. Not to anyone, no matter how much you believe you can trust them. Do you understand this? Do you agree?”

      He’s so close, he could knock me over just by shaking his head. I place my hand on his scaled forehead and without hesitation, I say, “Yes. I promise. But I’m coming back tomorrow.”

      “Alita!” Max hollers.

      I dart a glance behind me. Nothing disturbs the bushes or trees.

      “I look forward to it,” Yackros rumbles. He presses into my hand. “Now go.”

      I nod, unable to find words. I can’t bring myself to say goodbye. After one last look at my dragon, I run back the way I came, trying to focus on the path ahead.

      As I emerge back into the hot Arizona air, my foot tangles in some loose roots. My stomach lurches, and I can’t throw my arms out fast enough before I face plant in the dirt.

      The shiny thing I saw before entering the hidden forest is right in front of my eyes—a dragon scale. I can’t help the smile that spreading across my face as I grab it.

      The exposed dirt reveals a creepy red bug like the ones I saw earlier. Shuddering at the thought of all those gross bugs getting on me, I jump to my feet and brush the dirt from my clothes.

      Then I notice that Max and his entire foster family are watching me.

      I can feel my cheeks flame red. A few of Max’s siblings gape, others look quizzical, and a few—including Max—hide smiles or laughter.

      Sherri steps forward, her hand coming to rest on my arm. “Are you okay, dear?”

      “Yeah.” I nod and fake a smile, realizing I probably look a little crazy to them. “I’m glad you found me. I got a little . . . turned around.”

      Act normal. Act normal. What is normal? Can I be normal after what just happened?

      “We should get you home.” Sherri hooks her arm with mine and walks beside me, not letting me away from her until we reach the van.

      Everyone piles in, squishing into the seats and buckling up for the very bumpy ride down the mountain.

      The entire drive, I keep my hand clenched around the dragon scale in my pocket. I can’t think about what just happened because if I do, I’ll blurt it out. And I promised not to say a word to anyone.

      With my free hand playing with the ends of my hair, I just try to think about the rest of my day. How boring it all was. Nothing got done. I almost didn’t come on this trip. When Max invited me, I thought it was going to be just the two of us. I had hoped that maybe we’d finally talk about our feelings.

      Instead, I discovered a secret.

      Nope. Don’t go there. Do not think about it.

      I continue fidgeting to keep my hands busy, but it’s a much harder battle to occupy my mind.

      When we finally pull up in front of my house, I breathe a sigh of relief.

      That is, until John and Sherri get out of the car, feeling the need to tell my parents they lost me out there, and they’re sorry. I wait impatiently for them to tell their story.

      Mom pulls me into a hug, relieved I made it home. Dad doesn’t seem all that concerned, and honestly, I’m with him. It was no big deal. Well, it was for me. But not because I got lost. Why all the fuss? But still, I wait. It’s the polite thing to do. And of course, why would I be in a hurry? No one else knows I’m freaking out on the inside.

      “Thank you so much for making sure she came home safely, Sherri.” Mom releases me and pulls Sherri into her arms.

      It’s a quick embrace, but still too long “We’d better get going,” John says, urging Sherri away from the door.

      Mom, Dad, and I stand in the doorway and watch them drive away. Dad does his little grunt and shrug before going back inside and plopping down in front of the TV. I head straight for my room.

      “Do you want to tell me about what happened?” Mom asks. I can hear the concern in her voice. I know she’s giving me the look of disproval even before I’ve turned back to face her.

      I meet her gaze anyway. “Nothing happened, Mom. We got separated for like, maybe ten minutes. They didn’t even need to tell you. Seriously.”

      “Are you sure?” She raises one brow, hands on her hips.

      “I promise.”

      “Okay,” she says, clearly not believing me, but also knowing there’s no point in pushing me.

      “Good night!” I holler before making a beeline for my room, closing and locking the door behind me. I toss my bag on my bed and head straight for the window, climbing out to sit on the roof.

      Running my thumb over the jagged edge of the golden scale in my palm, I watch the sky, looking for constellations, hoping for a shooting star, and doing everything I can to avoid looking at the mountain just to the right of me, so close, yet so far away.

      The shingles against my back are still warm from the sun bearing down on them all day. It might be comforting if not for the fact that it’s night, a full moon shining down, and still eighty degrees out.

      And yet it’s nothing compared to the heat I felt beside Yackros. Just thinking his name sounds odd and right at the same time. All these years, I remembered him as Sparkles, which only made it easier to believe my parents when they made it clear to me I was crazy for thinking there were dragons in the mountains. Or anywhere.

      But they were wrong.

      At three years old, I wandered away from a family reunion picnic on the mountain and somehow found myself in a hidden forest no one else knows is there, filled with massive winged beasts that could easily eat me whole. I befriended a dragon and was then mocked for twelve years by my parents, cousins, aunts, uncles, and every other family member I have. While I was young, they thought my story was cute. But the older I got, the teasing became hurtful rather than funny. Now it’s angering. They made me feel stupid, and I was right all along.

      Not that it matters. The jokes will never end because I can’t tell anyone. I promised Yackros I would keep this a secret.

      Even knowing I could never hurt him like that, I want to tell Max. Slipping my phone from my back pocket, I hold it up and turn on the screen, wondering if I should text him. What could I possibly say, though? I’m not about to betray Yackros’ trust.

      Would he even believe me?

      With resignation, I crawl to the edge of the roof and slowly climb in through my bedroom window. If the distance was any farther, I’d never be able to reach it. But despite my distaste for heights, I find comfort and solace up there at night, alone with my thoughts and feelings.

      The big red numbers on my alarm clock turn over to midnight. Not as late as I’d feared. Still late enough that I’ll regret it in the morning. No one should have to get up at six to get ready for school, and yet I’m forced to do it every day because for whatever crazy reason, my parents decided that moving to the middle of nowhere was a good idea, forty-five-minute bus ride included.

      Although, as of today, I appreciate my location a little more.

      I crawl into bed and watch the numbers flicker, wondering why I bothered getting all tucked in. There’s no chance I’ll sleep tonight.
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      The school bus rattles along the dirt road, inching closer to the next stop. The constant up-and-down caused by driving on a road made of potholes means there’s very little chance of sleep, at least until we reach the highway leading into Benson. But still, I try.

      My prediction of last night was too accurate. Instead of falling into dreams—and seriously, dreaming of dragons would have been nice—I lay there tossing, turning, getting tangled in my thin blanket, and adjusting the fan.

      Someone taps my shoulder, startling me from my half-dozing, half-lost-in-thought state. I look up, taken aback by Hanna’s face barely a breath away from my own.

      “Yeah?” I mutter, forcing myself out of my slouch. Mostly.

      Without asking, Hanna plops down beside me. “Are you okay? Max wouldn’t say what happened. Mom and Dad were arguing all night. They feel so guilty, even after they told your parents you went missing.”

      “Your parents really don’t need to feel bad. Max and I got separated from the group, and then from each other. But it all worked out, and it was really only a few minutes,” I explain, annoyed that Max didn’t tell them anything. What was the point in keeping that from them? I mean, sure, I have a reason not to tell anyone the whole truth. But Max doesn’t.

      Unless . . .

      I look over at him, two benches ahead on the opposite side of the bus, facing the window across from him, giving me a view of silhouette. His hair gelled back so it’s slick and almost tamed. His lips are turned down, shoulders slumped as he stares at the floor. Is there a chance he feels guilty for leaving me alone?

      Or could it be that he saw something while we were out there?

      Could he know about what I found in the mountains?

      Hanna clears her throat, drawing my attention back to her. She pushes some hair behind her ear, looking at me sheepishly. “Are you sure there isn’t more to the story?” She glances between Max and me.

      I nod. “I’m sure.”

      I’m sure there’s a lot more to the story. I’m also positive I’ll never tell Hanna, as dear a friend as she is.

      When we finally reach the highway and it seems the questions are over, I hunker back down to a semi-comfortable sleeping position.

      Hanna’s leg against my own disappears, but I don’t bother looking up. I assume she moved back to her original seat, leaving me in peace.

      Any hope for a moment to myself is smashed by the sudden larger, heavier leg half-squashing mine.

      I look up with a glare already taking over my features to find Max beside me.

      “Yes?” The word comes out a little more forcefully than I’d intended.

      “Are you okay?” His voice is so quiet, I almost miss what he said.

      “Why does everyone keep asking that?” I sit up and lean toward him. “What did you say happened last night?”

      “Can we talk about it later?” He glances around the bus. “When there aren’t so many prying ears?”

      What could he have said that’s so horrible, he wouldn’t want our classmates to overhear? I nod, unable to form words without going into a panicked question spree.

      Realizing I’m never going to sleep and it’s pointless even trying, I sit back up and stare out the window for lack of something better to do.

      Max bounces his leg up and down repeatedly, which might not be so annoying if our thighs weren’t touching. After a few seconds, I already can’t take it and grab his knee. He chuckles and brushes my hand away before resuming the action.

      There’s so much I want to say. Some of it in jest, other bits only partially joking. Instead, I scoot my leg away, turn my head lopsided, and give him a look so he understands my level of annoyance.

      He simply smirks and begins bouncing his other leg—which I can still feel, though it’s less annoying. I take a calming breath and try to appear at ease. When Max’s focus has turned to something the kids behind us are saying, I close my eyes and wish for this day to end. Or perhaps a more accurate plea would be for the school day to end because as soon as that last bell goes off, the moment the bus drops me off at my stop, I’m heading back up to the Dragoon Spring. I need to see Sparkles again.

      There’s a nasty screech as the bus comes to a halt, and we all fall forward. The whoosh of air sounds, and the doors open. Kids swarm into the aisle, pushing and shoving their way to the front exit. Max waits until everyone in front and behind us are out before standing—or slouching, in his case—grabbing my bag, and heading out.

      I follow after him, stretching my arms and legs the moment I’m free from that wretched-smelling bus. I inhale deeply, but the outside air isn’t much better, though for different reasons. It’s like filling your lungs with heat and feeling them slowly bake.

      “So,” I begin, taking my bag from Max and slinging it over my shoulders. “What did you say about last night that you couldn’t tell me on the bus?”

      His neck to his cheeks turns bright red. He clears his throat and avoids eye contact.

      “Max?” I poke his side.

      A high-pitched squeal escapes him. “Hey!” His hands are around my wrist so fast, my sides ache from laughing.

      “You started that game.” I wriggle my hands loose and poke his side as quickly as possible before backing out of reach to avoid retaliation. “What are you so embarrassed to tell me?”

      He pulls his phone from his pocket and puts it back almost as fast. “Alita, could we maybe do this later? I know you hate being the last one to class, and the bell is about to ring.”

      A very childish part of me wants to stomp my foot and demand the answer now. I refrain. “You’re really worrying me, you know? I can’t imagine what you told your family if you’re this unwilling to tell me what it was.”

      I mean to be more playful about it, but my emotions get the better of me.

      “I’ll make it up to you,” he says. “Butterscotch, chocolate, and peanut butter ice cream, my treat, after school.”

      He takes my hand, like he did last night, and tugs me into the building.

      I’m equally annoyed about his odd behavior and his offer of ice cream on the one day I have somewhere else to be. I let go of his hand, feeling more than a little self-conscious.

      “I’m busy after school,” I say. “Why can’t you just tell me?”

      Max opens his mouth, holds up a hand, pauses, and clamps his lips. After a second, his mind no doubt spinning as he tries to come up with a response, he says, “Busy with what?”

      “Max, why can’t you just tell me?”

      He holds both hands up this time. “Not here. Just . . . give me fifteen minutes after school. Can we do that?”

      I purse my lips. He doesn’t seem to squirm.

      “Fine.” I sigh. “This better be worth all the fuss.”

      He kind of chuckles. “I’m not making any promises, but I certainly do hope it’s worth it. See you later.” He offers a final grin before heading in the opposite direction, leaving me alone with my feelings. I shake my head and make my way to class.

      Mr. Erickson is standing at the chalkboard, erasing whatever was there. I slide into my seat, dropping my backpack on the floor just before he turns around, clearing his throat.

      “Good morning!” His words thunder through the room, the clap of his hands like the lightning to go with it.

      Half the class responds in kind, while the other half either doesn’t say anything or replies with malcontent.

      “Today we’re talking about . . .”

      It doesn’t matter what today’s lesson is on. There isn’t a chance in the world I could pay attention. Exhausted, on the verge of ornery, worried about Max and dragons—something I never thought would be a concern—the least of my problems is another history lesson.

      Is it possible that Max stumbled on the same thing I did? A hidden forest? Creatures as tall as the out-of-place trees? Could it be that we weren’t so far apart after all?

      What are the odds of him discovering dragons just like I did, but instead of befriending one, the experience went less than well? He would have told his family.

      Wouldn’t he?

      I think about Max’s odd behavior. The way he looked around suspiciously, as though someone would try to overhear our conversation.

      I need to know what he saw. And what he told everyone else.

      Could it be that he witnessed my interaction with Yackros?

      As the seconds of the school day pass with excruciating slowness, there’s a war inside me between excitement and worry. All I can do is wait for answers.
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      By the time my final class rolls around, I’d rather crabwalk back to Yackros than spend another minute in school.

      I’ve spent most of the day studying my classmates’ faces, wondering what each of them is hiding. What secrets do they hold on to, wishing they had someone to talk to about it, but aren’t allowed to? Is it possible that any of them know the truth about our little town and what’s hiding just outside it?

      It feels rather unbelievable that I’m the one and only person ever to enter that area on the mountain. Yackros mentioned a barrier, something hiding them. But if that’s true, and someone were to go up there and explore that spot, assuming they weren’t able to enter the dragons’ realm, what would it look like?

      I’ll have to pay more attention when I go later today. Is it really possible that I alone know the truth?

      The sound of the bell lifts a weight off my shoulders, and I’m finally free. A quick word with Max, and then I can get back to Yackros. Leaving him last night was hard enough. I don’t want to wait another minute.

      As soon as I reach the first floor, Max waves from the other side of the hall.

      I smile and dodge around fellow students to get to him.

      “Hey!” I bump into his side.

      “So uh . . .” He sucks in his breath, almost like a gulp. “Catch the bus to your house and then talk?”

      Ugh, more delay. “If you want, but you’d have to walk home after.”

      “I’m hoping that after we talk, you’ll want to hang out a bit.”

      Doubtful. On any other day, I would have dropped everything for an afternoon with Max, but not the day after discovering dragons.

      “I have something important to do,” I say. If he really knew about dragons, wouldn’t he be rushing back to the mountain too instead of wanting to hang out with me?

      He flashes a cheesy grin. “What’s more important than me?”

      I laugh and bump his shoulder. We walk down to the bus stop, our arms touching periodically as we sway with every step. The bus pulls up, making a loud whooshing noise as the doors pop open. A few people get out before we get in and settle into our seats for the bumpy ride back into Dragoon.

      After Max gets settled next to me—again, with his leg practically squishing mine—he says, “Seriously, what are you in such a rush for?”

      If I say homework, he’ll ask to study with me. If I say an errand for my parents, he’ll wonder why it can’t wait. So in the end, I go with the minimal truth.

      “I need to go back up the canyon.”

      “Oh? I’d think that after last night, you’d never go up there again. Or is this you trying to face your fears?” He side-glances at me.

      “What are you talking about?” I ask, feeling as perplexed as I’m sure I look.

      “Alita,” he says with such command in his voice, I feel a jitter in my spine. He shifts to face me. “I already got the whole roasting talk from Hanna about leaving you out there alone with the ‘creepy bugs and wild animals.’ I thought I was doing you a favor trying to find everyone so we could leave, but the whole van ride back, you were muttering to yourself, and you looked like you’d been in a haunted house instead of on a hike.”

      Without explaining the dragons, how do I explain that my reaction wasn’t terror, but wonder? No matter what I say, he’ll want answers, and I have none to give. At least not until we’ve had our little discussion.

      “Um, I just . . . didn’t want to split up,” I say lamely. Even though that’s true, I’m glad we did. It’s crazy to think I might never have met Yackros again.

      I feel sick at the thought.

      He rubs at his brow. “So, why are you planning on going back?”

      “I . . .” My hands become clammy as I struggle to speak. “I just . . . dropped something. Yesterday.”

      “Geez, that’s all it is?” Max smiles, a kind of goofy grin. “I can just borrow the car and take you up there. That’s a more private place to talk anyway.”

      I could smack myself. Before I can speak, he already has his phone in hand.

      After just a moment, I can hear a muffled voice coming through the speaker. Based on the tone, it sounds like Sherri.

      “I called to ask if I can borrow the car.”

      There’s more talking on the other end.

      “What?” Max demands.

      Maybe Sherri will be my saving grace. Maybe the car isn’t available. Although it would be very convenient to get a ride.

      But only if Max’s secret has something to do with large, scaly beasts. Otherwise, how could I possibly visit Yackros without Max seeing?

      “I’ll only be an hour.” He loses the edge in his voice, almost sounding desperate. “Please?”

      A long pause has both of us holding our breath. Then—

      “Thank you. See you in a minute.”

      He doesn’t wait for a response before ending the call. He’s already shaking his head and muttering.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask hesitantly.

      The bus lurches as the driver turns too quickly before coming to a stop at the station. Max jumps up and leads the way, not bothering to wait for the people before us. I follow after him, apologizing as I squeeze my way through the crowded walkway.

      When I catch up to Max, he’s already headed home.

      “Sorry,” he mutters. “It’s just that precious Dillon is in town and Sherri wants everyone to be home for dinner with him tonight.” He runs his hands through his hair, tugging harder than normal, balling his hands into fists.

      “If you need to go home, we can talk later.” I can’t decide if I’d prefer that or not.

      “No, no!” He waves his hands. “We really need to talk.” He looks around, like just announcing we have something to discuss is too much to say with other people around.

      “You’re sure you won’t be in trouble when you get home?”

      “Yeah, Sherri said I can take the car. I just can’t be gone more than an hour.”

      “Okay. If you’re sure.”

      “Definitely. I wouldn’t want to go inside and hang around right now anyway.” He nods toward the house.

      “Should I wait out here while you run in and get the keys?” The last thing I want is to be delayed by small talk right now. Besides, I can only imagine how much Sherri would gush over me, apologizing repeatedly for last night, and asking me if I’m okay despite the numerous times I already told her I’m fine.

      “If you actually want to get out of here, for sure.” He smirks. “I’ll be right back.”

      I pace around, kicking up dirt off the road, and wait.

      I could just make a run for it now and come up with an excuse to tell him later. But he already knows where I’m going. Besides, I keep coming back to the idea that maybe, just maybe, we’re hiding the same secret.

      He dashes out sooner than I expected him to, assuming he was being bombarded with questions. He races to the car with no intention of sticking around.

      I get in the passenger seat and buckle up just as Max starts the engine. He backs onto the road, taking us toward the mountain.

      “So,” I say, drawing the word out while fiddling with my hair. “We’re completely alone now. Want to tell me what’s on your mind?” Maybe if we ease into the conversation, it won’t be so hard.

      “I hate Dillon,” he says, gripping the steering wheel. “Every time that smug, good-for-nothing, ine—”

      So much for that.

      “What now?” I ask, just wanting the string of insults to end. Max can go on a while with them.

      “The moment I walked in the door, he just started in on me. Railing on me for not wanting to hang out. The dude doesn’t even like me. He just says crap like that in front of precious Mommy to validate her feelings.”

      My heart breaks a little as Max continues to rant. I can’t imagine how hard his situation must be, and how heartbreaking that he hates it so much. How does Sherri feel knowing she took in a homeless child only to have him hate every second of it?

      The whole scenario is shattering. I don’t even know what to say.

      “This is not how I wanted today to go,” he mutters under his breath.

      We drive in silence. I want to talk, to discuss bigger things. But we won’t get anywhere when he’s in this kind of mood.

      So we drive. And I wait.

      Leaning my head back, I imagine the many scenarios that could play out once we’re up the mountain. Max can tell me what he saw, assure me he’s not crazy. I’ll laugh because I completely understand what he’s going through. Then I can tell Yackros that I’m not the only human who can enter their magical secret forest. It won’t be my secret. It will be our secret.

      “What are you thinking about?” Max asks, interrupting the vision.

      “Huh?” I sit up straight.

      “You were smiling. What were you thinking about?”

      “Just daydreaming.” I sigh.

      When we’ve finally parked, I get out of the car, anxiety building. I breathe in the mountain air, sad and disappointed at how gross it is compared to that within the invisible wall keeping me from Yackros.

      Max climbs out and takes the same kind of deep breath I did. The tension has drained from his shoulders, and he swings the car keys around one finger, looking around at the dusty scenery. The slight breeze tosses his hair, and I can’t help but think he looks in his element here—a wild thing in the wilderness.

      “So,” Max says, tucking his keys into a pocket. “What did you drop? Was it around here, or farther up the trail?”

      I stare at him for a good fifteen seconds before I’m able to remember my own lie.

      “Oh! Uh . . .” What can I possibly say? My phone? Has he seen me use that today? Would he know I’m lying?

      “It’s, like, up there!” Before he can question me, I hurry up the path.

      I hear him chuckle behind me and assume he’ll follow. I just have to toss my phone in the dirt somewhere without him seeing. My ears burn at the thought. This is all stupid. I should have just told him we needed to talk at school.

      The path leads us back to the area we were in last night. And surprisingly, I already feel calmer knowing I’m so close to Sparkles.

      “Did you see anything interesting here last night?” I call over my shoulder, half to distract him and half to know.

      I stuff my hand in my pocket, but the first thing my fingers touch is not my phone—it’s better. Maybe this can actually turn into a good thing.

      “Nick thought he could grab a scorpion by the tail,” Max says, his voice far enough back that I know I have the window I need. “It would have been more interesting if he’d followed through with it.”

      I grab the dragon scale from my pocket and toss it in the dirt at the edge of the path.

      Then I wait for Max.

      “Last night when I tripped—” I point to the spot where it happened. “I found this. I meant to grab it.” I walk forward and lift the scale, polishing it gently against my pant leg. I hold the bronze scale out to Max, displayed in my palm—the proof he’ll recognize if he made the same discovery.

      He pauses, taking it in, brows scrunched up, lips pinched closed. Slowly, painfully so, he reaches up and flips it over, leaving it in my hand.

      It’s agonizing watching him analyze the item, like he doesn’t already have a guess as to where this is going.

      He chuckles with a shrug. “It’s pretty.”

      “Do you know what it is?” I exclaim, almost unable to breathe.

      “A rock?” He chuckles.

      “I—” My heart drops to my shoes. There are a hundred things I could say, fifty different ways I could respond. But I can’t make anything happen.

      "I dunno, Alita. It’s a really weird rock. How specific did you want me to get? You know I totally failed the geology unit in science.” He runs his hand through his hair, looking sheepish.

      Shaking my head to force myself out of the stupor, I clear my throat. “Uh, yeah. No, that’s fine. I just—” I don’t know what I was thinking. “I thought it was cool.”

      “Oh. Yeah, it is.” He nods, though he doesn’t sound convincing at all.

      “What was it you wanted to tell me?” I tuck the scale into my pocket, out of his sight.

      It was dumb to think I’d be able to share this secret so easily.

      I should have thought harder about what happened the first time I found dragons.

      “Okay, but first I have to ask you for a favor.” He makes the pitiful puppy-dog face.

      “What’s that?”

      “Just—” He takes a deep breath. “Don’t laugh me out the door right away, okay?” He’s so serious, so intent about it.

      Despite myself, my heart is lifting again. Pounding away in my chest. I grip the scale in my pocket.

      “Okay,” I say.

      “Alita, you’ve always been my best friend. Someone I can rely on.”

      Someone he can share secrets with?

      “If anything good has come out of being with my foster family, it’s meeting you. Which is why—” He takes a deep breath.

      Which is why he trusts me with something that sounds so crazy?

      The edge of the scale digs into my fingers. I can feel the pressure all the way to my shoulder.

      Say it.

      In one breathless exhale, all his words spew out. “I told them we got separated from the group last night because I confessed my feelings for you and we made out.”

      I choke.

      Which turns into a cough.

      Which is when I turn away, face flaming.

      For a moment, I’d thought I wasn’t alone in the discovery of dragons.

      Turns out I am.

      And it’s so much worse.

      “You told them what?” I choke out.

      “Nick was pestering . . .” He shrugs, at least having the grace to look embarrassed. “I didn’t think. I just kind of . . . said what I wish had happened.”

      If only I could say what I wish had happened.

      “The feelings you supposedly admitted to me . . . what are they?” My mind can barely hang on to words. My fingers are loosening around the scale.

      “Are you sure you want to know that?” He looks as though he’s going to be sick. I can at least partially understand, though I hardly feel bad. He did lie to his entire family—and me.

      “Max, yeah. I do.” My words come out harsher than intended.

      “I like you. A lot. As more than just friends.” Even with his dark hair covering part of his face, I can see the blush that starts at his neck and goes to his forehead. “And I’d love to date you.”

      Having had a crush on Max since the moment I met him, this is the last thing I expected him to confess—especially to have confessed to his entire family before he told me.

      What do I say? I came up here expecting to talk about dragons. Instead, we’re talking about feelings. For each other. Can this day just end already?

      “I know this might sound like it’s coming out of nowhere,” he says, stepping forward, “but I’ve felt this way for a long time, and I just can’t keep it to myself anymore.”

      I never thought Max would feel the same way about me as I do him. But he chose the worst possible moment to tell me.

      I should be ecstatic.

      I want to be.

      “It just seems silly to keep it to myself. It’s not like you’re a mind reader, right?”

      He just keeps going. My thoughts tumble around in my head, running each other over, desperate for air.

      So I am alone in my secrets. No one else knows about dragons. But is that reason to lose what’s happening right now?

      “So,” he says, drawing the word out. “Are you going to laugh me out the door?”

      Max is my best friend. And now we could be more.

      I meet his gaze. “I feel the same way.” I muster a smile only short of elation.

      His grin breaks out. It’s the cutest thing in the whole world. The slightest sign of dimples, the curve of his lips, the way it lights up his eyes. It’s the most gorgeous thing I’ve ever seen. And despite the war in my mind, I just want to kiss him.

      In two strides, he’s closed the distance between us, pulling me into his arms. I stand on my tiptoes, every nerve on edge until our lips meet and I’m lost in the exhilaration.

      We break apart, and I just stare into his eyes. Lost in his forest-green irises.

      “Does this mean I can call you my girlfriend?” he whispers.

      “Absolutely.” Leaning my forehead against his, I take in this moment.

      I feel torn between Yackros and Max. But why can’t I have both? It’s not a decision I need to make.

      “I have to get home. I’d hate to get grounded from seeing my girlfriend.” He grins.

      “That would be a tragedy.” I steal another kiss before stepping out of his embrace.

      Making our way back to the car, I glance behind. The shadows at the alcove entrance are deep, and I can almost imagine they conceal a dragon.

      I’m maybe twenty feet from the hidden forest.

      Twenty feet from Sparkles.

      But I get in the vehicle and let Max drive me home.

      We don’t speak. I guess we don’t need to now. Instead, we hold holds over the middle console and let the radio blare.

      When we reach my driveway, I take my time unbuckling, not ready to go inside.

      “See you tomorrow?” Max asks.

      One more kiss, stealing my breath, raising my heartbeat.

      “Definitely,” I say before getting out of the car and watching him drive away.
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      It’s already five fifteen when I walk in the front door. I want to go back up the mountain to see Yackros, but I’m emotionally drained. I glance between the clock and the fridge, debating whether I should make a quick meal or just get on my bike now.

      If I leave immediately, I should be able to make it home before Mom or Dad get off work. And more importantly, before I lose daylight. But I’ll have to hurry. Forget it.

      I drop my backpack on the bed and lean over my desk, scrawling a quick note.

      Going on a hike with Max. Be back soon. ~ Alita

      Rushing down the stairs, I place the note on the kitchen counter where it’s sure to be seen and run out the front door, barely stopping to lock it before getting on my bike.

      I pedal as fast as I can, knowing the sooner I get there, the more time I’ll have to spend with Yackros. As it is, I wasted precious minutes deciding whether to go at all.

      Leaving a cloud of dust behind me, I pass the last few houses just before the mountain trail. It’s a struggle maintaining speed while going uphill, over more rocks than anything. The closer to Dragoon Springs I get, the harder the ride is.

      My heart pounds in my chest and every part of me is already sweating, but my palms especially so. There’s a panic that fills me, like anxiety. Not only am I having a hard time breathing, but I feel as though this could go so wrong, and no one would ever know what happened to me.

      It’s a lot of faith to put in an unknown creature I’ve met twice.

      And then of course there’s the chance that it could all go right, and that means my life will never be the same. Who am I kidding? It’s already been altered forever. I will never have anything that resembles normalcy because in a world filled with dragons, how can I return to a life in which they cannot exist?

      The only part I hate is knowing I must lie to everyone. And all those who still tease me to this day will never know just how wrong they are. What my three-year-old self saw was true. Yackros, Sparkles, my dragon, my friend, was never imaginary.

      When I’ve finally reached the rolling hills, knowing it will be nearly impossible to take my bike over them, I get off and lean it against a tree.

      I continue along the path I was just on with Max, nearly jogging, slowing down just enough to watch for indicators that I’m in the right place.

      I touch my phone through my pocket just to reassure myself it’s still there. If this takes longer than I plan, I’ll be left in the dark with no way of knowing which is left, right, west, east, up, or down. It doesn’t help that I’ve never had a good sense of direction. I’ll be lucky to find my way home even with light.

      The tension in my jaw from clenching it is causing a headache. It feels like if I bite down any harder, my teeth will shatter from the pressure. Most of the pain is wound in a tight ball at the base of my skull and in my temples. I rub at them and continue forward.

      When I reach the fallen tree neatly placed over the main path like a marker, I veer to the left, approaching the alcove that changed everything just twenty hours ago.

      There’s a ripple in the air, a slight breeze, and then nothing. The pounding in my ears is replaced by the sweet sound of bird song, the swaying of leaves and bushes, and the sensation that I’ve been transported to a whole new world.

      I turn in circles, marveling again at all the glorious life surrounding me—the way it feels so majestic and yet looks so normal. In Arizona, the air is dry and hot, but here, in this little section of lost paradise, there is magic rippling around me.

      “Little Wingless, you have returned.” A deep voice stops me mid-twirl.

      I face Yackros, and without hesitation, I throw my arms around his front leg, as it’s the only part of him I can reach and embrace. “You’re here! You’re really here.”

      Tension rolls off me, and I feel lighter. A small part of me wondered if I imagined everything last night. Had I made it all up to give explanation to my imagination as I panicked about being alone?

      But my worries have been replaced with relief. Perhaps sensing my roller coaster of emotion, Yackros places his paw against my back in what I take to be a comforting gesture.

      “Trust me, my dear, I understand more than you know.” He sounds so heartbroken, it takes me a moment to register what he’s saying.

      I step back and look up into his beautiful eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “Come.” He gestures with his head to the meadow where we met last night. “There is much you need to know, and little time to tell you. Sit, and I will show you as much of the story as I can.” He walks behind me and settles into the grass while I get situated with my back against a tree trunk.

      “Well, if you can’t tell me everything tonight, I can come back tomorrow,” I say.

      I’m going to get some great workouts if I keep going up and down this mountain every day—and some great mental workouts if I’m going to keep it from Max and my parents.

      But I’ll deal with that later.

      Yackros turns his head and neck toward me, sorrow in his eyes, his lips turned down. “If only it were that simple.” He clears his throat, sounding for a moment as if he’s choking up. “But it is dangerous for you to be here. For both of us.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if any other dragon found you here, it would restart the war that caused us to go into hiding in the first place.”

      “How can there be a war when I’m the only one who knows about you?” I ask, wondering if there are other people who know.

      “Place your hand on my scales.” He leans down, and I place my palm against his forehead like before.

      “Nearly two hundred years ago . . .”

      My vision changes, and now I’m soaring above the clouds. Dizziness overwhelms me as my body disappears, and where it once was is now a long, scaled body twisting and turning in the sky. Fear melts into exhilaration as my mind morphs into the memories Yackros is sharing with me.

      I approach the mountains with increasing speed, aware that I must slow down to land, but unable to help myself from showing off. There’s no way I can let Rask outmaneuver me, and he’s on the ground waiting for me to fail.

      The young dragon refused to believe an elder such as myself could ever manage such risky moves.

      I twist around again, flipping back, heart jolting as the ground approaches rather quickly. Just before nose-diving into the rock, I lift, gliding over the rocky outcrop and soaring gently to the ground. I land just before my audience, flicking my tail for emphasis.

      The flock of humans observing all clap and cheer. Four young dragons all lose themselves in gleeful laughter, amused and impressed. Even Rask. His orange scales nearly match my own, but still have the glimmer of youthfulness. Innocence. For a moment, it feels good to experience those things again.

      I spread my wings, stretching them. It’s nice to fly like that. Too long have I only soared the skies to get from one point to another, and not for the enjoyment or freedom it provides.

      A dark cloud forms overhead. The sound of wings thundering throughout the valley brings the mirth to an abrupt stall. We all look upward and notice the blackest of scales descending far too quickly.

      The large dragon hits the tops of trees, breaking them down as he drops before finally landing on the ground, a cloud of dirt flinging up around him.

      “Ruxsiu, what in all the high skies and even grounds are you doing, coming to your feet like that?” The large arctic-blue-scaled dragon laughs, the thunderous sound echoing through the valley below.

      “Guthrie.” Ruxsiu takes a gulp of air and looks around frantically, though I do not know for what. “We must go into hiding.”

      All sense of humor disappears from the blue dragon’s stature. “What are you talking about?”

      “The humans have started war against us. King Fyazum has decreed that all dragons must retreat. Hide to save our kind, and our bonds.”

      “We will meet them in battle and win.” Guthrie begins flapping his wings.

      “No!” Ruxsiu roars, leaping forward, cowing Guthrie’s actions. “We are to hide. We are to disappear. King Fyazum does not want this bloodshed on our wings. We will not kill them or hurt them. As per the king’s orders.”

      I step forward. “How are we to do that?”

      “The great sorcerers among us are to create an invisible barrier. We shall be hidden away from the rest of the world, living off as little land as possible here in the mountains.” He gestures to the area we already call home. But is it a large enough space for this den?

      “What happened, Ruxsiu?” My throat is tight, as is my stomach. “What brought this on?”

      “The king is coming. He will be able to explain. I know only that I was one of many messengers sent out to find every den and ensure they get to safety.”

      “And what of our humans?” Guthrie demands, voice low.

      No one breathes. I look around, noticing the way the humans huddle together. I have no doubt they will remain loyal to their bonded dragons, but this can’t be easy for them either.

      Ruxsiu glances at the people, his features harsh. “They cannot come with us. We are to cut ourselves off from them. At least until we can figure out how to end this battle entirely.”

      Thunderous roars shake the very earth as every dragon protests, myself included, though I do not share a bond with any of the humans.

      “No!” Taavie, a young but bright dragon, bellows. His left wing extends out enough to cover the female human he is bound to.

      “Yes!” Ruxsiu roars. “We have no choice! We are all in danger until this can be solved. This is for everyone’s protection.”

      “What of our bonds to them?” Guthrie asks. His head is bowed under the weight of the orders, his eyes closed.

      “They are unbreakable,” Ruxsiu says. “So we believe. This will be a true test of that. When dragons can be free once again, we will know what our bonds truly mean.”

      I stare with sorrow at the pairs of dragons and humans pulling closer together in anticipation of being ripped apart. All these years, and my bond was never formed.

      Now perhaps it never will be.

      The images ripple, disappearing, and I’m Alita again, no longer living through Yackros’ memories. I look up at him and see the tears in his eyes. Instead of letting go, I lean against him, trying my best to offer comfort.

      There’s a physical ache in my heart. A weight I can feel in my soul, and I realize I’m experiencing his grief.

      “Thank you.” He sighs. Something stirs within me, a need to remain close to him.

      “You’re welcome.” I stand up straight and turn, taking in the surroundings. “This is the world your sorcerers created?” I look around, looking for anything marking the barrier.

      “This is the world that existed all those years ago, preserved by the magic field put over it to keep us hidden away.”

      “What did King Fy”—I can’t quite remember his name—“the king tell you about the war when he arrived?”

      “He didn’t.”

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath, preparing for more heartbreak. “Why not?”

      “Another came, Breighad, with the news that King Fyazum died. The humans killed him. Where he asked for peace, they gave him destruction. We do not even know how many others were lost in the battle.”

      There is sadness hanging over Yackros like a cloud. And yet, he almost sounds hopeful.

      “You don’t believe the king is really dead, do you?”

      Yackros meets my gaze, looking into my eyes. “I do not have reason to doubt what I’ve been told. But I do find the order of events concerning.”

      “How so?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m sure it’s just the musings of this old dragon, trying to make sense of a devastating situation. And perhaps there will never be answers.”

      “Answer me this. Why don’t people know that dragons exist if we’re the ones who started this war?”

      “That is explained by the magic of Runavelius. When we created our border, it wasn’t just to keep us hidden physically, but also to shroud memories, alter facts, to hide us completely. It is the same wherever there are dragons.”

      “Then . . . if . . .” I can’t finish the thought.

      If the barrier came down, would everyone remember? Would everyone know?

      I clear my throat and go a different route. “Why doesn’t the border work on me?”

      “You broke through the barrier at just three human years old. Only one with great magic could do that.” He looks away.

      I don’t know if he’s lying, simply not telling me the whole truth, or is perhaps more uncomfortable with my presence than I thought—which means I don’t know what to do. Does he want me here? Is he trying to get rid of me for my safety, or his?

      “What kind of magic could I possibly have? How do I make it work?” I could ask a million more questions, but quite frankly, I’m not expecting any answers for those two.

      “These are not simple questions, Alita. And you need to get home before you lose the last of the daylight.”

      “Will you answer my questions tomorrow?” I get up and stretch, not ready for the bike ride down the mountain. Not ready to leave Runavelius.

      “After all I have told you, you still wish to return?”

      “Do you not want me to come back?” I stare at him defiantly—or maybe pleadingly.

      “I want you here, Alita. But I cannot promise that I will be able to protect you, though I will do everything in my power. After the king’s death, Ruxsiu’s hate for humans runs deep. If you’re caught here, our punishment will certainly be death.”

      “Then I will go home tonight while there is still light. And I will come back tomorrow for more answers.”

      He wants me here, and I want to come. Nothing else matters.

      “Know that I will be all right should you decide never to return.” He walks with me to the edge of Runavelius.

      I run my fingers across the bark of a tree. It’s so soft, it can’t possibly be wood. This place really is magical.

      “No need to pretend I won’t come back,” I say.

      When I reach the edge, the rippling in the air as my indicator, I turn around. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Yackros. Or Sparkles.” I smile, though I can’t help a small empty feeling that takes hold.

      “Goodbye.” He bows his head.

      I take one step back, still facing him, and watch as he disappears. Where he stands, all I see is the Arizona desert.
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      I rub at my eyes, trying to wipe away the sleepy feeling. They feel raw. My entire body is stiff from sitting at my desk most of the night. I pull my backpack to my chest and hold it in my arms as I lean against the bus window and wait for our bumpy ride to end.

      After everything Yackros showed me, and told me, there was no way I could sleep. I had too many questions.

      Besides that, my heart ached too much to rest. What happened to the humans? And how did their bonds—whatever that means—with dragons affect the separation?

      I should have written a list of things to ask Yackros.

      We’re not even at school yet, and I’m ready for it to end. It seems rather pointless compared to everything else happening right now. What if I could save the dragons? Re-introduce them into today’s society? I wouldn’t have to sneak around. No more lying.

      That’s why I stayed up all night, looking into dragons. Everything from myths and legends to lore and folktales. Writing down details of the different kinds and where their stories originated.

      I brought all my notes with me. Yackros will be able to set the record straight on how much of what I found is true.

      Max bounces his leg next to mine. I grip my backpack a little tighter and press it against the side of the bus, as far from him as possible. I know he’s not going to see any of my notes from dragon research, but I can’t help it.

      His jaw is set, shoulders straight. Staring into the void. I can’t help but ask, “You okay?”

      “Yeah, just tired,” he says gruffly. “We stayed up late hanging out with Dillon. He didn’t have a problem with it because he’s at home sleeping in. But the rest of us still had to get up and go to school.”

      “I’m sorry. Is he leaving today?”

      “No.” Max scoffs. “He’s staying the rest of the week. I don’t even want to go home until he leaves. Maybe I could come over to your house after school and hang out.” He quirks his brow, though he didn’t really ask a question.

      I look out the window, biting my lip. Spending time with Max means not spending time with Yackros. I promised him I would return today, but Max needs me too. “Of course you can come over.”

      Maybe I can find a way of doing both, like yesterday. That also means I’ll need to hide the rest of my papers that are sitting on my desk at home before Max sees them. Mom and Dad are never home, so I didn’t worry about it, but I have to protect what I know at all costs. At least until I can find a way to fix the damage that’s been done.

      I can’t stop picturing that young dragon with his wing out to shield a human girl. I can’t stop thinking of Ruxsiu’s words that the humans declared war.

      My knuckles turn white against the fabric of my backpack.

      How any human could wish to hurt the dragons blows me away. Why would they want to rule them when they could instead bond with them? They wished for power that could have easily been gained by befriending the very beings they set out to destroy. What was the point? A better question would be, how did they plan on ruling them? One dragon could eat the betrayer. How did it go so far as the dragons having to disappear from existence?

      “Alita?”

      I look up. Max is standing over me, his hand on my shoulder. “We’re here.” He nods to the window. I glance up, noting the school looking as gloomy as ever.

      “Sorry. Yep, coming.” I get up quickly, too fast, and my head spins. I take a moment to orient myself, checking the seat to make sure I have everything before following Max off the bus.
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      I tug at the end of my hair, looping it around my fingers. I didn’t manage to come up with a legitimate excuse to bail on Max, and I can’t bring myself to lie to him—especially because I do want to spend time with him—which leaves me wondering what to do about Yackros.

      After last night, I can’t just not show up. He’ll think I care more about the danger than about seeing him.

      If Max doesn’t leave after a couple of hours, I’ll figure something out.

      “Want to watch TV?” I ask, unlocking the front door and going inside, letting Max follow.

      “Sure. Do you have any string cheese? I’m starving.” He closes the door and dumps his backpack on the entryway bench before kicking his shoes off.

      “Don’t think so. Best snacks are in the pantry if you want to find something else. I’m gonna just throw my stuff in my room.” I take the stairs two at a time, not bothering to get a response from him.

      I toss my backpack into the closet and shut the doors. Both my desk and bed are littered with articles, diagrams, and images I printed from the internet. There’s also a scattering of my own pitiful art attempts and messy notes. I scoop up as many papers as I can and shove them in the bottom drawer of my desk. Another big stack gets thrown in the closet with my backpack.

      Once satisfied there’s nothing even semi-dragon-related remaining, I take a calming breath, compose myself, and step toward the hall.

      “What’s this?” Max stands in the doorway holding up a rough sketch of Yackros. Not that it does the dragon justice.

      Betrayed by one flighty paper.

      “I was just doodling.” I shrug, trying to act like it’s no big deal.

      “And this?” Max flips the paper over, revealing a blue sticky note on the back.

      Fire-breather? Ask. Scribbled in pen.

      I swallow. “Just some research.”

      “On dragons?” He looks down at me, his brows raised, a disbelieving smirk on his lips.

      “Yeah.”

      “Who do you need to ask about fire breathing?” He glances back at the note.

      “Just a . . . friend. Online.”

      “Oh.” He shakes his head.

      “What?” I ask, clenching my jaw.

      “Why?” he asks back. “It’s not homework.”

      “No, I, uh, I just find it interesting.” I shrug again.

      Too slowly, he crosses the room to sit on my bed. He looks me in the eye. “This doesn’t have anything to do with when you were three, right?”

      I don’t know what answer he’s expecting, but now I’m in an even more awkward situation. It doesn’t matter what I say now—I’m stuck. I’m not a good liar, but I can’t tell him the truth. So I’ll answer a question with a question. “Why would you ask that?”

      He waits in silence. Then finally, “Just curious.”

      That silence again.

      “Oh. Well, no. I was just creating a character. For my online friend.” Bold. Faced. Lie.

      “Cool.” He drops it on my blanket and claps his hands, bouncing back to his feet. “I got out some chips and salsa.”

      “Great!” Deep breath. “What should we watch?”

      This changes nothing. I lied for a greater good. Someday Max will know the truth, just like the rest of society. Until then, I’ll keep my promise to Yackros.

      Even if it takes a lie.
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      The circle of trees around us is as familiar to me as home. My back is against Yackros, who lies in the tall grass, an occasional snore escaping his snout and causing a tickle throughout my whole body.

      I pick a white flower from the ground, twirling its stem between my fingers. “Yackros?” I ask, not really wanting to disturb him. I’m perfectly happy and content in our meadow. I could stay here forever if it meant never losing him.

      “Hmm?” the dragon grunts.

      “Will you tell me about the bond?” I sit up and look at him. “What does it mean? How does it work?”

      He opens his eyes, grinning. “It is very much what it sounds like. A connection between two beings. One human. One dragon.”

      “But what does that mean? Like, how are they bound?”

      “It is something akin to soul mates, but not in a romantic sense. Dragons have magic, and humans have magic. Separate, they’re both powerful. But together, their magics combine, giving both creatures not only each other’s abilities, but new ones as well.”

      I refrain from asking about magic. If I immediately followed every new question that popped up, I’d never get answers to any of them. “So, you find a human you want to be connected with for life and share magic with them?”

      “It is not something to be chosen. It’s a kind of magic no one controls and no one can predict. Being bound means that you feel each other’s emotions. Suffering, joy, and everything in between. It means humans fly and dragons walk. It means everything. It changes both lives in every way, and yet they remain the same.”

      I nod, stripping tiny bits of green from the flower stem in my hand.

      “Can they still find romantic love with one of their kind?” I ask, my fingers hesitating over one of the petals.

      “Yes. What’s between a dragon and human is not romantic, though it is love.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “It is a friendship,” he continues, “an unbreakable connection. What’s more, it’s the joining of two life forces.”

      “Does that mean—?” I pause. “What do you mean?”

      “If the dragon dies, the human dies. And the other way around.”

      My breath hitches. “What does that mean for the humans cut off from their dragons?”

      “I have wondered the same thing for more than two hundred years.” He shakes his head. “And I simply do not know.”

      “I could find them,” I whisper. “Or at least try.”

      “Please, Alita,” he begs, shaking his head. “Let us think of happier things.”

      I spin the flower between two fingers.

      “Okay,” I concede. “Then tell me about your family. Life before going into hiding. I want to know everything. Tell me how magic works, how bonds between our kinds started.”

      He chuckles. “I don’t know how you can wish for so many stories, and yet not even give me time to tell one before asking for more.”

      “To be honest, Yackros, I’m surprised you’re answering any,” another deep voice says.

      I jump up, turning to face a dragon larger than Yackros, with scales as blue as the sky on a sunny day. My heart hammers against my ribcage.

      I’ve seen him before.

      “Guthrie.” His name slips out, though I had every intention of remaining silent and waiting for Yackros to handle the situation.

      The large dragon looks at me, his head slightly tilted. “And she knows my name,” he states plainly.

      Yackros stands and faces the larger dragon. “Listen to me carefully, old friend, before you react.”

      “If I did not intend on hearing you out, old friend, I would not have come alone. But I would like to know what you’re thinking, allowing this girl to visit continually. Once was an accident. Twice was an error in judgment. Now what am I to think?” The elder dragon speaks not with anger or malice, but from experience, understanding, and with warning.

      “Alita,” Yackros says to me without moving, “return home.”

      “She will do no such thing, Yackros. Come, child.” Guthrie beckons with his talon.

      I hesitate, unsure who to listen to. I want to stay, but I trust Yackros. I know him. Guthrie, not so much.

      After a tense moment, Yackros nods to me. “Do as he says.”

      I move toward the older dragon. Either I’m going to make a second friend, or die. I go forward until I’m standing before him and feeling tinier than ever.

      Guthrie looks me in the eye. “I imagine he has explained our situation?”

      “I know of the war between our kinds, and that dragons went into hiding to protect us.”

      “Have you told anyone about Yackros or the existence of dragons?” Guthrie leans down so we’re closer to eye level.

      “No. I promised Yackros I would protect him. I won’t break that promise.”

      “You are wise—I imagine beyond your years. Loyalty—that is an important quality.” He falls silent.

      I don’t know whether he’s expecting a response from me or deciding my fate. I stay silent too.

      “Alita. Hmmm. Your name suits you, human. Though you are without wings, you’re loyal. I do not know how you are within our borders, but the fact that you are here speaks volumes to me.” He glances at Yackros for barely a moment.

      Gulping, I look between them and meet Guthrie’s gaze as it returns to me.

      “The magic protecting our border is strong. I know because I am one of two that created it. Only someone meant to be here could get past it. It gives me great hope.”

      A smile starts on my face. Although he doesn’t return it, there seems to be a softness in his eyes.

      “Perhaps you will be the first step toward our return to the world we had before the war,” he says. “But I caution you, as I am sure Yackros already has. You being here is a risk to many. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “You may visit Yackros, but you will not meet another dragon here who would not go straight to Ruxsiu. As you travel between our borders, do so carefully. It would be a deadly mistake to enter without knowing Yackros is the dragon awaiting your entrance.”

      I nod, confused at his warning versus his actions. Does he intend to tell Ruxsiu?

      “And Alita?” Guthrie says.

      “Yes?”

      “Do not hurt Yackros. I feel a sense of mutual trust, and I will respect that. But if you hurt him, betray him, or desert him without cause, I will eat you for supper.”

      I gulp and take a step back. I have to clear my throat twice before I manage sound. “Understood.”

      He laughs, a short-lived but genuine chuckle. “Very well. One last thing, then.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You must understand that you are in danger every moment you’re here. I will leave you to make a plan with Yackros to help lessen that risk.”

      “Thank you, Guthrie.” I bow my head as I’ve seen them bow, assuming it’s the way they show respect.

      “You are welcome, my princess.” He returns the gesture.

      I don’t understand why he calls me princess, but I certainly don’t mind it, so I don’t point it out. And it doesn’t matter because he’s already leaving our little meadow.

      It’s just me and Yackros again.
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      Visiting Yackros in the forest went from something I planned around to something I planned on. It became routine. I hated leaving Max after school on a daily basis, but with a great stroke of luck, he joined the wrestling team. Probably to avoid his foster family more than anything. But it worked well for me because it meant two hours after school where I didn’t have to worry about him wondering what I was doing, or why I wasn’t spending all my time with him.

      Dad was never home before six in the evening—if not later—and Mom practically lived in Tucson working a big case, leaving me plenty of time to get up the mountain—on my bike until I turned sixteen, and then with the car—and escape into a world that shouldn’t exist.

      Yackros made it clear that I was not to slip on my education because of him, which meant I did my homework sitting beside a dragon, and when the need arose, he tutored me on anything I struggled with. It certainly surprised teachers when I knew more than they did about a subject. Especially history. I could listen to Yackros tell me stories all day long, and that’s often what happened the moment I’d finished all my homework.

      I traveled in time through the eyes of a dragon living in a world humans couldn’t fathom because they didn’t even remember that life anymore. That history was erased, altered, made boring. Where magic once thrived in our world, it was simply gone.

      Or more so, hiding, just as the dragons are. Along with all other creatures this world deemed mythical. All the stories we called fairy tales were real, in some form or other. And where it was once impossible to believe, spending my days in Runavelius, witnessing the magic all around me, I couldn’t wait for the world to know about them again.

      When monsoon season struck and the roads all flooded, all I had to do was enter Runavelius to be free from the treacherous weather because it didn’t touch the dragons’ land. They had completely cut themselves off from our world.

      I never wanted to leave, but Yackros made me promise I wouldn’t stay more than a few hours at a time because it wasn’t safe for me there. And the longer I stayed, the better chances were I’d be caught.

      There were a few close calls. Dragons approaching undetected until they were too close for me to leave. Sometimes we could hear them wandering the woods. In those moments, I didn’t dare breathe.

      But so far, we’d been luckier than I could ever imagine. And Guthrie kept our secret. Sometimes he came into our grove and listened or asked me questions about the human world. Mostly wanting to know about our customs, how much had changed since the war. Things like that. I’d tell him about my side of history, and he told me his.

      Today was not one of those days. It was quiet. Calm. Neither Yackros nor I spoke for quite some time. We didn’t need to.

      “Yackros,” I say, hesitant to disturb the peacefulness.

      “Hmm?” he grunts. The sound rumbles against my spine.

      I pull my feet closer in the grass, my eyes on the cloudless sky.

      “What was it like? You know, before? I mean, what was your day-to-day life like?”

      “That greatly depended upon a dragon’s position within the den.”

      “Were humans considered part of the den? The ones bound to a dragon?” It seems like such a silly dream, wanting to be part of Yackros’ den.

      “Most definitely. In fact, most humans worked right alongside their dragons. There were dragons and riders who could trust each other wholly. The bond is so strong, not even death could part them.”

      For a moment, it’s like I can see them—dragons and riders together against a backdrop of sunny blue.

      I can see myself, hair tied tightly against the wind, hunched forward over shining copper scales. Yackros would be smiling. I love it when he smiles.

      I reach up, but there’s just open air and empty sky.

      “That all changed,” he continues, “when humans got greedy, demanding more than what they deserved.”

      “Which was nothing, Yackros. And they still don’t.” The deep, unknown voice makes the contents of my stomach curdle.

      I don’t have to know who’s speaking to know we’re in trouble.

      I scramble to my feet and turn to face the new dragon, knowing it’s pointless trying to escape now. The moment I’ve feared for a year has finally come.

      This dragon has bright yellow scales fading to lime green, so vivid they look diseased. His dark yellow eyes bore into me. “Which begs the question, why is there a human within our borders? And how is it that our guardian has seen her and not disposed of her?”

      Yackros gets up on all fours, his hind legs stepping over me so he’s positioned between the other dragon and myself.

      “What are you doing here, Breighad?” he growls.

      The other dragon smirks. “I came to find you, Yackros,” he says in a mocking tone. “King Ruxsiu suspected the magical barrier had weakened somehow, though no one else could sense it. As you are the protector of our walls, he was sure you would know. Now I see that you, in fact, do.”

      Five more dragons, all wearing armor over their scales, enter the grove, not bothering to care for the trees as they brush past them.

      “I suggest you go easily,” Breighad sneers. “I’d hate for the human to die without a proper trial.”

      Yackros surrenders before a battle can ensue. The five guards drag Yackros away, who watches me with an air of defeat, an apology on his lips. I don’t hear it, but I can feel it in my heart. Which is hammering. Bile rises in my throat.

      Breighad approaches, looking all too pleased with himself.

      The sound of breaking branches startles me from behind. I turn to find Guthrie bursting into the meadow.

      “I’ll take her, Breighad. You can return with the others,” he says, wrapping his talons around my body and picking me up. My stomach drops along with the ground, and I hold tight to his talons.

      Breighad steps closer, chest out and teeth bared. “I don’t think so, Guthrie. I found this—I’ll be the one to take it to the king. Besides, considering that you don’t look too surprised to see the human girl here, I imagine you’ll sit this one out.”

      Guthrie looks at me, hesitating. Then he sets me down.

      Before I can catch my breath, Breighad snatches me, holding me so tightly, it feels like my body is being crushed. A scream rips through my throat. The agonizing pressure makes it feel like I’m being molded like clay. I can only imagine the bruises I’ll have later, assuming I live long enough for them to appear.

      He storms through the woods, taking down anything in his way—trees, bushes, all of it. I close my eyes, trying not to empty the contents of my stomach from being squeezed so tight that it feels like my eyes might just pop out entirely.

      I’m shaking from the pain, the harsh movement, things hitting my arms and face. And suddenly I can feel the sun. I peek out from under my eyelids and see that we’re now on rocks. There’s a small wall of stone, and on either side is the cliff’s edge.

      Yackros is being held by the guards who dragged him here, now with a clamp over his muzzle, keeping him from speaking.

      Breighad drops me before a large—bigger than Guthrie—dragon who looks like what nightmares and death are made of.

      “The imposter,” he sneers.

      The ground beneath my feet shakes as Ruxsiu steps forward.

      I hardly notice, I’m trembling so hard.

      “Are you going to beg for your life?” His face is unreadable, but his eyes burn fire bright. “Or perhaps for the traitor’s?”

      I can feel heat emanating from him, see as he inhales, preparing to turn me to ash.

      Tears blur my vision. Speak, Alita! Speak!

      But there’s a lump in my throat. I’m frozen.

      His neck cranes as he stoops to my height. I swallow the lump in my throat, trying to speak, but unable to make a sound. The acid in his breath reeks like spoiled meat and sulfur. I try not to squirm away or let the utter disgust show on my face.

      He turns to the gathered dragons and thunders out, “How did this mouse of a human cross our borders?”

      A few look away. Others shuffled backward. No one volunteers an answer.

      Until—

      “Yackros must have let her in somehow.” Breighad. He looks more diseased than ever, sick with glee.

      “Then the traitor dies first.”

      Ruxsiu begins to swing his large form toward Yackros, and even though my legs can barely hold me up, I stumble forward, and my tongue finally comes loose.

      “Wait!” I blurt out.

      His burning eyes are back on mine in an instant. “Either you wish for death, or you dare to enter my lands thinking you can do so without consequence. Which is it, girl? Do you think you are above the laws in this land? Or are you just too stupid to consider that anyone would punish you for disobeying?” He snarls, and a few tongues of flame spill from between his razor teeth. “Cowering before me will get you nowhere. Speak or die alongside your friend.”

      The way he enunciates that last word frightens me. What does he mean by that?

      I look up. My friend watches me, struggling against the arms and wings holding him back, ensuring he’s unable to come to my aid. The guards must know that if he could, we would have escaped together already, and I wouldn’t be faced with this impossible decision, one I thought I would never make. Not because it was a difficult choice, but because it shouldn’t be possible.

      “You can’t kill him.” I hate how small my voice is compared to these creatures. But I stand a little straighter, goose bumps rising on my arms, my heart beating so fast, it physically hurts. “I’m the one who came into your world. He told me to leave. It’s me you want, not him.”

      I look Ruxsiu in the eye, knowing the fire I see there will be my end.

      Everyone has heard that your life flashes before your eyes when you’re about to die, but that’s not what I’m seeing at all. Instead, I’m envisioning everything I haven’t done. All the moments when I could have been doing regular teenager things instead of spending every possible moment sneaking off to visit my dragon in the hidden forest. I could have gone to prom with Max. I could have joined band. I could have taken the ACT and imagined there was nothing more terrible in the whole world than my 23 composite.

      We’re both going to die, and there isn’t anything I can do to stop it. Only offer up my own life in hopes of deterring King Ruxsiu from killing my best friend.

      I don’t regret a single decision I’ve ever made regarding how to spend my time. I never did. I wouldn’t trade Yackros for any prom dance or any band camp.

      I wouldn’t trade Yackros for anything or anyone.

      And at least I will die knowing I finally stood up for truth.

      Temperatures rise as beasts prepare to burn me and leave my dried-up skeleton—if even that much remains—never to be found. Sweat drips from my forehead. My hair sticks to my skin like it’s been glued on. It feels like my insides are boiling, thanks to the bubbling, sick feeling in my stomach.

      A slight breeze goes by, and for a second, everything is still. No noise, no movement. There’s no impending death.

      I look at Yackros, who’s watching me, trying to reach out, though he can’t. And there’s a click, though I’m not sure if it’s audible or just in my head.

      A sense of peace washes over me and I relish this moment, frozen in time, because it may very well be my last one.

      And then the moment disappears, carried away on the fleeting wind.

      King Ruxsiu, his scales as black as death and then some, laughs. Throwing his head back, chortling to the sky, the sound reverberating off the trees. He leans down to face me again.

      “Is that what you interrupted the execution for? To tell me you’re to blame? You say it with such pride, little human. Is it because you thought I would spare you, so yours is a noble gesture?” He roars, the sound deafening.

      There’s ringing in my ears. Pounding in my head.

      “Don’t for a moment think I intended to spare you, or that I won’t take pleasure in snuffing out your meager life,” he sneers. His gray eyes flash red. “You have invaded our lands and corrupted one of the only competent dragons left. You have tainted our home and damaged our barrier.” He looks around.

      I do the same. We’re surrounded by dragons. All different colors, heights. Some looking concerned, others angry.

      “Do you think I won’t gut you with my talon? Or roast you with my fire? Do you think that because you’re small and pathetic, I couldn’t toss you into the canyon without pause? You have ruined everything. This”—he gestures to Yackros and the guards holding him—“is your fault. You brought this about. So I will gladly punish you the same as your dragon.”

      I imagine that his heart must match the color of his scales.

      I’ll never get to say goodbye to my family. To Max. They’ll never know what happened to me.

      I look to Yackros, immense sorrow drowning me as I see the anguish in his eyes, the pain he emits.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper, knowing he can hear it.

      He tries to open his mouth, stopped by the contraption keeping him from communicating with me. An odd choking noise escapes him as another dragon clamps down on his throat, holding him down so he can’t come to my rescue or his own. His eyes burn brighter orange, filled with more rage, trapped, unable to do anything but watch.

      I wish we could fly away together, never to return to Runavelius.

      I look back at Ruxsiu, still glowering at me, raising his massive claw, talons extended.

      “Stop!” a familiar and comforting voice calls out, causing another tremble in the earth.

      Guthrie, his sky-blue scales hard to mistake, parts the crowd, storming toward the king. His eyes are squinted, claws raking through the dirt, tail swashing back and forth, nearly taking out every dragon he passes.

      Ruxsiu turns so fast, it makes me dizzy.

      “You dare interrupt your king in the middle of an execution?” he demands.

      Guthrie comes to a stop near me, towering like a lighthouse.

      “As one of your advisors, yes, I dare,” he says calmly, his voice low. “Are you not aware of the ramifications of killing this human, let alone a dragon?”

      “As king, there’s nothing I’m unaware of,” Ruxsiu snaps. His tail whips to the side, and I manage to duck just in time to avoid decapitation.

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” Guthrie says. It may be just my imagination, but his tone seems mocking on the last two words. I wish I could see the look on his face.

      After barely a heartbeat of silence, Ruxsiu snaps, “For the sake of argument, what are these ramifications you tremble over?”

      Guthrie steps even closer, bringing his head side to side with Ruxsiu’s. Although he lowers his voice further, it’s still audible to me and—I assume—a half dozen other dragons.

      “Majesty, imagine if it had been a different human to cross our borders rather than this meager girl. Imagine if it had been Breighad’s human. Or even Séraphin.”

      Ruxsiu stiffens at the name and smacks his tail into the rocky earth, kicking up dust.

      “Completely different,” he growls.

      “Of course,” Guthrie agrees. “But do they know that?”

      He sweeps his eyes across the gathered dragons, and Ruxsiu does the same.

      The armored dragons closest to us shift, avoiding eye contact. Other dragons straighten, but don’t look away.

      “We went into hiding to protect our humans as much as ourselves,” Guthrie says. “If they were to see you execute a human, it might cross their minds that you would treat their humans the same. We must avoid such a tragic misconception at all costs, Your Majesty—even the cost of sparing this pitiful girl’s meaningless life. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Ruxsiu’s talons dig ruts in the dirt. Another thread of flame hisses from between his clenched teeth.

      My heart dares to beat again. I try to keep any hint of hope from my face.

      “As for Yackros’ betrayal . . .” Guthrie shakes his head. “It is tragic. Truly. But look around you. Our legion was thousands, and now there are only hundreds of us left. Do not take away one for such a petty crime.”

      Ruxsiu rears away, hissing, “Petty?” but I can see one dragon in the crowd nod, followed by another.

      “Lock Yackros away to punish him for his crimes, but do not kill him.” Guthrie speaks with authority and compassion, and with every word, more dragons seem to be nodding, agreeing with him. I hadn’t noticed until now, but his voice had been steadily rising throughout his argument, purposefully reaching those in the crowd.

      A murmur grows amongst the dragons. Things like, “Yes, lock him away.”

      “We’ve lost so many already.”

      “Perhaps he’ll come to his senses.”

      “Yackros has always been dependable.”

      “SILENCE!” Ruxsiu roars.

      The murmurs fall silent, and the black dragon paces, clawing at the dirt and smashing his tail into rocks.

      I glance at Yackros, who is breathing heavily, only slightly more relaxed with his guards no longer holding him down, though he knows better than to attempt escape at this point. Not when the situation has hope of diffusing.

      Suddenly, Ruxsiu turns, baring a deadly row of teeth.

      “Take the traitor to the dungeons!” he screams, nearly blowing my eardrums out.

      “No!” I yell. I find him already staring at me, reaching out, too far away to grab me.

      I lunge forward, only to be caught in Guthrie’s sharp talons.

      “I love you, Sparkles! I’ll save you!” It’s an empty promise. I would give my life for his, but what power do I have in the midst of dragons?

      “I will always be with you, Alita.” His voice is calm, but sure, and it resonates in every corner of my mind. “I know we’ll find each other again. Be brave, little wingless.”

      His words are more comforting than I could imagine any spoken sound to be. And the crazy thing is, they weren’t said aloud at all.

      As he’s dragged out of sight, I whisper, “How?”

      But there’s no answer. With Yackros gone, there will never be answers again.

      Guthrie releases me. He stares after Yackros with what seems to be a sorrow to echo my own.

      “I have shown mercy,” Ruxsiu says abruptly. “But it cannot extend to the girl. She must die.”

      “Think this through,” Guthrie hisses.

      “If I release her back into her world, she will tell others of our existence. The humans will begin another war, and we will be left in the circumstances we sacrificed so much to avoid—but this time with nowhere left to hide. She dies, Guthrie.”

      Once again, dragons in the crowd begin to nod, effectively crushing whatever tiny hope I held on to. I try to stop the trembling, sweaty palms, and erratic heartbeat.

      I back up, but there’s just rock behind me. Nowhere to go.

      Ruxsiu approaches me, eyes burning.

      “I won’t tell anyone,” I say, even knowing it’s useless. “I promise.”

      Ruxsiu chuckles. “Your promises are worthless.”

      Guthrie steps into his path, blocking him. “But magic is not.”

      Somehow, rather than lifting my spirits, his words steal my breath away. Somehow I know—

      “Release her,” he continues, “and I will personally see to the girl’s banishment. Not only will she not return uninvited again, but she will leave remembering nothing of this place or its inhabitants.”

      “No,” I choke out, reaching toward him uselessly. “No, please—”

      “Would you rather die, human?” Ruxsiu laughs again, as if amused by the thought. “Then perhaps this is a better punishment indeed.” He steps close to Guthrie, bringing them chest to chest. “But you will assume responsibility. If I ever see her in my forest again, I will kill her without hesitation, and she will be joined in death by both the traitor and yourself. Do you understand?”

      “Always so generous, Your Majesty,” Guthrie says.

      Ruxsiu snorts and turns away. “See to it.”

      Guthrie pins me against the rock with his talons, and no matter how much I struggle, I can’t move him so much as an inch.

      “Don’t take Yackros from me,” I beg, tears suddenly hot on my face. Guthrie’s blue eyes have never looked so cold. “Guthrie, please! I can’t live without him!”

      “You’ll find your own way,” Guthrie murmurs, his eyes sliding closed. His chest begins to glow, but in a different way from Ruxsiu’s earlier.

      I claw and scratch at his talons. I kick against his skin.

      He begins a quiet chant, and the very sound of it is like fingernails on a chalkboard.

      “I’ll find my way back, I swear it!” I scream, this time at Ruxsiu. “Your magic can’t keep me out! It never has!”

      His grin nearly splits his face. “By all means, come back to die.”

      Guthrie’s glow spreads to encompass me, and a splitting pain in my head doubles me over.

      In the same instant, Guthrie scoops me up and half-flies, half-runs to the border of the forest, the edge between my realm and his. He drops me in the grass, and I fall to my knees, hands clutched around my head.

      “Listen close and listen fast,” he says. Something buzzes over his words like a swarm of bees. “I am protecting you the only way I know how that ends well for everyone. I put a stipulation on your banishment. Alita, Yackros is your dragon. You are his human. The bond you started as a child, breaking down barriers between our realm and yours, was completed today when you offered to die in his place.”

      “Until you cursed me,” I gasp out, taking a swing at him that accomplishes nothing. The pain is nearly sawing my head in two.

      “Listen, Alita. You must save us all. Our true king is missing. Find him, and free us from this dark imposter of a king’s reign. Bring back the ways of old, unite dragon and rider once more. ’Tis the only way to save Yackros, to return here, and for all of us to truly live.”

      I’m trying to listen, but the ground keeps rising up in waves. The flowers are all the wrong shape. And the air is hot. So hot.

      “The king died,” I manage. A gulp of boiling air. “Yackros said—”

      “The messenger came. And until today, I believed what he said was true. The dragon who delivered that news brought with him an item that would make it possible for Ruxsiu to rule. But today, he had no power over me. Which means we’ve been deceived. Find the king.”

      Guthrie pushes me back, forcing me outside the dragon forest’s perimeter. I stumble and fall in the dirt, the sky spinning above me.

      “Sparkles,” I whisper.

      From far away, it’s almost like I can hear his voice say my name. Almost.

      I close my eyes.
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      My eyes blink open to a cloudy sky, the light just beginning to fade. I push myself up on my elbows and blink around.

      I’m alone in the mountains. Lying in the dirt like a maniac. Who knows how many bugs could be on me.

      That thought launches me to my feet, and even after a thorough pat-down to be sure I’m not home to any scorpions, ants, or other crawlies, I still can’t stop shuddering. What was I thinking, coming up to the mountains without Max or anyone else?

      There’s a sort of alcove in front of me that seems familiar, and the more I stare at it, the more my heartrate slows. Hesitantly, I step forward, arm out.

      My fingers touch something solid, but there is nothing visible before me.

      I back up, frowning. To my left, there’s a single tree, green and vibrant and out of place in the Arizona desert.

      My ribs hurt like I just laughed for a hundred years straight. Or got pinched between two cars. In fact, everything hurts. The last thing I want is to be in the dirt again, but I’m wobbling on my feet, and this isn’t going to go well.

      I slide down the base of the tree, pulling my knees to my chest.

      “Alita,” a voice whispers, so gentle it’s as if the wind speaking to me.

      I straighten up, looking around for anyone or anything nearby, watching me. Every sense is on alert.

      “Who’s there?” I call out.

      “Remember me, little wingless. It’s Sparkles.”

      “Sparkles . . .” The word is like a cool waterfall, washing all the confusion from me, breathing life into my memories.

      I leap to my feet, ignoring the pain in my body, gasping for air.

      “Guthrie!” I gasp out. “He put a spell—I’d forgotten—”

      “I know,” comes Yackros’ voice, calming and gentle. “I could sense it. But it was a weak spell only, far below Guthrie’s abilities.”

      “Why would he. . .?” I reach out and steady myself against the tree, thinking over everything that happened with Guthrie and Ruxsiu. “He said I would leave remembering nothing.”

      “But not that such a condition would be permanent.” I swear I can feel Yackros’s smile in my own heartbeat. “Guthrie has always been clever with words.”

      He’d tricked Ruxsiu. Right there in front of everyone.

      He could have been killed.

      He risked his life for me. For us.

      My eyes burn hot, and I rub at them hard.

      “Alita,” Yackros says, almost like a moan. “I am so sorry. You never should have been involved in this. It is a great burden to bear. I do not expect you to take on this fight. I accept my punishment, am willing to take it, because the result has been knowing you. And I couldn’t imagine being bound to anyone else.”

      “Sparkles.” My voice breaks. “No!” I rest my forehead on the tree, beating my fists against it. “This can’t be happening! You’re telling me we’re bound, but I’m never going to see you again?” I choke on the words.

      “The day we met, you broke through barriers ten thousand men couldn’t breach. You entered my life, and from that day, I knew I could never let you leave it. I was selfish. I should have let you go.” I can feel the deep timbre of his voice around me, though none of what he says is out loud.

      “Don’t be sorry. I would’ve kept coming back no matter what you told me. We’re going to get through this. Before he pushed me out, Guthrie told me—”

      “I know Guthrie believes the king lives, Alita. But he may not. And if that’s the case, I don’t know what you could do. You have to accept that.”

      “I refuse to accept defeat. Especially when I haven’t even tried yet. Will you help me, Yackros? Can you give me answers?”

      “My prison will only allow me to speak to you when you’re near. Over time, and with our combined magic, it would be different. Visit me here, like you’ve always done. I will help however I can.”

      Pushing away from the tree, I compose myself. Wiping away the tears that fall down my face, refusing to let my emotions get the better of me. “I will free you if it’s the last thing I ever do. I’m coming for you, Yackros. And when I get there, Ruxsiu will pay.”

      “Be strong, Little Wingless.”
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      As a child when I entered that forest, when I ran away from the family reunion picnic and found myself facing what the fairy tales have taught us are monsters, I should have known that no part of my life would ever be normal.

      While I don’t remember everything, one memory stands out above the rest. Doodling with Mom at the kitchen counter. She drew with fine-tip pens. I had crayons. The large ones that barely fit in my hand.

      She drew a landscape scene.

      I drew a massive beast with giant teeth in a gaping mouth.

      What I saw was a smile. What my mother saw was something of nightmares, threatening, dangerous. She repeatedly asked me why I would draw something like that. I couldn’t answer her. It had been made clear to me that I did not, in fact, meet a dragon in the forest the previous summer and that dragons were not, in fact, real.

      She snatched the paper from beneath my poised hand, stopping me before I could draw myself beside my friend. She gave no explanation. No reasoning for her behavior. Before I could cry out, my picture was torn to shreds and thrown in the trash can.

      The sound of the paper being crinkled, torn, and tossed away by a furious mother was far scarier than anything I’d heard or seen in the forest.

      Until today. Every time I close my eyes, even just to blink, I see teeth stained from tearing flesh. Black scales, large wings, and eyes of fire.

      Ruxsiu must be stopped.

      I want to say I’m the one who’s going to do it, but I had to rely on Guthrie saving me today. What could I do to win a battle against a dragon? I’m too small, too weak, and certainly too afraid. My enemy could eat me in a single bite and not feel a bit of protest from me on the way down.

      But still, I have to fight for Yackros.

      I don’t know how to do this. I’m shaking and trembling. Pain. There’s so much pain. I sway and reach out a hand, bracing myself on the nearest rock to keep from falling over. The trail seems to have grown twice as long since I skipped up it earlier today without a care in the world.

      Being tossed around in a human-sized washing machine surely would have done less damage than Breighad had when he crushed me in iron talons and scraped me across every branch in the forest. My legs feel like jelly. It hurts to breathe.

      I look down, inspecting everything I can see, just hoping I’m not bleeding out and in too much shock to feel it.

      It doesn’t look like I’m in immediate danger of dying, even if it feels that way. But maybe death would be better than the task I have ahead of me.

      I don’t know how to find the missing dragon king. How could they ask that of me with no information to set me on the right course? Am I supposed to go wandering into every forest, every land where the king could be hiding, and search for dragons?

      The logical thing to do is ask for help. But who? Who would believe me?

      I could tell Max. If I showed him my injuries, he’d have to believe something big hurt me. Right?

      No. Just like before, I have to keep this to myself.

      No one can know. No one would believe me even if I did tell them. And really, nothing has changed. I can’t break my promise to Guthrie and Yackros. I swore I would never reveal their secrets, their locations, their names.

      But is it a betrayal if I’m trying to save them? Could they really expect me to do this on my own?

      I could make it worse just by becoming desperate.

      I could chase myself in circles forever. In the end, I won’t have any helpful answers. Yackros will be locked in prison forever, and I’ll be locked out of his world.

      The walk to my car takes twice as long as usual. The sun is already beginning to disappear from view as it sets behind the far-off mountains. I push onward, fumbling with the handle, barely able to pull the door open, falling into the front seat.

      I pull down the mirror and look at my reflection. I have dried blood smeared across my temple. I’m filthy. There are scrapes across my neck, collarbone, and all down my arms. Grabbing napkins from the passenger seat—left there from the last time I got fast food—and the water bottle I always keep in the cup holder, I wipe away as much evidence as possible.

      What should have been a thirty-minute drive home turns into an hour as I take it slow, unable to turn easily or move any part of my body without extreme discomfort at the least, and excruciating pain at the most.

      When I finally pull into the driveway, I exhale, shoulders slumping at the sight of Max sitting on the front porch steps. He looks up and smiles.

      I should have known he’d be here. Not answering his messages is like winding a Jack-in-the-box. If I go too long, he pops up out of nowhere.

      By the time I’ve parked and unbuckled, Max already has my door open.

      “What are you doing here?” I offer a small smile to make up for the lack of enthusiasm in my voice.

      “Hey!” He cups my cheek, pulling me closer and kissing me.

      I have zero desire for kissing right now, but it’s hard to pull away when every bit of me protests movement.

      “Where have you been?” he demands. Although he tries to cover it with a smile, he always has the same tone when I haven’t messaged him enough. “Your mom said you’ve been gone since you left for school this morning.”

      I lock my car door and head toward the house. “Yeah, I’m sorry. I went for a hike after school. My phone just didn’t have signal.” Or I left it in the car because I knew it wouldn’t work in Runavelius, but whatever. “I need to go shower and change my clothes.”

      “You could have climbed Mount Everest by now with all the hikes you take. And you know I don’t like you in the mountains alone. Hey—” He suddenly stops me and looks me up and down, seeming at least a little concerned. “You’re covered in dirt.” He tries to brush some off my arm. “And scratches? What happened?”

      He’s gripping my arm too hard. I wince, trying not to make any noise, though a slight whimper escapes me. “It’s fine. I just had a nasty fall. I’ll be right back, okay?”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. I just really need to take a shower.” We enter through the front door.

      “Okay.” He kisses me on the forehead. “I’ll wait.”

      “Does that mean you’re joining us for dinner?” Mom asks from the kitchen.

      “Yeah! We need to study, right?” He widens his eyes, giving me a puppy-dog look.

      “What? Huh?” I shake my head, trying to pay attention to him, but really just wanting to get to the bathroom where I can be alone for a few minutes and try not to have a panic attack.

      “I said we need to study or something, right? So your mom’s okay with me staying over for a while?”

      “Oh.” I attempt a grin, though I’m sure it doesn’t look quite right. My face doesn’t feel like that’s what it’s doing. “Like you need an excuse to stay for a meal, Max. My mom has learned to cook at least two extra portions whether we’re planning on you coming over or not.”

      “Aw, well now, don’t I feel spe—” He pauses, his expression changing to insulted. “What do you mean, two extra portions?”

      I give him a once-over. “You’re six feet tall and built like a rock. We all know you eat twice as much as the rest of us.”

      His mouth gapes for a moment. Slowly it closes, and he straightens his shirt. “I have to keep up the maintenance on all this muscle. A meager girl like you wouldn’t understand.”

      My face freezes as I remember towering dragons describing me with that same phrase.

      “Gotta go,” I manage before heading upstairs and straight to my room, closing the door behind me.

      I throw my things on the bed and grab my pajamas, opening my door just a sliver to peek out. Seeing that the hall is clear, I dash across to the bathroom.

      With my right hand, I lift the lower left side of my shirt, in one fluid motion removing it entirely and dropping it on the floor.

      Even jostling that much makes me want to be sick.

      I turn so my back is to the mirror and glance over my shoulder.

      Bruising has already begun showing from my neck to my waist, and I have no way to hide it.  Certainly not when others touching it—bumping into it at the very least—is unavoidable. Especially my boyfriend, who is no doubt sitting downstairs laughing with my parents while wondering what I’m doing. Again.

      I slip off the rest of my clothes and get in the shower.
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      When I make it back downstairs, everything is as I assumed it would be. Mom, Dad, and Max are sitting on the chairs in the front room, all laughing and having a grand ole time. Honestly, I don’t know why they need me around. They treat Max like a son, and especially lately, he sees them more than I do.

      They all get along wonderfully. I almost wish they’d forget about me. I don’t belong here. I don’t fit in this family, and Max would love it—no Dillon or a thousand other foster siblings he’d have to complain about all day.

      And Max . . .

      No matter how much I want to run my hands through his thick hair or stare into his deep green eyes forever, I don’t fit into his world of competition. I just don’t care about wrestling or grades or popularity the way he does.

      And Max is nothing if not realistic, so how could he ever follow me to my world of “mythical” creatures?

      I collect myself, mentally preparing for conversations I don’t care to have, company I wish I didn’t need to keep right now, and pain I can’t show before stepping into the living room.

      “Oh, Alita! Everything okay? It seems you practically flew to your room,” Dad says before starting up the knee-slapping laughing.

      If everyone else in the family lets me live down dragons, Dad never will. Thirteen years later, and he still thinks he’s so hilarious.

      For just a moment, a very mean part of my soul wishes he could feel Breighad’s grip.

      Mom doesn’t look pleased while Dad continues with the jokes, aware that no one else in the room aside from Max is appreciating them. I just roll my eyes. Dad’s jokes are nothing compared to what else I’ve faced today.

      Mom claps her hands loudly and gets up, giving Dad’s knee a smack on the way. “Shall we eat?”

      Dinner is a deafening cacophony of chewing and the occasional throat-clearing, coughing, and forks scraping plates. I can’t help the antsy feeling, the need to get out of here as soon as possible. No one speaks, which is fine by me. I twirl my hair around my finger, waiting anxiously to return to the safety of my room. I just want to take some pain killers and lie down.

      Even hinting that’s my plan is a no-no. It will lead to questions I can’t answer. So I remain sitting beside Max, who gives me side looks every time he reaches for more food.

      “So,” Mom says, clearing her throat and gently setting her fork on the table. “What are you two studying tonight?”

      “History!” Max exclaims a little too loudly right as I reply, “Nothing.”

      We stare at each other, Mom looking back and forth, trying to get a clear answer. Max raises a brow, staring directly into my eyes.

      “I mean history,” I say to Mom, though in all reality, I just want Max to go home so I can be alone with my pain and fears. I don’t need to figure out more lies and excuses. I can’t keep doing this.

      Mom gives me a look that says “uh-huh” and chuckles to herself. “Are you sure you’ll be studying at all? Seems odd for a Friday night activity.”

      Dad throws his head back, laughing loudly. “Can you blame Max for making an excuse to stick around here? With so many siblings at home, he never gets a moment’s peace.”

      Mom pats Dad’s hand tenderly, which is her way of telling him to shut up. “Or perhaps Max just likes spending time with our daughter, dear.” She smiles at me. “So, we did the cooking. Do you two mind cleaning up?”

      “Not at all, Mrs. Drake!” Max responds a little too eagerly.

      “Thank you, Max,” she says, getting out of her seat.

      “Of course!”

      Max and I sit in awkward silence while Mom and Dad settle in the family room and turn on the TV. They playfully argue over what to watch until settling on the action flick Mom wants.

      I finally stand and begin putting the food away.

      Max grabs my wrist—I’m sure he thought it was an innocent thing to do—and I pull away.

      “Hey,” he whispers, stepping closer so he’s towering over me. “What’s going on?”

      “It—it’s nothing,” I say, knowing he won’t accept it and will only continue pushing for the truth. But I don’t have a good excuse. I can’t think of anything besides dragon kings and wondering how to check if a rib is broken.

      His eyebrow quirks up, just as I knew it would. A mischievous smile pulls at his lips.

      “Nothing, huh?” His hands grip my waist as he pulls me closer, and they lock around my back like a cage. “Are you sure it’s not because your parents are in the other room, and you’re here with your hot boyfriend and there’s no real homework to do?”

      His arms might as well be Breighad’s talons because they’re crushing the exact same spot. He brings his face closer to mine as he waits for a response, testing the waters, waiting for me to move. I kiss him as lightly as possible before pushing his arms down and away.

      “Pretty sure that’s not it,” I say, grabbing a few dirty dishes before he can try to pull me close again.

      “So if that’s not it,” he says, stacking another plate on top of what’s already in my hands, “what’s got you so jumpy?”

      “I’m just . . . still shaken up from my fall. I’m sorry.”

      I dump the dishes in the sink with zero grace and turn the faucet to scorching.

      Max sighs. “This is exactly why I tell you not to hike alone.”

      “Well, it’s not like I have any other option,” I snap before I can help myself.

      It’s not Max’s fault I can’t tell him what I really do every day. It’s not Max’s fault I was alone today and thought I was going to die.

      I shut the water off.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I’m just tired. I’m just really, really tired.”

      He comes up behind me and wraps his arms across the front of my shoulders.

      I could scream. But I don’t. He doesn’t know the truth, and he’s just trying to be sweet.

      “I guess I’m so surrounded by people all the time,” he says, “ that I forget you aren’t.”

      No matter how much Dad was joking, Max really does come over here to escape his foster family, which I suppose is understandable. I’m an only child. I can’t imagine living with so many other people, even if I think he should try to be closer to them.

      “You know, I’m perfectly fine if we stay right here forever,” he says in a low voice.

      I turn as far as I can manage without dying. With all the seriousness I can muster, I ask, “In my parents’ kitchen?”

      Max’s glare isn’t too annoyed, and he steps away so I can breathe again. To make it up to him, I stand on tiptoe and give him a quick kiss on the cheek. Then I turn back to the table.

      Max watches me as I carry the rest of the dishes to the sink and deliver them with a little more grace than the first batch.

      “I’ve got the best girlfriend,” he says.

      I manage a smile at that.

      I’ve just turned to get a washcloth for the table when Max grabs my wrist and pulls me into his embrace, his other hand firm on my back as our lips meet.

      It’s like fireworks—half an explosion in my mind and half an explosion in my back.

      His hand runs up and down the bruises like he’s playing an instrument. Unable to withstand it, I shove him back and lean against the counter, gasping for air. My eyes burn hot, and so does my skin. I slide down on my knees, incapable of making a sound that isn’t a cry of pain, and yet still trying to find a reasonable explanation for what just happened without telling him the truth.

      “Alita? What did you do? Are you okay?” He kneels down beside me, trying to comfort me, but only making it worse.

      “Do you two need help in there?” Mom hollers from the other room.

      “No, we’re good,” Max shouts back.

      “I’m sorry, Max,” I mumble, tears and snot dripping down my face, which is thankfully covered by my hair, obstructing his view. “I’m so sorry, but I need to be alone. Please?”

      There’s no reply. I expected anger and hurt. I feared a goodbye. I got nothing. He pulls away, and the air beside me is empty. I take a deep breath, waiting to hear the front door open and close, but that never comes either.

      I just wait, hoping the pain will pass soon. All I can hear is the TV in the other room, Mom and Dad oblivious to what’s going on.

      After a lifetime, the pain starts to dull, and I can breathe again.

      “Alita?”

      Max.

      He squats down so we’re at the same eye level. “I’m not leaving until you tell me what’s going on.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Max sits on the edge of my bed, elbows on his knees, leaning forward as he waits for me to explain where I’ve been, what I’ve been doing, and my odd behavior all evening.

      I sit across from him, avoiding eye contact.

      It’s not like he’ll believe me anyway.

      Do I tell him about Yackros specifically, the bond we now share, the magic between us? Do I tell him of the threats against me, and the banishment?

      The bouncing of Max’s leg catches my attention. I stare at the movement, wanting it to stop, but knowing I need Max on my side. Not wanting to snap at him and only make the situation worse, I let him be.

      Still, it keeps my focus split between the matter at hand and the annoyance building up in me watching that leg bounce up and down and up and down and over and over and over again, until finally the pressure is killing me and—

      “Stop! Please, just stop!” I grab his knee.

      He hovers on the edge of a smirk. “Alita, I know you’re upset and clearly anxious, but you’re turning my knee to mush.”

      I look down, noticing that my grip is so tight, my knuckles have turned white. I let go and lean back quickly, but the fast movement overbalances my tiny computer chair, spilling me on the floor. No matter how much I wanted to keep it hidden, I can’t help a cry of pain when I come down hard on my bruised shoulder.

      Max looks as though he might have laughed if not for my cry. He offers me a hand, but I don’t want him to pull too hard, so I wave him off and wait on the floor to catch my breath.

      “Is everything okay in here?” Mom appears in the doorway, looking rather concerned by all the commotion.

      “I just overbalanced my chair. Sorry.” I stare intently at the history book on my desk, set out in plain sight for the sole purpose of Mom-checks.

      “You’re really having a clumsy night, aren’t you?”

      Thanks, Mom. Ask me how my day went.

      “I hurt my ankle on my hike. That’s all.” The last thing I need are my parents sitting next to Max waiting for answers too. Mom would tear up all my research, and Dad would carry on the dragon jokes forever.

      “Do we need to have it looked at?” She takes a step into the room, brows furrowed, lips turned down.

      “No, it’s okay. Really. We’re just going to study, and I’ll quit moving around.”

      “Alita, are you sure? I don’t want you to hurt yourself more,” she says, her expression softening.

      “I promise.”

      “I’ll bring you an ice pack, then.”

      “No, Mom. I’m fine. I’ll let you know if it gets worse.”

      “Okay,” she relents. “It takes two seconds to get the ice pack. Let me know if you change your mind.”

      “I will. I promise.” I offer her a smile, hoping to ease her mind.

      “I’ll take care of her, Mrs. Drake,” Max says.

      “Make sure she doesn’t put too much weight on it. Good luck with your history stuff.”

      “Thank you.” I turn back to Max, looking at the history book and wishing that’s what we’re really working on.

      He stares at me intently, and we both listen as my mom’s footsteps fade down the stairs.

      “You did something to your back,” he says.

      I don’t correct him.

      “And it wasn’t a hiking fall.”

      “No,” I say. “It wasn’t.” I take a deep breath, scraping my clammy palms across my pants to my knees. “Max, I want to tell you. I really do. But you’re going to think I’m . . . crazy.”

      I keep my gaze on the floor, unable to gather the courage needed to look Max in the face. My lips tremble as I think about how to phrase this.

      “I’m your boyfriend. You can tell me anything.”

      Unable to say the words, I get up and open my desk drawer, pulling out one of my many drawings of Yackros. I’ve improved a little over the past year. This one almost looks like a bad photocopy of him.

      I hesitate, gripping the drawing so tightly, a tiny bit of the edge tears between my fingers.

      Max loves me.

      I trust him.

      I can tell him anything.

      I turn and extend my arms woodenly. He takes the drawing, and that one adorable eyebrow quirks up.

      “They’re real,” I say. “Dragons. And their false king almost killed me today.”

      Those words, saying them out loud, admitting what happened, opens the floodgates. Overwhelmed by the fear I felt in the moment, relief that I lived to tell about it, and anxiety that maybe I’ll never be able to defeat Ruxsiu—never be able to save Yackros—and every emotion in between cascades over me like an avalanche.

      I let out a choked gasp and sink into my chair, gripping the edges until my fingers go numb.

      Max stares at the drawing, turning it in his hands slightly, as if a different angle will change it.

      “Dragons?” he says, and his voice is too empty to be comforting.

      I squeeze my eyes closed. “You said I could tell you anything.”

      “Your back got hurt . . . by dragons?”

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      I’m going to cry again.

      Don’t cry again.

      “Alita,” he whispers.

      I dare to look at him again, but he’s shaking his head.

      “You’re my girlfriend. I love you. But—” He hesitates, mouth open, halfway to a smile that isn’t happy. “Dragons are myths. You might as well be telling me you got stampeded by unicorns or drowned by mermaids.”

      I turn away suddenly, breathing as if my throat is made of glass, willing my eyes not to flood out everything happening in my heart.

      “Please go,” I say slowly, forming each sound of each word with all the control I have left.

      He doesn’t have to believe in dragons. He doesn’t have to be in that part of my life.

      “I don’t know what happened that’s so terrible you can’t just tell me. I’m here for you. Don’t shut me out.”

      Through the pain, despite the aching muscles and the tears that I couldn’t keep back after all, I stand, a new rage burning through my veins.

      “No, Max,” I say, too loudly, but I don’t care. “You’re not here for me. I did just open up to you. I told you what’s going on. You refuse to believe me.” Just like everyone else. “And that’s fine.” It’s not fine. “But don’t lie to me.”

      He stands to match me, brandishing my drawing. “Alita, you have to consider my point of view—how crazy it sounds. Dragons?”

      I purse my lips. I nod. “You’re right. It does sound crazy. And after all that teasing and all the correction I got when I was three, why would I be saying it again now if it wasn’t true?”

      “Last year.” He stares at the drawing again, lips pressed into a thin line. “When I found that picture and you told me it was some online thing, you lied. I was right, wasn’t I? You started believing in your childhood delusion again.”

      “It’s not a delusion!” I snatch the drawing away, even though the action shoots pain through my arm and neck. “And you know what? If you told me you got stampeded by unicorns, I would believe you. Because I love you, and why would you tell me something so crazy if it wasn’t true?”

      “I would never tell you something that isn’t true,” he says. “Because I trust you.”

      “Good. Then—”

      “I just can’t understand why you don’t trust me.”

      I let out a broken sound I can’t even identify. I crush the drawing in my hand, and with that same hand, I lift the edge of my shirt to the bottom of my bra, showing him the dark purple skin beneath.

      “A yellow-scaled dragon,” I say slowly, “named Breighad picked me up today in a grip so tight, I thought it was going to crush my spine. He carried me through the forest and dropped me at the feet of a black-scaled dragon named Ruxsiu with teeth like blades at a slaughterhouse. He wanted to kill me. He still does. And I haven’t told a single other person because they would laugh me out the door.”

      I lower my shirt. “How’s that for honesty, Max? How’s that for trust?”

      He stares at my hand. After a moment, he steps forward and reaches for it, grasping it gently with his own. He takes my other hand as well.

      “Alita . . .” He looks me in the eye, voice quiet. “That looks like quite a serious injury, and you should have it looked at. I’m here whenever you’re ready to tell me what really happened. Until then, I’m genuinely sorry you had such a bad fall on your hike.”

      He squeezes my hands, then turns and walks away.

      After I hear the front door swing open and shut, I cross the room and slam my bedroom door closed.
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      I don’t get out of bed until ten minutes before I need to leave to get to the library right at opening.

      Guthrie told me to look for the true dragon king, and I imagine if there’s any trace of him, I’ll find it somewhere tucked away in a book, made out to be a myth.

      I take it slow, forcing myself off the mattress. I feel like a board. Every time I move, something cracks or snaps, and I’m afraid of breaking. But it’s a different pain from last night, more manageable—or maybe I’ve just grown used to it.

      I hid in my room all morning because who knows what questions Mom and Dad would bombard me with if I hung out downstairs, even for breakfast. I don’t want to answer questions about Max, last night, the bruises peeking out of my shirt collar, or anything else.

      There’s a message on my phone from Max. I ignore it.

      I make my way down the stairs as fast as I’m physically capable and grab my keys from the bowl by the door, get in my car, and drive away with no one the wiser. If Mom calls or texts, I can answer truthfully for once. Just doing some research at the library.

      I arrive at the library two minutes after they’ve officially opened their doors.

      I go straight to the counter. The youngest librarian I’ve ever seen—seriously, my age or close to it—is busy trying to have a conversation via text while helping a woman and a little girl. An older woman at the far end of the counter is fingering through files, her glasses perched so low on her nose, I’m surprised they haven’t already slipped off.

      “Excuse me?” I say, trying to gain her attention.

      She simply clears her throat and continues her task. I assume she heard me.

      “Excuse me? I’m hoping you can point me in the right direction. I’m looking for a book on dragons.” I try to speak as quietly as possible, not just because it’s a library.

      “Pardon me?” The old woman looks up, eyebrows quirked.

      “I need any and all books you have on dragons. Especially any about dragon kings.”

      “I recommend the young adult fantasy section over there.” She stands and points to the farthest corner on the right-hand side.

      “I’m not looking for fiction.” I know how crazy it sounds, but I don’t know what else to say. Certainly they have something in mythology. It might still be classified under fiction, but definitely not fantasy, and not in the YA section.

      “Then you’re not looking for dragons.” She pushes her glasses up the bridge of her nose, picks up the box in front of her, and disappears into the back room.

      So much for that.

      You’d think I’d know better by now.

      “Don’t think too much about it,” the young woman pipes up, looking at me over the top rim of her phone. “She’s just not having a good day. Someone returned this special edition book, and it was completely destroyed.”

      I nod, unsure how to respond to that. After a moment, I head for the shelves, knowing I’m on my own. I’ll find mythology and work my way from there. Some record has to exist from when dragons roamed the land.

      I don’t want to think about what I’ll do if there isn’t.

      I wander the aisles, running my finger down the spines of books as I pass, searching for anything that might contain information on dragons or anything that took place hundreds of years ago that could be related.

      The only book that looks remotely close to what I want is a large leather-bound tome covered in dust, clearly rarely—if ever—touched, let alone read or checked out. I pull it down, heaving it across the room to a table where, despite my best efforts, I drop it in a cloud of dust.

      After skimming the table of contents, I’m sorely disappointed to see that, despite being in the mythology section, it has nothing to do with dragons. Just Norse gods.

      I close it and return it the shelf, wondering how I’m ever going to get answers. Yackros said humans couldn’t know about dragons. But were no records kept at all? Is this really a pointless endeavor?

      “I believe this is what you’re looking for.”

      I turn to find the old librarian standing behind me, her glasses staring down at me disapprovingly. She extends the book she’s holding. It’s a small pamphlet-sized book that looks more like a journal. The spine is so tiny, it doesn’t have anything written on it—only scales trailing from top to bottom. I gingerly take it from her fingers.

      Scales of Water and Sky, by R. Ebony

      Flipping through the pages, I see diagrams and creature drawings that look about as professional as if I’d drawn them. The first half is about mermaids and mermen and their counterparts, sirens. I almost hand it back to the librarian, but then I glimpse a bit from the second half, and sparks of excitement tingle in my spine.

      Dragons.

      Dragons on every page, listing scales, colors, meanings. Where their myths came from, and, of course, how none of it is real. I flip through the pages, looking for any mention of a king.

      I can feel the librarian’s eyes boring into me, making my hands sweat and my fingers fumble on the pages. Is she waiting for me to laugh at how silly dragon myths are?

      “Well?” she says slowly. Geez, she even seems to pronounce both Ls.

      I can’t find anything about a dragon king, and she’s making my skin crawl.

      I give the pamphlet back. “Um, thanks anyway.”

      She doesn’t move for a moment. Then she frowns so deeply, it’s almost comical, turns on a heel, and storms off as if I’ve personally offended her.

      I shake my head and get back to the mythologies. Unable to think of a better strategy, I begin pulling out book after book. I’ll find something about the dragon king even if I have to flip through every book in the whole library.
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      “Miss? The library is now closed.” The old woman is frowning down at me with her signature expression.

      I’ve looked at myths on everything from Zeus to Robin Hood. And the only thing even close to a dragon is the Loch Ness Monster.

      I look at my phone, which is sitting on the floor beside me.

      “But it’s only one o’clock.”

      “Yes,” she says sternly, “which is when the library closes on a Saturday, as the sign on our front door so clearly states.”

      “You close early on the one day people actually have time?” I’d planned on spending the whole day at the library and not leaving until I had something. How can I go back to Yackros empty-handed and tell him I can’t do anything else until Monday?

      “If you would prefer different rules, you are free to open your own library full of nonfiction myths and open twenty-four-seven. Perhaps you would even be so crude as to include a Taco Bell extension for hungry patrons. Until then, this humble establishment is closed.”

      She turns away.

      “This place could use some tacos,” I mutter, and my stomach joins in with a much louder agreement.

      Resigning myself to my failure, I pack up a stack of books I haven’t gone through yet and take them to the counter where the young girl, her name tag now prominently pinned to her shirt, is waiting to check out my books so she can leave.

      “Did you find what you were looking for?” she asks.

      “Not really. But thanks, Cheryl.”

      She smiles. “I hope you do. It sounds interesting.”

      “Thanks,” I say again, only half paying attention to her.

      The older woman is openly staring at me as she walks between the aisles and cleans up the messes people—including me—left. Every time she appears, her eyes seem different, but I can’t figure out why. She’s mega creepy.

      “Library card?” Cheryl asks loudly.

      I startle. “Oh, sorry.” I pull it from my pocket and hand it to her.

      A second later, she slides it across the counter to me. “You’re all set. Have a good day. Happy reading!”

      She hands me the bag of books, which I heave out to my car and load into the passenger seat. I buckle up and drive, passing home without a second glance.

      It’s almost like I don’t have control over where I’m going. Despite knowing I can’t re-enter the dragon forest, it’s where I’m headed.

      Not that it matters. Banished or not, upon arrival, I find nothing different. I’m stuck in my world now until I fix this. I sit on the ground, leaning against the same tree from yesterday—a tree that seems to have come with me in the ban from entering Runavelius—careful not to scrape my already battered body on the bark, and set down the three books I brought with me from the car.

      There’s a cracking sound off the trail before all goes silent around me again. I sit up straighter, looking around, feeling sick with unease.

      “Hello?” I call out, realizing that even if something is there, it would hardly respond to my call. I wait, holding my breath, wondering what to do next.

      But there are no more noises, and after a few minutes, I take a deep breath, and that feeling of unease disappears. Perhaps it really was all in my head. I shake it off and return to the task at hand.

      “Yackros? Can you hear me?” I ask aloud. There’s a moment of silence, and I wait tensely until a soft voice speaks.

      “It is good to hear your voice. What, if anything, have your human records taught you?”

      I stare down at the three books I brought, and I’m suddenly sure they’ll be just as useless as all the rest. I close my eyes.

      “I miss you.” I take in a deep breath. “Is there any other way I can free you? I spent as long as I could searching for answers, and I couldn’t find a word about the king.”

      There’s a moment of silence, a long pause as though he doesn’t know how to handle the situation either.

      Finally, he says, “I miss you too, little wingless.”

      I don’t think I’ve ever heard a more heartbreaking sound than that.

      I lean my head back against the tree and look up through the leaves. The sun is harsh, washing all the color from the sky.

      “You have to understand that this has never happened before, Alita. There is no one before us who could give us the easy answers. Find out if the king is alive, and if so, how he can be saved. That is all I know.”

      I just want our meadow back.

      “Perhaps share with me what you did find.”

      “Nothing.” I relay the few mythical tales, the stupid Loch Ness Monster.

      “Oh, and this cranky librarian brought me a pamphlet about mermaids and dragons. It was the only actual dragon mention I ever saw, but nothing about the king.”

      “Who was the author of that book?”

      “It didn’t have a full name. Just an initial. Is that important?” If the book didn’t know anything, why would the author?

      “It very well could be. One book about dragons is better than none, and one author of that information is better than the book. Did you keep it?”

      “No,” I say, my cheeks suddenly hot. “It was right after I got there, and I thought I’d find something better.”

      If he’s mad about my oversight, he covers it with his usual patience. “Do you remember any of the information it contained?”

      “Um . . . some stuff about scales . . . Some smooth, some rough, depending on the dragon. Had some diagrams . . . It said some dragons have scales like jade, and others like opal.” I know there’s more, but I flipped through it so fast.

      Yackros’ voice in my head lowers to a whisper. “You have felt my scales. Are they not akin to stone?”

      I swallow. “So you’re saying it’s true?”

      “What did the book say of our eyes?”

      I close my eyes, trying to picture it. “I don’t . . . there was a section on element eyes with some pictures. Like, ice dragons and fire dragons.” I open my eyes. “Are there really dragons that breathe ice?”

      “What happened to Ruxsiu’s eyes when he threatened you?” he asks.

      I gulp, not wanting to relive yesterday. “There was the shape of flames dancing in his pupils.”

      “I believe I must insist you reclaim that book.”

      It will be Monday before I can get back to the library. I run my hands over my face.

      “Okay,” I say. “I will. But if it didn’t mention anything about the king, even if it is true, how can it help?”

      “That is where the author comes in.”

      “I’ll google them, but it could be a pen name or they could live in China. What do I do then?” I ask, feeling just as lost as before.

      “A book like that in this area? I doubt you will need to search that far. It is more likely that the author has gained their knowledge first-hand and is waiting for a miracle. A miracle named Alita Drake.”

      I smile a little even though I feel more like a disaster than a miracle.

      I pluck at one of the books, opening the cover, then allowing it to fall closed.

      “Yackros?”

      “Yes, Alita?”

      “What if I don’t find the author? What if I can’t? What if I do, but they’re unwilling to help me? Or what if they’ve died and whatever they knew is gone forever?”

      Yackros clears his throat. I can imagine the contemplative look on his face right now. I just wish I could see it. Wish I could hug him, be near him, not have to be on the other side of an invisible barrier keeping us apart. I wish the king would listen to me. We shouldn’t be punished for finding each other. Not when bonded human and dragon is the way things always were until a stupid war.

      “Alita, if the author is bound to a dragon, there is great hope that they’re still alive and waiting for the day of reunion. And if the truth is not so kind, perhaps we may look to other clans for hope.”

      “If there are other dragons out there, why haven’t they already come to the rescue?”

      “We all went into hiding. But perhaps the time has come for revolution.”

      Reassurance flows through my veins. “Is that you? I feel warmer than usual, and a ridiculous sense of hope.” I kind of chuckle.

      “It is I, my dear. As our bond grows stronger despite our distance, it means that our powers will grow. You, too, can comfort me when you’ve learned how to control your own emotions and how they are emitting from you. But not to worry—that can come later. Your strength and resilience are enough comfort for me while I am in this dark place.” The tone of his voice suggests far more than sadness, but I can’t put a word on it.

      “Yackros, are you in danger where you are right now? Please tell me nothing is going to harm you while I’m away. I can’t stand the thought of losing you when it seems like I’ve only just found you.”

      “I am safe for now. Despite Ruxsiu’s evil ways and his belief that only he can create and break the rules, he cannot hurt me without losing all control over these dragons, and at the risk of his life.”

      “Is there anything I can do for you now?”

      “Do not let the emotional toll control you. Remain strong. My little wingless warrior, one day, you will fly. We will fly together.”

      His words are the reassurance I need. If I thought or knew he was being tortured in any form, I wouldn’t be able to focus on anything but that.

      “I will free you. I’m going to find the author of that book. First thing Monday morning, I’ll go back to the library and get it.”

      “Alita,” Yackros says in a warning tone.

      “Yes?”

      “Do not sacrifice everything else for me. Do not forget your schooling. Your family. Your friends.”

      Though I hate it, I know he’s right. “I won’t ruin our chances of fixing this. I will save you, and no one will know.” I pull my knees to my chest, resting my chin on them.

      Trying not to think about Max.

      “Thank you,” he says softly.

      I can feel him growing distant. I know he’s going to tell me I need to go, that the connection is getting weaker through the magic stopping us from being in the same place. But I’m not ready to leave.

      “Alita—” he begins.

      “Don’t.” I stop him. “Don’t say what I know you’re going to say. We don’t have to talk. But please, just let me sit here. Let me believe I’m leaning against your scaly side and we’re back in our meadow. Please?”

      “I was hoping you’d stay. I’ll even snore a little.” He chuckles. Oh, how I’ve missed that sound.

      “Thank you.” I laugh with him.
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      There’s a chill in the air as the sun begins setting beyond the mountains in the far-off distance. I watch as it gets lower, wondering how long I can possibly wait before needing to leave. I look in the direction where I imagine Yackros is, wishing I could see him right now.

      “Go, Alita,” he commands kindly. “Be safe. I will be here when you return.”

      I nod, even knowing he can’t see me. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “I eagerly anticipate that time.” His voice is distant, fading.

      I don’t say more, afraid I’ll tear up again. Instead, I just leave.

      Mom and Dad are sitting in the front room, watching TV. I wave a quick hello and go to my room, setting the mythology books on the desk.

      I snatch up my comfiest pajamas from the bed where I left them this morning and go to the bathroom. I carefully remove my shirt, looking at my back in the mirror. The bruising looks as ugly as ever, but it doesn’t hurt as badly to touch.

      I don’t know what was going on last night, but it was unbearable. Now it feels like a regular injury. Around the edges, lapsing over my sides, it’s red. I try not to think about it as I get in the shower.

      Once I’m dried and dressed, I throw my dirty clothes in the hamper and go to the kitchen in search of food, the roar from my stomach reminding me I haven’t eaten anything today.

      “Hey, dear! Where have you been all day?” Mom walks in, carrying dirty dishes.

      “I went to the library.”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful. Find any good reads?”

      “Yeah, a few. I’m actually just grabbing dinner and then I’m going to get back to them.” I purse my lips, trying not to be awkward, but it’s not working.

      “Sounds like a great Saturday evening. Though I’m a little surprised.” She begins rinsing off the plates.

      “Oh? What makes you say that?” I ask innocently. “You know me, great big bookworm.” Which isn’t exactly true. I mean, I like books, but it’s not how I usually spend my Saturday nights. Or any night in the past year. They’ve been permanently reserved for visits to Runavelius.

      “Well, Max came looking for you. He said you two had plans. Something about a date?” She grins.

      I can feel a blush forming on my cheeks. “Oh.”

      I don’t know how to respond. After last night, I may never speak to Max again. Even if I can’t prove to him that dragons exist, he didn’t need to be a jerk about it. Did he?

      “Uh-oh. Trouble in paradise?” She frowns. “Should I be concerned? Or did I just ruin the surprise?”

      “No. It’s just . . . we had a disagreement last night.”

      “I’m sorry. Anything I need to be worried about?” She puts her mom face back on rather than her excited friend face.

      “No, it’s fine. I just don’t feel like going out tonight. I’ll text him. Thanks for letting me know.”

      “No problem, sweetie. If I realized dinner was a no-go, I would have made you some too. Sorry, dear.” She kisses my forehead.

      “I’m perfectly capable of making sandwiches for myself.” I chuckle.

      Mom returns to Dad’s side in the front room. I can hear the TV again, so I relax and dig through the fridge, looking for something delicious, but quick and easy.

      I settle on a cold ham and cheese sandwich and root beer. Then I get comfy at my desk, food to the side, books front and center.

      I keep reading, looking for anything that might be helpful, and really just wishing I’d grabbed that other book today. Unless the school library has a copy, which is doubtful, I have to wait until Monday afternoon.

      After I go through all the books without finding anything—not surprising, considering how my morning went—I’m inclined to give up on the mythology angle. I take another bite of my food and pull my laptop over, pushing the books to the side.

      Yackros said dragons could be found in every country, every culture. That they were hidden around the globe. I already knew there were myths and legends surrounding their existence, beliefs, powers, and whatnot, and that they were mentioned in nearly every religion. But maybe another culture has stuff about dragon kings that can help me.

      I do a search for “dragon culture” and get multiple pages, the first of which is a Wikipedia site. I click on it, figuring it’s gotta be just as informative as anything else I can trust online. And maybe the author of that book has been a contributor.

      The first section describes what a dragon is. It goes into detail about scales and size, ideas that differ in various parts of the world, and so forth. But nothing like what I know to be true, or what Yackros and I discussed.

      The page covers everything from where the word “dragon” comes from to how the myths about them got started. The more I read, the more intriguing it becomes.

      In Chinese and most Asian cultures, dragons were a good luck charm, thought to bring fortune and honor, and to grant wishes. In most European cultures, they were a beast to be defeated. Especially in medieval times, they were the great test of honor. Whoever could defeat a beast so large and powerful could surely be king.

      Maybe the war started in Europe and spread here with colonizers.

      Instead of having Yackros help me with my homework all those times, I should have asked him more about dragon history.

      I continue scrolling. Everything varies greatly depending on what the people of the area believed, their religion, and how myths in those parts began.

      In many parts of the world, dragons were seen as symbols of wisdom. There’s an external source for more information on wisdom symbols. I click on it, and it takes me to a site called Dragon Pearl.

      The website only consists of one page, all about “the great dragon’s pearl.” A jewel that contained all the knowledge of the world. Only dragons could wield it because only they were strong enough to carry such information all at once. And thus, people would travel far and wide to see the dragon who possessed it and ask for wisdom, which he would then garner from the pearl.

      One dragon with a special item. He could be the king, even if the site didn’t exactly say that. I look for any kind of contact information for the website creator.

      A knock on my bedroom door pulls me away from reading further on the jewel. “Yes?” I ask, expecting my mom to ask if I got enough to eat, or maybe if I needed any socks washed for tomorrow.

      The door opens, and without a word Max slips inside.

      I stand and move to cover my computer screen from view. The last thing I need is for Max to see me digging up information on dragons. Maybe one day I’ll show him my findings, but only to prove him wrong. To show him just why his words hurt me so much.

      “What are you doing here, Max?” The annoyance in my voice is a little harsher than I intended, but no less deserved.

      “You didn’t answer my messages,” he says.

      Of course. I should have known.

      “I’ve been busy,” I say shortly.

      He steps forward, reaching for my hands. I pull them away.

      “I came to apologize,” he says. “I shouldn’t have rushed to dismiss what you were telling me. Whether I believed it or not. I’m sorry.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have.” But his words do help a little. “You also shouldn’t have told my mother we had date plans when we clearly didn’t.”

      “I’m not allowed to surprise my girlfriend with dinner? I thought we could use a nice meal to put last night behind us.” He smiles a little and holds up a slip of paper. “But maybe this can at least help?”

      It’s an ice cream coupon for our favorite place.

      It’s thoughtful. Really. I wish it could wash away everything he said last night.

      “Do you believe in dragons now?” I ask. I can’t help it. If I can just have Max on my side, I won’t care if the whole rest of the world thinks I’m crazy. If he could just—

      He bites his lip and sighs. Then he’s reaching for my hands again, and when I pull away, he catches my arm.

      “Hey, hey,” he says quietly. “Let’s not do this again, please. I don’t want a silly fairy tale to come between us.”

      “The problem is that I told you it’s not a fairy tale. They’re real. And even while you’re apologizing, you still think it’s the silly fairy tale coming between us. It’s not. It’s the fact that you honestly thought I’d accept that apology after you insulted me.”

      “That’s not true. And it wasn’t an insult.” His hand snakes around my waist as he tries to pull me closer.

      “Stop it!” I snap. When I pull back, his hand presses on my bruise, and I let out a soft cry.

      “Okay, okay.” He releases me and steps back. “Have you had anyone look at that?”

      I shake my head defiantly. “Of course not, Max, because I can’t tell anyone how I got it. You see, those things go hand in hand. I can’t pretend my life is different from what it really is.”

      “Okay, calm down.” He gingerly cups his palms around either side of my jaw. “I’m sorry for making you feel this way. I can’t pretend I believe in dragons—it’s not fair for you to demand that of me. But I don’t want this topic coming between us. Every couple has their differences, right? Can we start there?” He kisses my forehead.

      Is it unfair of me to ask him to believe in something the world rejects as myth? I saw Yackros with my own eyes before I knew the truth.

      Have I been unfair this whole time?

      “Max . . .” I bite my lip.

      Even if it’s unfair, does that justify his response? Or my parents’?

      “Let’s just start with ice cream,” he says, holding up the coupon again. “Butterscotch, chocolate, and peanut butter ice cream and no problems. Please.”

      I want him on my side. More than anything.

      “We can’t avoid this forever,” I whisper.

      “We won’t. We’ll take this one day at a time.”

      “One day at a time,” I agree.

      He leans forward, kissing me. I return the kiss, and then I allow him to take my hand and lead me away from my computer toward ice cream. I tell myself we can pull through this. If I give him time and proof, he’ll be on my side in the end. He’ll help me save Yackros, and eventually, everyone will know the truth about dragons.
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      History is one of the most boring classes I can think of. It helps a little that Mr. Erickson tries to make it fun and interactive, but it would help me more if he would also tell the version of history that includes dragons.

      I sit down and pull out my notebook and pencil with the intention of actually listening. Instead, I make a list of the things still weighing on my mind. And the fact that I don’t have any more answers than I did a week ago.

      A missing king.

      A dragon wisdom pearl—maybe belongs to king?

      Magic? If I have powers, what are they? Can I use them to help?

      Where can I find information on the king?

      What am I missing?

      I circle the last two words. I need to talk to Yackros again. There is so much about this that doesn’t make sense.

      Yackros said that as our bond grew stronger, more powers would develop. I’m starting to think one of those abilities is hearing because the constant clock ticking is driving me crazy. And the device in question is on the opposite side of the classroom, far above my head, and shouldn’t be audible at all.

      It’s been the same in every classroom all day. Teachers droning on as if any student is listening to them. Let’s get real—school is almost out, and no kid wants to be inside. And the clock, ticking and tocking, as if I need the reminder of when I can leave and go to the library.

      There’s an uproar of laughter throughout the room. I look up, wondering what I missed. All eyes seem to be on one of the guys beside the window, whom I don’t know.

      “So, is that how we name everything now? We play football—” He looks at the guys around him. “But it isn’t because the ball is made of foot.”

      Another round of laughing.

      Mr. Erickson leans forward, smacking his knee. “Indeed. I mean, a good number of you are from Dragoon, a small town with a very mythical-sounding name. But we don’t believe in dragons, right? So while I understand your humor, that’s not how it works.” He continues chuckling.

      I want to join in on the joke, but I have no idea what they’re talking about. Except what Mr. Erickson just said. Were the town, and mountain, and spring all named after dragons? The dragons in hiding?

      I raise my hand.

      “Yes, Alita?”

      “I know you were joking about the dragons and Dragoon’s name, but I was wondering, why is it named that?”

      One of his brows quirks up, his head tilting ever so slightly to the side, his fingers stroking his jaw. “That is an excellent question. Why don’t you do some research and write up a short report on it? Consider it good for some extra credit.”

      Ugh. Once again, I should have just stayed silent.

      I’m grateful I have a free period next for more research time.

      The bell rings, sounding louder than usual. Yeah, my hearing has definitely been enhanced. There is no way these things have always been so loud. If it wasn’t so unexpected and kinda irritating, it would be really cool. Which is probably how I’ll see it later when I can test it out alone instead of having to pretend everything is fine surrounded by people who just love to make fun of me.

      I grab my bag, all my things already stuffed inside, and head for the door, unable to get out of there fast enough. I head straight for the school library, where I sign in and get on the computer in the corner so I’ll be away from prying eyes.

      The first thing I google is “Dragoon Arizona named after?” in hopes that keeping it short will bring up more results. The first link seems promising. I click on it and read over everything it says.

      The U.S. Dragoons, Civil War, fight between the Apache warriors and the Confederate soldiers. The spring was named after the 1st Cavalry Regiment.

      I skim over dates, specific details that have no bearing on what I want to know. According to this, the area was named because of that regiment that was on its way to establish Fort Buchanan. In 1856. I write that date down.

      How long have dragons been living here? Is it possible that the men in that group met the dragons? Or even the Apache warriors? What are the odds that there are dragons in the Dragoon Mountains, and the name isn’t at all related?

      I make a list of such questions to pester Yackros with later and head to my next class.
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      The moment the final bell rings, I’m heading for the door. In my hurried need to get out of there, it feels like time has slowed down, and every student who could be in my way, is. Which is irritating beyond reason.

      “Excuse me. Excuse me. Excuse me.” I’ve probably said those two words a hundred times over and I’m not even free yet.

      I keep my head down as I march toward the door, hoping to reach the parking lot while it’s still relatively empty so I can get to the library as fast as possible and work in peace. As I pass a row of lockers, I notice a gang of boys all laughing their heads off, watching the guy in the middle leaning against the locker, which seems to be making noise.

      “Let me out!” a voice yells.

      Another round of laughter from the guys. I shake my head, tempted to sneak on by and leave it alone. The last thing I want is to become the center of attention, but I can’t walk past someone in need and not help.

      “Hey, let him out of there,” I say, probably too quietly.

      Or not. One of the guys looks at me with a deadly gleam in his eyes. “What did you say?” he asks.

      “I said let him out of there,” I repeat.

      “And why would we do that? Because you, a little nobody, said we should?” The guy, standing above me, comes a little closer.

      “Hey,” the tall blond says, pointing at me as he begins chuckling. “Aren’t you the dragon girl?”

      “Huh?” I asked, taken aback.

      “Yeah, you’re the chick who asked about dragons in history class. I’ve been seeing your name and dragons together everywhere lately. What’s that about?” He steps closer, and suddenly I feel like they’re trying to cage me in.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Which is true. I really don’t have any clue.

      “Yeah,” another one pipes up. “It’s all over the internet. The girl with the dragon obsession.” He holds up his phone for me to see. Meme after meme, each one from my schoolmates, with various degrading taglines, jokes, and lies all at my expense.

      I’m shaking, though I don’t know if it’s out of fear or rage. Maybe both. I shake my head, unable to cope with one more thing.

      Someone walks behind the wall of guys, opening the locker and freeing the kid I was trying to help in the first place. The rescuer disappears, and due to my lack of height, I don’t see who it is. But knowing the kid is free, I dash between two of the guys laughing at me and make a beeline for the door.

      Fresh air surrounding me is a sweet escape from the musty, sweaty stench of school. I make it to the sidewalk and head for my car so I can get to the library.

      I beat all the kids who come after school to “study” and the kids who actually are studying, so there’s still an empty table. I set my backpack on the desk with the single chair beside it, tucked back in the corner, away from the windows and books. I lay out my homework and force myself to walk slowly to the counter.

      The cranky woman from Saturday is the only one sitting there, glasses perched, lips pursed, and making herself look extremely busy on the computer. Unfortunately for her, I can see the reflection in her glasses, and all she’s doing is playing solitaire.

      “Hi.  I don’t know if you remember me from Saturday. I was looking for books on dragons? Anyway, you gave me that little pamphlet, and I’d like to take another look at it if possible. Any chance you can show me where you got it from, or pull it out for me again? It’s the one called something like Scales in the Sea and Sky.”

      The woman quirks her brow. “What was the title again?” she asks.

      “I want to say it’s Scales of Sea and Sky.”

      She does some quick typing. “I’m sorry, nothing is coming up under that. Are you sure of the title?”

      I frown. “You handed it to me. Maybe you could look up books on dragons and mermaids?” How could it not be in the system? It was here on Saturday. And how could she not remember?

      She does some more typing. “What section did you find this in?”

      “I didn’t—I mean, I was standing in the mythology section. Over there.” I point to the left corner. “And you walked up to me and handed it to me. You’re the one who got it from somewhere.”

      “The only thing I’m finding in this search are books on fairy tales. Which are over there.” She points to the fantasy section. “Is there something else I can help you with?” Her nasally voice is infuriating. Along with her attitude.

      “Ma’am,” I say, as calmly and respectfully as I’m capable of at the moment, “you brought this book to me. Where did you get it from, and where did it go?”

      “I’m afraid you’re mistaken,” she says, and her glasses tell me she’s returning to solitaire.

      “I’m not! Look, if you just give it to me, I’ll leave. How’s that?”

      Her lips purse. “I’m afraid I can’t help.”

      “Can you at least tell me if the author has any other books?”

      “She does not.”

      Perfect. That’s just—

      She?

      I stand there chewing my lip, drumming my fingers on the counter.

      I’m positive the author name was just an initial.

      “Okay,” I say slowly. “Okay. You are lying to me. You know exactly which book I’m talking about.”

      She raises both eyebrows at me over her glasses, but just then, someone calls my name.

      I turn to see Max coming my way.

      “Max? What are you doing here?”

      “I came looking for you,” he says, grinning.

      He reaches me and gives me a quick kiss.

      The old librarian frowns sternly. “Young man, this library is reserved for sober voices only.”

      “Oh, yep, my bad,” he says, lowering his volume just a bit. Before I can protest, he hooks his arm through mine and pulls me away from the counter. “I tried to catch you after school, but you were dashing between people too fast for me to catch up. What was the rush, anyway?”

      I’m not sure I want to tell him what happened. And I know I don’t want him to know what people are saying about me online. Especially because of our agreement to leave dragons out of the relationship. I try to shrug it off. To come up with an excuse.

      I don’t have one. At least not one he’ll be okay with.

      We both stand there in awkward silence because neither one knows what to say. I think about what excuse to use, how to keep the topic away from dragons, but it seems unavoidable.

      “I found a book on Saturday that I didn’t realize I needed. I wanted to get back here and check it out, but it looks like it’s gone.” I look at the floor, avoiding eye contact with him because I really don’t want to tell him it’s about dragons.

      “You never texted me back yesterday. I just wanted to make sure we were okay.”

      “We’re fine, Max. I just have to figure some things out with my life. And to study.” I shrug, trying to play it off as no big deal.

      “Cool,” he says. “I’ll study with you. Gotta keep my grades up to stay on the team.”

      The team . . .

      Come to think of it, wasn’t one of those guys at the lockers on the wrestling team with Max?

      “I have a table over here,” I say, mind spinning. I lead him over to it, extra glad now that it’s in a far corner with privacy.

      He brings over another chair, and after we’re both seated, I open my mouth to speak, but I can’t. I grab my notebook, feeling heat in my neck.

      Max wouldn’t have told his wrestling team about my “obsession” with dragons. The memes and jokes have to be a carryover from teasing I got in elementary school.

      Even though that stopped when everyone got bored.

      Even though it’s been years since any classmate has mentioned it.

      I take his hand and squeeze it. “I love you.”

      He grins and kisses my hand. “I love you too.”

      He wouldn’t have told. Even if he can’t bring himself to believe me, even if he doesn’t want to talk about it, he wouldn’t have talked about it to anyone else. Max isn’t like that.

      I retrieve a stack of books from the fairy tale section and throw myself into research.

      If I thought the mythology books were useless, these are even more so. They’re all about the original fairy tales like Cinderella, Snow White, Rapunzel, and so on. Not what I was looking for at all.

      I set the most recent book aside and move on.

      After two hours of this, Max starts bouncing his knee, only occasionally staring at his homework, not really working on it anymore. My head is spinning from how dark and gruesome some of the stories are, and I still haven’t found answers to anything dragon related.

      “Want to get some food?” I ask, knowing the library is getting ready to close anyway.

      Max perks up. “You know I’m always down for food.” He smiles, looking all too pleased. “Did you drive?”

      “Yeah. I can take us there.” I stand up and begin putting my books in my bag and stacking the others in two piles, one to check out and one to return to the shelves.

      “Perfect.”

      “Where do you want to eat?” I ask.

      “I’m craving tacos.”

      I can’t help a smile at that. And then a laugh.

      His eyebrow quirks up. “You too?”

      “Yeah. Me too.”

      He steps up beside me, taking my hand in his, scooping up the stack of books I need to check out in his other arm.

      “Find what you were looking for?” The old librarian asks as we walk up to the counter.

      “Not quite,” I say. “But I’ll be back.”

      “Library card?” She doesn’t even look at me as I pull it out and hand it to her. “Have a good day.” She returns the card and the bag of books to me.

      Max takes the bag for me, and we walk away while I’m stuffing the card in its slot in my wallet.

      “That felt awkward. Something happen?” Max asks, getting the door for me.

      “Well, I came here on Saturday and she was upset about a book or something.” I shrug. “It’s not a big deal. I guess my questions annoyed her.”

      “I’m sorry. Nice of you to chalk it up to her having a bad day. I’d report her for how rude she was. Incredibly unprofessional.” He opens the car door for me.

      I wait for him to get in before responding. Once he’s buckled and we’re on the road, he takes my hand.

      “Anyway, it’s really not a big deal. The librarian doesn’t get in the way of my research. And I’ll just find the book online.”

      Neither of us really knows what to say after that, which is difficult to comprehend considering we’ve been friends or so long, but this new development has changed everything.

      “How’s your back?” he asks quietly.

      “The same as last night. It’s going to take time to heal. There’s nothing I can do for it but give it time. But it isn’t so tender to the touch, which is progress. I just have to keep from hitting it against anything.”

      “Given your history, I recommend a bubble-wrap suit.” Max gives me a side glance.

      “Ha ha.” I roll my eyes and head for tacos.
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      After our late-afternoon snack and convincing Max that I actually need to study and no, he can’t come home with me, I go to my room and return to my reading. I don’t care about homework. In the grand scheme of things, it’s not important. Not when there’s a dragon out there counting on me to fix the wrong that’s been done and to save him.

      I lay out all the research I began a year ago and what I’ve gathered just in the past couple of days.  Europe saw dragons as a beast to be defeated. A monster to overcome. Whether that was literal or metaphorical, I’m not sure, but given the knowledge I have, I’m going with literal. Except there’s the bond. How did that work?

      I grab a blank sheet of paper and draw an oval in the middle that says “dragons.” Then I draw a line away from it, and at the end of it, another oval that reads “Europe.” From that another line, an oval, and the word “monster.”

      I move the start of my flowchart to the side of the desk and pull out the next book. It’s larger than the last three combined, and all about Chinese and Asian mythology and fables.

      I’m intrigued from the very first page. Beautiful illustrations show the Chinese dragon, or at least what it’s perceived to look like. Until I meet one, I have no idea if they differ so greatly.

      Yackros is what’s known to be a European dragon—four legs, or two legs and two arms, but still walks on all fours, with two wings and horns. European styles are completely different from the Chinese dragon, which can have wings, but rarely does. Chinese dragons also commonly lack appendages such as arms or legs, but if they are there, they’re small. There’s one illustration of a Chinese dragon with what looks like chicken feet.

      A rare breed of Chinese dragons has tiny wings far too small to carry their long snake-like bodies. Even those dragons fly by the majestic nature of their magic and not by a physical attribute.

      I grab my pen again and add Chinese dragons to my flowchart, and the information I’ve gathered on them, only adding things I believe could be true and potentially relevant. I’ll ask Yackros tomorrow for confirmation and create a second flowchart depicting only the truth.
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      I’m soaring high over the mountains, through the clouds, brushing my head on the tops of trees as we go by. I cling to Yackros as he turns and twists, yet somehow always making sure I’m safe from falling off. We are free. Not only from King Ruxsiu, but the world. Humans, other dragons. No one stands in our way. The world knows his kind exists, and it doesn’t matter.

      The alarm blares, pushing me out of my dream and back into reality, unfortunately. And forces me to get up and dressed. School seems like such a waste of time. It can’t help me in this fight. Only because Yackros told me to go, and I promised him I would, do I attend, rather than skipping out and going to the library alone to read more.

      Not that there are any books left that I haven’t already looked at regarding dragons. I glance at the flowchart sitting on my desk and stuff it into my backpack on my way out the door.

      I push the hair away from my eyes and get in my car, grateful to have one rather than needing to take the bus. That was always the worst, especially with the bus almost always running behind because of things like cheer, sports, swimming, drama, and music.

      It’s occurring to me just how much of a regular teenager’s life I’ve missed out on while hidden away in the forest, with Yackros, in a place where other humans couldn’t get into even if they wanted to, or knew it was there.

      I haven’t attended a single school dance, football game, or any other sports event. No extracurricular activities. My life has revolved around Yackros for so long, it’s like I’m lost now that I can’t be with him. The only real friend I have is Max. Even Hanna gave up on me and moved on with her new group of friends.

      Not that I blame her for that. She has every right to find new friends when the old ones stop existing in the same dimension. I think back, trying to remember the last time I actually ate lunch in the cafeteria rather than going to the school library.

      I’m not sure how I feel about this. Did I lose a part of myself when I found that hidden forest so long ago? Did I give up a life for something I can’t have? Am I truly missing anything?

      Shaking my head, I force myself out of those thoughts and keep my eyes on the road. The drive is faster than if I took the bus and far less bumpy, which is nice. I blast the radio and try not to think about anything. It’s getting too overwhelming.

      I park near the exit so I can make a quick escape. When I’m halfway to the door, Max appears beside me out of nowhere.

      “Hey, you okay?” He bumps into me, wrapping his arm around my shoulder as he leads me inside the school.

      I nod. “Yeah, everything’s great.” I wipe at my eyes, making sure there are no tears escaping, and break away from Max with a small smile as I head to my class in the opposite direction.
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      I dump the books I won’t need into my locker. My shoulders ache from carrying around extra weight lately. Especially when there is still bruising from the night Ruxsiu threatened my life, though the marks are barely visible anymore, and it feels like a lifetime since it happened.

      Slamming my locker shut, I turn the lock and tug, making sure it’s secure.

      “Hey!” Max says, appearing beside me before leaning in and giving me a kiss.

      I’m relieved to see it’s Max, and not a stranger jumping beside me. I’ve been hearing every insult involving dragons all day. I had hoped that the online campaign would die down. Instead, it seems to have only gained traction.

      His arms wrap around me, his fingers pressing into my sides, the only place I’m ticklish. I giggle, a little taken aback by his playful mood.

      He kisses me again before smiling at me, and I’m lost in his enchanting green eyes.

      “What are your plans for the rest of the day?” he asks.

      “Well, I was going to hit up the library, do some homework, a little research, and then—” I pause, because I almost slipped and told him I’d be visiting Yackros. “Going on a hike.”

      “That all sounds very routine. How about we ditch those plans and go do something together?”

      “What about wrestling?”

      “Coach Boggs is sick, so there’s no practice today.”

      I weigh the look of excitement on his face against the urgency I feel to help Yackros. I’m exhausted from the constant research, never making progress, and never spending time with my boyfriend.

      The battle between us did more damage than I ever wanted. I think this is why Yackros specifically told me not to throw away my other relationships. Would he resent me for going with Max?

      “Please? We could go see a movie. My treat.” He’s beaming, bouncing on the balls of his feet.

      “Okay. It’s a date.”
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      Having lost precious time yesterday, as soon as the final bell rings, I’m out the door. I throw my bag in the passenger seat and peel out of the parking lot, hurrying to the library before all the good spots are taken again. Luckily, what I’ve come to deem as “my table” is still available.

      Hours later, I bury my face in my hands, tired of reading the same books over and over, digging through the same information. My homework is spread across the table alongside all my notes regarding dragons.

      I’m deciding which to work on next, having just finished the Irish Tales of Fortune book mostly on leprechauns, though there was a mention of dragons stealing their gold.

      “Ahem.” Someone clears their throat.

      “Yes?” I say before looking up, shocked to see the evil librarian standing there.

      We share a moment of awkward silence before I finally add, “Can I help you?”

      “Is that your boyfriend?” she asks.

      “What?” I look around, noting the lack of Max anywhere.

      “On the phone,” she says, pointing disdainfully to the small device beside my elbow. I look over and realize the screen is lit up with a picture of Max.

      “Oh.” I hit ignore, which I feel bad about, but I’ll call him back. I don’t really want to talk to him with Evil Librarian right here. “Yes.” I draw the word out, a little uncomfortable with her asking me that.

      “Hmm.”

      “Is that all you wanted?” I ask, trying to pack up my things discreetly.

      “Is this the book you were looking for the other day?” She holds up the very one about scales of the sea and sky.

      “Yes. Where did you find it?” I jump up, reaching out my hand for it.

      She holds it back, away from my reach. “I will give you this under one condition.” She looks completely serious.

      “Oh? What’s that?” I restrain myself from leaping forward and snatching it like an animal.

      “Explain that chart to me.” She points the flowchart I have spread out with other bits of research.

      The word “dragons” looms in thick black lines at the top.

      My shoulders tighten. “I think it’s pretty self-explanatory. What do you want to know?”

      In a surprising gesture, the woman sits down across from me. “What is the point in all of this research on dragons? Are you writing a book? Just having fun? Is it a bet or dare?”

      “Do you question everyone who comes in about what they’re doing and what it’s for?” I ask, tensing even more.

      She smirks. “Of course not. But I can’t help but be curious as to why you are so determined to find evidence that dragons exist. Surely you don’t believe it?” She runs her hand along a drawing of Yackros half covered by my flowchart.

      “What if I do? Are you still going to give me the book?”

      “You seem so determined. It’s almost like you know they’re real. And now you just need a way to show someone else because if you can’t find someone out there who believes you, you’ll lose your mind. You are resilient. Every single day you come in here, pulling more books from the shelves, searching out even the remotest possibilities. I have to know what has you working like this.”

      “And what if I said I had seen a dragon, that I knew they existed? Would you believe me? Or would you demand some kind of proof?”

      “I suppose that assuming I was a normal, rational human being, I would want proof.”

      “So then it doesn’t matter what I say here and now. Until I can prove it, whether I’ve seen one or not, it doesn’t make a difference.” I shrug, and I can feel the weight of the matter on my shoulders because I just said the heart of it, didn’t I? Until everyone else sees dragons with their own eyes, no one will believe me. Not Max, not my parents, not the jerks at school, and certainly not this cantankerous old librarian.

      She places the book in front of me and gets up. “It is a pity that so many people are normal and rational,” she says as she walks away.

      I snatch up the pamphlet and glance at the author’s name.

      R. Ebony. I open up to the last page, hoping for a bio or picture, or better yet, both. Instead, there’s nothing.

      So why did the librarian say it was a “she”? Was the old lady messing with me? I wouldn’t put it past her.

      I start again at the beginning, flipping through the pages quickly, trying to catch a glance of anything that might be helpful, but my hands are shaking. Finally, I take a deep breath and force myself to calmly read it cover to cover, including the stuff about mermaids. If Yackros is right and the book is a smoke screen, and the author is aware of dragons’ existence, maybe what they’ve written about mermaids is real too.

      About twenty pages into the mermaid section, there’s mention of a pearl.

      Just like the dragon pearl I found on that website.

      Unable to help it, I skip the rest of mermaids and go straight to looking for any mention of a pearl in the dragon section. It’s there, about halfway through. The Dragon King’s Pearl. The king of dragons must be in possession of the pearl or they will not be able to rule the kingdom of dragons, which spans the world rather than being in territories such as countries.

      Yackros never told me the king I was looking for was king of the whole world.

      I shove everything into my backpack and head straight for the counter. Before I even reach it, the old woman waves me by.

      “You don’t need your library card for this,” she says, calmly turning the page in whatever giant book she’s reading. “That book is part of my personal collection. If you return it in less-than-desirable condition, the police will never find your body.”

      I don’t know whether to laugh or be disturbed. I settle for leaving quickly.

      When I arrive on the mountain, the sun is bearing down relentlessly. The walk is long and hard. It’s got to be at least ninety degrees out here. Sweat is dripping down my back, which is gross, but I must see Yackros.

      Though I suppose I won’t get to. But at least when I’m there, I’m closer. Somehow it helps, knowing he’s just inside an invisible barrier, just on the other side of a tree or bush. So close I could touch him, only I can’t.

      “Yackros?” I ask aloud, leaning against the Runavelius tree to catch my breath.

      “Yes?” he answers almost immediately.

      “I finally got the book. Is the Dragon King’s Pearl a real thing?”

      “Tell me what that book says about the pearl,” he commands, which I suppose is my answer.

      I open it to page number fifty-seven, and I suddenly have the eerie sensation that someone is watching me. I look around, but all I see is desert.

      Without knowing for sure, there really isn’t much I can do, and I don’t want to spook Yackros, so with a sigh of resignation, I run my hand over the page, my forefinger over the words as I figure out where I was, and read for Yackros.

      “‘The dragon king shall not lose his pearl, for only the true carrier of such a precious gem can rule over his charges. With that pearl, wisdom is given that reveals unto His Majesty all things that need to be known. As such, the pearl is also a compass for morality. For an unjust king, the pearl shall burn, calling unto the dragon whose heart it knows to be true and pure. Like a fire burning, the phoenix reborn from the ashes, the pearl shall become a beacon to those who need it if their intentions be pure.’”

      None of this is really making sense to me, but I try to keep track of the information, noting everything in my mind as I go. I clear my throat and continue.

      “Be forewarned that the pearl may be corrupted. Only with the darkest powers, provided by someone with the greatest strength, across the spans of time, shall the pearl cling unto him, and no matter the darkness of his purpose, the pearl shall let him lead.” A chill runs down my spine, and I’m not even sure what the book is talking about, but I know it has something to do with Ruxsiu’s power.

      “Yackros?” I ask, not because I have a question or wish to comment on the contents of this book, but because I need to know he’s still there. For a moment, it feels like all hope has left.

      “Yes, Alita?” He sounds as disheartened as I feel.

      “Please tell me that whatever this means, whatever this pearl is, it hasn’t lost that battle yet. Please tell me that King Fyazum, the true ruler of dragons, has it in his possession, and that he’s okay.”

      I close my eyes, envisioning Yackros, the way he shakes his head ever so slightly. And I realize I’m feeling what he’s feeling. Doubt. Fear. Everything I was feeling on my own. A deep understanding of what’s to come if that pearl is being corrupted.

      “It’s not gone yet, but Ruxsiu is working on it, isn’t he?” I ask, encompassed by the dread filling him.

      “I should have known, Alita. I should have seen this coming. It only makes sense. Already half the dragons follow him, believe in him. They follow his orders without hesitation, even when those commands aren’t given with our well-being in mind. I did not think he would stoop so low, only that he wished for power. But to steal the pearl and corrupt it, it would take—”

      I feel the realization settle into his very bones. “It would take what?” I ask.

      “It would take several hundred years or so.” His voice has gone quiet. And his emotions, while still heightened and taking over my own, have become muddled. I can feel what he’s feeling, but none of it is distinguishable.

      “How long has Fyazum been missing? When were you told he was killed?”

      “Nearly two hundred years. No more than a month after we went into hiding.”

      Those words come with a deep silence so heavy in the air, it’s as though I could reach up and rip apart the dense horror that hangs over us. The pearl, something I knew nothing about an hour ago and now holds my future hostage, is being corrupted. Slowly turned to evil, allowing a monster to rule where he has no place doing such.

      “I—” I wish I didn’t tremble in fear. I wish the weight of the world wasn’t on my shoulders. “I wish I could have been there, Yackros. That I could have known you before, in a time when I didn’t have to lie to everyone I care about because they think I’m crazy. I wish I wasn’t afraid of losing you because of things beyond my control.”

      I get up, brushing the dirt from my pants. I stuff the book in my bag and sling it over my shoulders. “I wish I didn’t have to worry that I may never see you again.”

      “Don’t fall into despair, Little Wingless. I long for all that you do. But it is not so, and therefore I remain grateful we’ve had the time we did.”

      “I wish we didn’t have to be grateful for such a small span of time. But I can’t keep wishing. I know it will get us nowhere. I refuse to let this be our end. If Ruxsiu gains control over this kingdom, I know without a doubt that he will kill you, and nothing and no one will be able to stop him. Which is why I am going to do everything in my power to stop him. To get the pearl. To save Fyazum. And to free you.”

      “I will tell you again what I told you the last time you made that promise, Alita. You cannot give up your life for me—I am not your whole world. You have family and friends and education that demand your attention. I love you, child. You are a part of me forever. You have given this old dragon meaning again, a purpose in life when everything was lost. I never should have allowed you to entangle your life with mine.”

      “And as I told you, you couldn’t have stopped me. I want to be in your life. This is where I belong.”

      “The punishment I bear now is one even Fyazum would have had to give me, but my dear, it was worth it. Knowing you was worth this and everything. Appreciate the time we were given. I do, and your image is always in my mind. I can’t risk forgetting your beautiful face. Because as much as I long to hope, dare to dream, I cannot say I believe I’ll ever be free. Not from this prison, or Ruxsiu’s ruling.”

      Out of instinct or habit, I reach out to pat Yackros’ scales. To comfort not only him, but myself.

      But he’s not there. He’s only in my head.

      Something rustles close by, and I glance that direction, but all I see are the large rocks to the side of the path.

      “I dare to dream,” I say, resting my hand on the tree, although it’s a poor substitute for my best friend. “I’ll hope for both of us. All I ask is that you believe in me. I will keep my word, and so long as you believe that, you can lie down and rest. I’m coming for you, Sparkles. This isn’t over.”

      After I leave Yackros with the intent to go home, I walk the long way around, standing behind a large rock formation and waiting, in pain from barely breathing as I try not to make a sound. Counting to ten as slowly as I can muster, I peek around the edge.

      Kneeling down, touching the ground where I was just sitting, and then the tree, is the old librarian.
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      I watch in horror as the old woman sits where I was moments ago, leaning against my tree. She speaks aloud. “Are you really there? Or is this all the fantasy of some girl?”

      I want to confront her. To storm over to her and demand answers. But I can’t bring myself to move. I feel paralyzed. Fear, worry, wondering why this old woman just can’t seem to leave me alone. And what do I do with that? How do I respond to this?

      Is this some twisted game to her?

      A horrible thought occurs . . . what if she’s working with Ruxsiu?

      I shake my head, trying to make sense of all of this. And wanting to see if she says or does anything else before I high-tail it out of here.

      As much as I want to be strong and independent, I don’t know that I can bring myself to act. If she is working with Ruxsiu, and I do the wrong thing, will she send word for them to kill Yackros? And if she is not working with Ruxsiu, what is she doing here? What is her role in all of this?

      She gets up, brushing her hand along the tree and sighing.

      If she knows about dragons and is on my side, why wouldn’t she just tell me? Why play all these games?

      I shake my head, sick with fear. How did I get so blindsided by her? Did I fall into a trap? How could I lead her right to Yackros?

      The woman looks around once more before turning and coming back the way she came. Sinking to the ground, my back against a large rock, I wait. Just trying to keep my breathing steady.

      And when I’m sure she left, I get up and go home.
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      A cat screeches and tears through the front yard after another feline, disappearing into the shadows. It’s late and I’m exhausted, but I don’t move.

      I can’t seem to find the willpower to get up. Or do anything, really. I promised Yackros I would save him, but even after reading that book, I didn’t get any information that would help me on that mission.

      And now a crazy woman is following me around. Watching my every move. To say I’m creeped out is an understatement.

      Everything is backwards. I’m finding people I want nothing to do with, and I can’t find the one creature I really need.

      The king is nowhere. There wasn’t even a mention of him in the pamphlet, or where I could find the pearl. No hint as to where I could start. And an internet search for the author gave me nothing, not even a full name. In fact, the book didn’t exist online—I couldn’t find it sold in even an obscure outlet.

      So where did the librarian find it?

      I let out a heavy sigh and rub at my eyes.

      Maybe Ruxsiu suspected Guthrie’s foul play in my banishment from the start. But if that’s the case, and the librarian is somehow a spy for him, I’m already done for. I’ve already made it very clear I’m searching for dragons, which leaves no doubt that I remember them.

      Did the librarian give me this book to lead me on a wild goose chase?

      No, Yackros told me what information was truth. I have to stop running myself in panicked circles and doubting everything. The pearl is at least real, and Ruxsiu is somehow corrupting it. I have to find the king so he can stop it.

      Speculating isn’t helping me get any farther on this journey. I slide off the window seat and get my laptop. I sit on my bed, back against the wall, pulling the comforter over my legs. I open the computer and wait for it to boot up before opening the internet search bar, where I type in “dragon pearl of wisdom.”

      The page loads, showing links to multiple sites all referring to the ancient myths regarding a dragon and the pearl of wisdom, a gift, the wealth it represents, and how some people think it meant knowledge, as in the dragon was given information, not a physical pearl.

      Yackros didn’t clarify this, and I didn’t ask. But maybe I’m thinking about this all wrong. Are we talking about something only Fyazum could allow to be corrupted or remain protected? Is it literally in his head? Or is there an actual pearl, a physical gem, that I can rescue and repair?

      Once corrupted, can it even be repaired? Once again, I’m left with more questions than answers, and no one to ask for the truth. Only Yackros could tell me, and it seems he doesn’t want to. He’s resigned himself to the fate dealt to him, to us. Until a week ago, I didn’t truly understand why Yackros didn’t want me in the forest, why he loved and hated having me near all at the same time.

      It wasn’t until I almost died that I really began to understand the risk. I was in danger that whole time, and yet Yackros protected me. He made sure I stayed safe. Now it’s my turn to do the same for him.

      Getting nowhere new with the pearl search, I direct my browser to the book Scales of Sea and Sky. Once again, it’s as though the book doesn’t even exist. Plenty of scale-related jewelry, art, costumes, and other knickknacks pop up. I type in “R. Ebony.” The search engine crosses out “R” and shows me everything ebony related.

      “You’re useless,” I mutter and close the laptop. I reach over the edge of the bed, setting the laptop on the floor and lying down. Though protesting the idea of sleep when I could be researching, despite not finding anything useful so far, I allow my eyes to close and the nothingness to take over.
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      I know Yackros told me not to skip out on my life for him, but he doesn’t realize that he is my life. Without him, I have no meaning, no purpose. If I leave him to rot in the dark world Ruxsiu is creating, everyone will suffer because he won’t stop at the borders of Runavelius.

      I have no problem driving past the school and instead, going to the library. The old woman isn’t at the desk, thankfully, because I’m not sure what I would say to her, but I don’t think I could keep quiet, either.

      Instead, Cheryl is sitting at the counter with her phone in front of her face, the condensation from her Starbucks cup creating a pool of liquid on the table beside her, threatening to ruin the papers laying on the desk next to it.

      I walk by, glad I don’t have to deal with the cranky old woman and her odd behavior. Like her interest in Max when he called. What was that all about?

      Without thinking, I pull my phone from my pocket and open a text to Max.

      At library. Skipping school. Meet me?

      I grip my phone tightly, my heart not even daring to beat. Things have been so good between us the last few days, and even if he can’t be part of my research, the thought of having him nearby for support is at least a little strengthening.

      But he doesn’t respond, so I assume he’s already silenced his phone for class. I’ll just have to get by on my own.

      Or not.

      The old librarian is sitting at my usual table, a book in front of her, glasses perched on her nose, wearing an outfit of pointy-toed boots, a black crushed-velvet skirt, a dark green button-down shirt, and a matching vest. Her dark gray hair is curled and done up in an extravagant bun with a large flower pinned to the side.

      I’m stopped dead in my tracks, unsure what to do now. Surely she’s noticed that’s where I’ve been studying. What is she after?

      I don’t know and I don’t want to play whatever weird game this is, so I turn and take the last empty table beside the windows along the other wall.

      Despite just wanting to let it go, I can’t help but look over at my spot and wonder what she’s doing. I shake my head and turn my attention back to the books before me until I again have the inherent need to see what’s going on over there.

      Is she taunting me? Does she know how uncomfortable this is making me? There’s a tightness in my chest. It feels like I’m suffocating. I’m being pulled—no, dragged to that chair. I don’t know why it’s so important or special. It really shouldn’t matter.

      I chose it to be alone, cut off from prying eyes. But now it’s like my second home has been invaded.

      “What’s so important that you’re skipping school for it?” asks a breathless voice.

      I look up, so relieved. I jump up and throw my arms around Max’s neck. “Thank you for coming.”

      “You’re welcome,” he says as he wraps his arms around me and holds me close. “You okay?”

      When we break apart, I sit down and motion for him to sit beside me. “I’m kind of panicking and I wasn’t going to pull you away from school, but I guess I just couldn’t do this alone.” I shake my head. “I’m sorry.”

      “Well, first, you know you can always come to me or have me come to you, no matter what. And I’m not really worried about school. That will end. How I feel about you never will.” He squeezes my hand.

      “Thank you,” I say, blushing, and feeling almost normal again. “Max, I need you on my team. I can’t keep doing this alone.”

      Max’s expression falls from ecstatic to disappointment in a heartbeat. “Is this about the dragons again?”

      My stomach tightens. But I push forward. I hold his one hand with both of mine and look him in the eye. “I went to talk to Yackros last night up in the mountains. And someone followed me.”

      “What?” Max bellows, garnering multiple “Shhh”’s from around the room.

      “Listen,” I whisper, leaning in closer. “Please don’t freak out, but this has happened a couple of times now, plus the bullying. I just couldn’t take this battle on alone anymore, which is why I asked you to come here. I know you don’t believe in dragons, and I’m not asking you to change your mind right this second. I just . . . I just—” I can feel myself begin to hyperventilate. “Need a hand to hold,” I say quickly.

      He looks at our clasped hands and sits in silence for a moment. I don’t say or do anything. I just let him take it all in. And when he’s ready, he looks up at me.

      “Bullying?” he asks.

      I bite my lip. But I mentioned it, so . . . “There have just been some kids at school making jokes about me and dragons. I didn’t even know about it at first, but it’s been growing.”

      “Just tell them you don’t believe in dragons,” he says.

      I grip his hand tighter. “I can’t lie.”

      I don’t like to think that he’s a little amused, but there’s a tremor at the corner of his lips.

      “Well, then,” he says, “I don’t really know how to help. If you feel threatened, maybe you should take some self-defense classes.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” another voice adds.

      We both look up to see the librarian standing on the opposite side of the table, her arms behind her back, cheeks pulled up in a tight smile.

      “You would have a lot to say about it,” I retort.

      “Oh, dear girl. We need to talk.” Her brows furrow, her lips pinch, and somehow she still has a creepy smile on her face.

      “What on earth could we possibly have to talk about?” I want to add more sarcastic comments, but nothing seems like it will do my emotions justice right now.

      She looks pointedly at Max. “When he leaves, I’ll be glad to tell you that.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” Max stands up, towering over her.

      “You want nothing to do with dragons. So why stay when that’s what we’ll be discussing?”

      Max laughs openly.

      I swallow hard.

      “Come on, Alita. We don’t need anything this woman has to say.” He looks back, reaching out a hand for me to take.

      I asked Max to come. I just poured my heart out to him about not wanting to be alone anymore. But as much as this woman terrifies me, I need to know what she has to tell me, and Max won’t let us talk about dragons.

      I stand and rest my hand on Max’s forearm. He turns to me only slightly so he can still intimidate the librarian.

      “I do,” I whisper. I know it’s all I have to say. He’ll be too hurt to want an explanation right now.

      “Are you serious?” He’s already shaking his head.

      I nod, unable to say more.

      He stares a moment longer, looking between the two of us.

      “So that’s how it is,” he says. “Enjoy your dragons.”

      Before I can say anything, he storms out of the library. I don’t know what kind of permanent damage I just caused. I only hope it’s worth it.

      The librarian looks smug.

      “How dare you!” I say with all the fierceness I can muster. “What do you have against Max? You’re the one following me. Stalking me. And I’m supposed to trust that you care about my safety at all?”

      “You don’t really want to know my feelings regarding Max. And I am not stalking you. I followed you because I needed to know that you were serious. And this wasn’t some twisted game.”

      “What do you want?” I say, retreating behind the table again.

      She watches me sit down, so focused, it makes me uncomfortable.

      “Well,” she says, “for one, information about Runavelius.”

      I cough, at first intending to clear my throat, but her words catch me off guard.

      “What did you just say?” I look at her library name tag. “Rohesia.”

      An odd-sounding name. Certainly uncommon. Her odd clothes stand out like a sore thumb. Especially given how hot they must be. No one from Arizona would wear them unless it was to a funeral, and even that’s questionable.

      “You know what I said.” She pulls her glasses down a bit to look at me over the frames. “I’m sure the puzzle pieces are clicking in your head right now, but I can understand that you’re most likely suffering a great deal of pressure, unable to make sense of everything that’s happened in a short period of time. You’re looking for truth where there is none, and finding answers where only more riddles lay. But you came here and had no problem asking for books on dragons that weren’t fiction-based. You are a woman on a mission, and nothing is going to stop you. That’s good, because the road you’re on is a steep one. And it’s only going to get harder to climb from here. Are you ready for a little help?”

      “You’re R. Ebony, aren’t you?” I fold my arms across my chest.

      “I am.” She nods.

      “So you know the truth? You’re aware that dragons are real?” I ask, hesitant to hope that I’m not alone after all.

      “I am,” she repeats, grinning again. “I thought I was the only one. I’ve been on my own for so long—to have a young girl come in adamant on finding out about dragons, I could hardly breathe, fearing the worst, wanting the best, with no way of knowing what you were truly after. Was it a game to you? Did you know they existed for fact, and wanted proof? Or were you a fanatic only hoping to find some theory others would cling to?”

      “And what convinced you that I was the real deal?” I lean forward.

      “I thought giving you the book would be a good test, but it was challenging to be certain about your intentions when your responses bounced around like a whelp in flight.”

      “In my defense,” I say flatly, “you creeped me out.”

      “I’m sure even more so when I followed you.” She smiles. “Did you know I’ve been in Arizona longer than it’s been a state, and I was never able to find the other dragons? Once I lost my dragon, it all seemed hopeless. But because our bond remains alive, so do I. And here I am. Waiting. Watching. Hoping for a sign. I never expected it would be a teenage girl.” She shifts in her seat, seemingly looking me over.

      There’s so much about what she just said that I can’t wrap my head around. So many things to ask about. I go in the same order she did. “Why did you follow me?”

      A simple nod. “Your behavior suggested there was far more to you than the reading. I needed to know if I was right. And you did in fact lead me in the direction I had hoped for. You were speaking to your dragon who remains in Runavelius, yes?” Her forehead wrinkles up.

      “Yes, though now I’m concerned for his safety even more than before. If you could follow me out there, anyone could. Who’s to say someone else won’t, and then they discover the truth? What if I bring war down on all of us again?” My breathing becomes uneven.

      My palms are clammy, sweat beading on my forehead. What have I done?

      “My dear, calm down.” Rohesia reaches out, taking my hand in hers. “It’s okay. I only know what was going on because I know of dragons. Anyone who didn’t already know the truth would have seen a teenage girl talking to herself. Hardly remarkable.” She sighs. “Besides, the war never ended. It just changed.”

      I rub at my eyes, trying to clear away some of the panic and tiredness taking over. “Okay, next question. How in the world can you look so young and yet claim to be so old?”

      “I believe you already know the answer to that. I told you that my bond with my dragon remains intact. Therefore, I age at the same rate as he. Should I live long enough to die from old age, I will be here for at least a couple thousand years more. Assuming my dragon’s well, given his circumstances. Though I suppose I shouldn’t hope for the best. I’ll only be met with disappointment.” Her eyes kind of glaze over, like she’s lost in a memory.

      “Who is your dragon? How is it that you didn’t know where Runavelius is?” I want to ask more, but I’m trying not to drown her in questions because I really want answers.

      Rohesia clears her throat. “Alita, I wasn’t aware of Runavelius’ location because I’ve never been there. It was put into place before we came here. And after the war began, we never made it that far.” She clears her throat, tears welling in her eyes. She dabs at them with a napkin that seemingly appeared out of nowhere. “He was taken. I tried to find the others to help, but every trace of dragons had disappeared, as if they were never here.”

      A chill runs through me.

      “Rohesia,” I whisper. “Your dragon—what is his name?” I close my eyes, waiting for her to say it, but I already know. How could it be anything other than—

      “King Fyazum.”

      It feels like I’ve been trapped in this moment. Everything is slow and quiet while I contemplate this. Truly think about it, piecing everything together. It all makes so much sense, and yet opens all new questions.

      At least this means he’s alive.

      My first impulse is to run for the mountain, to tell Yackros immediately—but I force myself to remain seated. I take a deep breath. “Do you know where the king is?”

      “Shhh.” She holds her index finger to her lips, looking around, probably to make sure no one is listening to us. “We have already said too much out in the open. Come with me.” She takes hold of my elbow, pulling me out the door with her, directly to her truck.

      “No,” I say, pulling away from her grasp. “Where are we going?” I want to believe her. To believe she is on my side. But I don’t know with certainty that she can be trusted.

      “To my house. Would you prefer to follow me in your own car?” she asks, perhaps understanding why I’m backing away.

      “Yes,” I say, nodding.

      “Very well. But hurry.”

      We each get in our own vehicles and I follow after her, my mind reeling.
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      We’re sitting in Rohesia’s kitchen in a house I’m pretty sure most people think is abandoned. It doesn’t look like anyone is here, it doesn’t seem inviting, and on the inside, it isn’t all that clean. But it’s perfect for privacy, I suppose.

      I know I shouldn’t be surprised that the king of dragons is bound to the only other person I’ve found who knows of their existence at all.  I was expecting it the moment I connected the dots. But it still seems crazy. There are so many things I want to ask her, but I don’t even know where to start.

      I’m still in too much shock to have a good response to any of the information this woman wants to dump on me.

      King Fyazum’s bond. Until Yackros mentioned it, I never considered Fyazum’s human would be alive. I certainly never suspected she’d be living in Benson.

      Yackros and I discussed the humans left behind when Runavelius came to be. The humans couldn’t follow. I imagined it would be the same all over the world, meaning there are at least hundreds of people living today who lived two hundred years ago.

      If Fyazum had made it to Runavelius, what would have happened to Rohesia? Did the king’s command to go into hiding even extend to his own human?

      And if I save him, will he stick to that command—will Yackros and I still be forced apart?

      “Alita? Hello?” A hand waves in front of my face. I look up. Rohesia frowns. “Are you listening to me at all?”

      “I’m sorry. What did you say?” I ask, knowing fully that I wasn’t even trying to focus.

      “I need you to tell me how you came across the dragons. What happened? Who are you bound to? Or has a bond been formed for you? Tell me your dragon story.”

      “I’m sorry, but I think I need to know your story first. I mean, seriously, you’re bound to the king. How are you here? What happened that he never made it to Runavelius? You realize that I was tasked with finding and rescuing him, right?”

      “No, dear. I didn’t realize that, mostly because you haven’t told me. How did you find the dragons? What led to you being sent on this mission? Once you’ve told me that, we can go over my story. Deal?”

      “Okay, deal.” I nod.

      I proceed to tell her in great detail how I found Yackros at the age of three, and then again at fifteen. The teasing, mocking, and stern words regarding the existence of mythical creatures. Every visit with Yackros and occasionally Guthrie, to the night I almost died. I tell her how I got injured and Max tried to help, but had questions, leading to my confession, and him refusing to believe me. She looks at me as though she has questions, but I don’t let her interrupt me.

      I tell her about all the research I did. Starting with where the town, Dragoon, got its name, to the moment when I met the haughty librarian who brushed me off and dared to tell me that information on dragons could only be found in the fiction section.

      She smiles at this, but otherwise remains quiet. When I’ve told her all there is to tell, I sit back, taking a deep breath and wondering how I’ve stayed sane dealing with all this alone. I’ve finally unloaded it from my shoulders, and it feels like I can breathe again.

      How I’ve kept it bottled up for so long is a mystery to me. Even though I’m not even close to saving Yackros yet, suddenly it feels like maybe I’ll succeed.

      “Alita, you are so strong. Oh, how horribly I misjudged you, and for that, I am sorry. You have walked a lonely path, taking on the consequences of a battle you had nothing to do with.” She looks at me with something I can’t quite place. Perhaps praise all the way down to fear? Pain?

      “I’ve been doing this for so long,” she says. “I can’t imagine anything else. And even at that, I am astounded at all you’ve accomplished without a shred of proof or even a starting place. I would love to see the research you did, but first, I will tell you my story. It’s important for you to understand where I’m coming from and where we have to go.” She adjusts her chair, turning it to face me better.

      “Battles of man versus man mean very little to me. I was a peasant girl on a farmland in a time when my duties involved cooking, cleaning, and never leaving. I was born a servant, and my life revolved around that no matter what.”

      I can’t help a laugh. “Farmland? In this area?”

      I mean, sure, Runavelius has the magical forest, but I’d just assumed that was caused by some kind of dragon magic. I didn’t think this whole area had been that green two hundred years ago.

      Rohesia looks down at me over her glasses. “Oh, no, dear girl. Not this area. I was born not far from what is present-day Newcastle.”

      I blink. “Is that . . . like . . . near Flagstaff?”

      She frowns. “England.”

      “Oh. In my defense, we only had to memorize state capitals in geography. We never quite got to other countries.”

      “Are you going to allow me to tell the story you were so eager to hear?”

      My face grows hot. “Sorry. Go on.”

      “Days were damp and cold.” She pauses, as if expecting another interruption, and even though I want to say I’ve heard England’s weather is still like that today, I stay quiet. She smiles knowingly and settles back in her chair.

      “The world around me was black and white. I did nothing for myself, I never disobeyed, and I did not believe in happily ever after or true love because they were not part of the life I’d been given. Even friendship was a mere illusion. The others like me would pretend to care for one another, but when there was something to be blamed for, it was anyone’s game.

      “The master of the house was a gentle man in the presence of dignitaries, but without guests to be fed and catered to, he enjoyed screaming over the simplest things and making sure there was never a quiet moment in which work could not be found. It was hard, grueling work day in and day out. But it was life, and all I’d ever known.

      “That is, until my world was forever changed in one moment. It was common back then for dragons and humans to exist together, remain friends, and there was only the occasional spat. Local leaders would take care of smaller issues, and anything bigger would go to the kings. The human king and the dragon king.”

      She clears her throat, so much talking making her voice go raspy and low.

      “Was Fyazum king back then?” I ask.

      She gives me a look, so I hold my hands up in surrender and wait for her to continue. She first pours herself a drink as slowly as possible, then settles back into her seat and picks up her story again.

      “It was a day I’ll never forget. Walking into the woodlands just beyond the borders of my master’s property to fetch water from the spring, I came upon a creature so large, he could have devoured me in a single bite. He was hunched down, his wings folded over his head, sobbing. Though it was not the same sound a human makes, it was still evident that he was upset.”

      She smiles, rubbing her thumb across the condensation on her glass. “What was a young maiden to do? I couldn’t very well sneak by. There was no turning back because that would have made the same amount of noise. And in the few seconds it took, standing there debating this, he’d noticed me. He looked up, his golden eyes sparkling, though at the time, I’d never seen such a creature This great beast was crying.

      “He moaned, a sound not befitting the great creature he was. He plopped his head into the tall grass, resting on his large forepaws. Knowing there was no just leaving the poor creature, I approached.”

      She laughs quietly to herself and takes a sip of water. “His head was as large as my whole body. They are majestic, aren’t they?”

      I settle for nodding, refusing to speak.

      “I sat in the grass beside him,” she says, “set my bucket down, and in the best cool and calm manner I could manage I asked him whatever could be the matter.”

      I lean forward, barely breathing as I wait for the answer.

      “A groan escaped him, shaking the ground, causing me to tremble, though I didn’t mean to. He answered, ‘The king of humans, his head too large for his shoulders, an ego bigger than will fit in his fat squat body’”—She speaks in a deep voice, imitating the dragon—“‘is refusing to rest the case set against me. And it does not matter that my father has appeared before him to make the quandary right. The man has it out for me, though I swear it’s not my fault.’”

      She laughs. “He did not like the human king. To say Fyazum was a spoiled brat is an understatement. Even dragons have their teenage years, it seems. And he was a rebellious one, though he did not mean to be. That particular case had been over missing cattle from a far-off field many knew was frequented by the dragon prince.”

      I guffaw out loud, not meaning to, but surprised at the behavior of the dragon I’ve seen to be so highly regarded by his . . . peasants? I don’t know what the other dragons are considered, but whatever is below king in the dragon world.

      Rohesia nods, clearly understanding my shock and laughter. “Indeed, he was not what anyone would expect from such majestic creatures, royalty or not. But I listened to his woes. We spoke for several hours. I felt drawn to him unlike anything before in my life.

      “Where the world around me was a prison, he was freedom. He was life itself. His scales the color of shimmering silver. He was the air I needed, the light in my dark world.

      “He came back every day to talk to me. To tell me how his day in court went. How his father handled the issue of the missing cows. He told me everything and asked for nothing. On days when I struggled to handle the life I realized wasn’t what I wanted, he would let me cry on his shoulder—he’d encase me in his tail and keep me warm. He took me flying, and I saw the world in a way no one else had. My eyes were opened to magic, to friendship. To life outside being a slave to a heartless master.

      “And then one day, he didn’t show up, and I was afraid it had all been a dream. That I’d wasted hours in the forest with a figment of my imagination. I assured myself that couldn’t be. But still, I worried.

      “More than a fortnight later, I packed up my few possessions, knowing that no matter where I went, I could no longer remain there. I waited for nightfall before sneaking into the woods with every intention of walking across the globe to find where I belonged. And that’s when he returned. He landed before me, tiredness in his eyes. He looked at me and said, ‘My dear human, I am so sorry. I never meant to leave you. But my father died. And I am the king now.’

      “I wept and shook and stood there speechless, unsure what to say or do. But he leaned down, doing his best to level at my height, and informed me that he knew I had been distraught while he was gone. He could feel what I felt because our bond had begun. I wasn’t feeling any of his pain because he had used his magic to stop it, not wanting me to suffer through his grief.”

      My eyes go wide.

      “I didn’t even know that was possible,” I say. “Yackros certainly didn’t mention it. The way they spoke of the dungeon, I worried he could be hurt while he’s there. Do you think there’s a chance he’s blocking his pain from me?”

      I hadn’t considered this, but I feel physically ill, now concerned even more for his safety.

      Rohesia’s hand covers mine again, just like in the library, and a calming sense rushes over me. “Either way, he will be okay, dear. Trust me. If he reaches a point where his life is in immediate danger, you will know it whether he wants you to or not. But I certainly hope we can save him before then.”

      “Thank you. I hope so too. Anyway, sorry to interrupt your story. Please continue.” I slip my hand off the table, folding my arms again and sitting back.

      Rohesia clears her throat and does the same, repositioning into a different—and in my opinion, more comfortable-looking—position. “So he came that day and told me what had happened with his father. How he had suddenly become the ruler of the dragons. It wasn’t a task he was ready to take on, though it never is, but he certainly didn’t expect to deal with that and his bond with a human at the same time. Torn between two duties nearly equally important, he had to leave me be until his councilors and advisors could take over long enough for him to rescue me. And that he did,” she says with a far-off look, grinning ear to ear.

      “Where did you go?” I try not to be jealous, but I’d never had the chance to fly with Yackros. We’d been afraid of being discovered, and now . . .

      “Oh, child, we went everywhere and nowhere. That day, he scooped me up and flew into the mountains where his charges lived, a climate they preferred. He built me a home there, he took me anywhere I asked, we did anything I wanted, and he constantly brought me gifts. We were inseparable. My eyes were opened to opportunities I didn’t even know existed as a maid.  He loved me with all his heart, and I him. The day he was taken from me was and is the darkest day I’ve ever had.” She wipes tears from her eyes before they can fall.

      “What happened?” I ask breathlessly. I’ve searched so long to come to this moment.

      “We were flying here to meet with the dragons in this area that had already gone into hiding. Ruxsiu was to place a symbol within the barrier that only myself or the king could see. We flew in circles, keeping close to the ground, searching, knowing just about where it should be, but not close enough to find it without that hidden door.”

      She grows quiet, just staring at a spot on the floor, I imagine recalling that time, that moment, what must have been at least a few human lifetimes ago. How long has she been alone? Without her dragon, knowing he’s so close, but so far away, completely unreachable? Or at least I assume as much, given the circumstances.

      “Where is King Fyazum?” It dawns on me that she hasn’t revealed that, or why she hasn’t saved him. But I still feel safe, and I believe I wouldn’t if she were working for Ruxsiu. And how could she betray her dragon like that? The way she talks about Fyazum is the way I feel about Yackros.

      The older woman shakes her head ever so slightly, becoming more emotional than I expected. “I didn’t know for a long time. When we got to a place I know now was just beyond Runavelius, I was snatched, my head covered, I was knocked out, drugged, and locked away. I could hear Fyazum’s roars fill the air like thunder. He spoke to me in my mind, needing to know I was okay. He asked for my location, but whoever separated us knew what they were doing because for that time, I didn’t know who he was or how he was talking to me, and I freaked out. I had a psychotic episode. By the time I came out of it, it was too late. Fyazum was gone. I couldn’t hear him—I couldn’t feel him. I had no idea where he’d gone. And for a long time, I feared the worst, believing he was dead.” Her voice breaks, her hands are shaking, goose bumps covering her arms.

      I feel her pain just by looking at her.

      “I’m so sorry. What did you do?” I lean forward, elbows on the table, daring to hope that she now knows where he is.

      “I panicked at first. Dropped in a desert far away from what I was used to, and all alone. But I couldn’t let that stop me. I took my surroundings and used them. I mapped out the land, dug through every scrap of trash, paper, cloth, any items left in the small shack where I’d been hidden away.” She takes a breath.

      “I called to Fyazum repeatedly, waiting for a response. After a time, it felt like a desperate act only a crazy person would continue doing because I was getting nothing. But on a dark day when the sun barely shone, in the lowest whisper, there was a voice in my head, calling out to the best of his ability, begging for mercy for the pain in his heart because he had to know if I was alive.

      “That’s the moment his ability to hide his pain from me stopped because all that he had endured became too much. He thought I had died, and would kill the kidnappers for that. He had begun to fight through whatever magic they’d put on him. He was calling my name to give him strength, but he broke through the barrier between us, and called to me.”

      With every word she speaks, chills go down my spine, and hope fills me to the brim.

      “Did you find him?”

      “Yes and no.” She covers her face with her hands. “I found him, Alita. I tried to rescue him, but unfortunately, it’s not something one person can do alone. And until today, I was the only one who knows dragons exist. I have waited so many years for someone to come along who could help me rescue my dragon and repair the damage our kind has done to theirs.”

      A sense of validation fills me, knowing I’m no longer alone, and that the one person who knows aside from me shares my views, though she certainly knows more than I do.

      I sit up straight and lean forward, hands braced on my knees and feeling more hopeful than I have since Guthrie first gave me my mission.

      “Tell me what to do, Rohesia. We’re going to save your dragon. And mine.”
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      Rather than responding to my request, Rohesia gives me a strange smile and stands.

      “Wait here,” she says before disappearing into another room. I stay seated for nearly ten minutes before boredom wins out and I begin to wander the house. I pace around the woman’s living room, marveling at all of the knickknacks scattered on mismatched furniture.

      It’s like everything I would expect in someone like Rohesia’s house—old dusty leather-bound books, glass bottles of ingredients marked with labels like “fairy dust” and “wolfsbane”—and everything I couldn’t possibly see someone like her having, such as the spinning ballerina music box, butterfly decorations, vases filled with mismatched fake flowers, air fresheners, and sewing supplies.

      There’s the beginning of a crochet project sitting on the chair in the corner, and a beauty magazine on the coffee table. Sitting beside that is a USB drive and a dirty mug.

      “You should know that we’re not completely ready to start planning our rescues,” Rohesia says, reentering the room as though she didn’t just disappear in an awkward manner.

      “Why not?”

      “The task before us, it takes three people. And it took two hundred years for me to find a second.” Her brows are turned down, matching the frown pulling at her lips.

      “I could ask Max.”

      She’s already shaking her head, but I insist. “He’d help because it’s for me. Whether he supports it or not.”

      “Convince him dragons are real first,” she says tightly. “I’d like to use him as a last resort. But one option is better than none.”

      “What else do we need to take care of before we can proceed?”

      “What are your physical capabilities?”

      “Um . . . I go hiking a lot.” Mostly to see Yackros.

      She purses her lips. “I assume more training would be in order, then. Fair warning—it’s going to be grueling, but it’s necessary if we ever hope to reach the hidden peak in the Santa Rita Mountains.”

      “Okay, so I’ll start a workout regime.” Not an ideal use of my time, but if it makes saving our dragons possible, I’ll do it.

      “Which is why”—she says, ignoring my comment—“I’ve brought a little help. Boys?” she hollers.

      I blink. Boys?

      Nothing happens for a few minutes, and then two men walk in. They look as though they could be twins if not for an age difference of twenty years or so. The older one is still young in appearance. He’s wearing a sharp suit and a white button-up shirt, though the first few buttons are undone. His short dark hair is slicked back on the sides and stands on end on top.

      The younger of the two is closer to my age. His hair matches the first man’s except for the bit of curl and wave on top. He’s wearing a plain white T-shirt—a hint of a six-pack beneath—and jeans. His thumbs are hooked in the belt loops, making his incredibly muscular arms stand out.

      There is undoubtedly a blush on my face, and I feel horrible about it. I have a boyfriend, but this guy is hot.

      “This is my son, Rhys,” Rohesia says. The older one nods. “And his son, Wren.” He nods. “And they’re going to help me train you for our marathon.” She looks at me, beaming.

      “Ou—our mara-what?”

      Rohesia smiles at me, her head tilted to the side, eyes widened. “Our marathon, Alita. Obviously. What else would you need training for?”

      “Oh, of course! Duh!” I smack my forehead. “Silly me. I didn’t sleep well last night. Can you tell?” I joke, even though it’s true.

      I wish she had told me beforehand that her son and grandson had no idea about dragons, though. Or that she had a family. Or that she was bringing them over to help train me. I wasn’t expecting that, and now I feel even more self-conscious than before.

      “So, shall we begin?” Rohesia claps her hands.
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      I didn’t think the training would start right away, but Rohesia had a set of gym clothes lined up for me. Apparently, she has one of everything tucked away in her house—fairy dust, gym clothes, hot boys, etc. Why not?

      Now I’m standing in a vastly empty room with one wall entirely made up of mirrors, mats on both ends, and in front of my new personal trainer, Wren.

      He’s looking at me with a grin on his face, popping all of his joints and looking far too excited about this. Why Rohesia thought this was a good idea, I’ll never know. I don’t understand any of it. I mean, I guess it makes sense that I need to be fit to go wherever we’re going, but did she have to spring this on me?

      And why didn’t she tell her own family about her life? Do they have any clue whatsoever how old she is? Where she’s from? How could she keep it a secret like this? All this time, she had people she could have been training, teaching, helping make sure they were on the dragons’ side for when they become a part of our world again.

      Instead, she lived a lie and made sure no one knew it. Knowing she has a family also begs the questions, where is her husband? Is he as old as she is? Does he have any clue about the dragons? Did something happen to him?

      All these questions go through my mind one right after another, but they don’t quite crowd out another question: Could I ever have a family life that didn’t include the knowledge of dragons?

      Somehow it just feels wrong.

      But it’s what Max would want.

      Unless I convince him otherwise.

      “Alita?”

      I come back to earth and look at Wren, who’s standing in front of me, looking concerned. “You okay?” he asks.

      “Sorry, yeah. I’m good. So, where do we start? What exactly does training look like?” I try to laugh, but it mostly sounds like I’m choking. Which I am, on how freaking idiotic I am.

      “Well, you’re a runner, right? So we’re going to start the same way you would with any kind of workout. We’re going to stretch.” He stands beside me and starts waving his arms.

      I mean, I’m sure he’s actually stretching, but it just looks funny to me.

      “I don’t usually warm up,” I admit. “I just kind of go for it.”

      The frown he gives me looks like I just admitted to puppy murder rather than lack of proper workout etiquette. I quickly imitate his arm waving to make him stop looking at me like that.

      At the end of this session, I’m going to kill Rohesia for putting me through this with no warning whatsoever.

      He bends over and touches his toes. I try to do that, but I only make it halfway before my back does this weird thing where it feels like I can’t move.

      I work through it, refusing to show that I’m struggling. I can’t help but notice that we’re only doing stretches and my breathing is becoming uneven. I’m going to die long before I reach the dragon king. I thought I was way healthier than this!

      After a grueling ten minutes, Wren stands, lifting his arms over his head one more time before turning to me. “Okay, you ready to learn?”

      We go to jogging from there. After that, it’s learning how to kick, how to punch, how to deflect an attacker.

      “This is for a marathon?” I gasp out after trying a punch.

      “Grandma said you wanted the full routine—the defense stuff too.” He frowns, and I know where he inherited that. “Did you just want to focus on running?”

      “Nope. Nope.” I give him two thumbs up. “Defense. Love it.”

      There is sweat in places I didn’t know sweat could be. Everything aches, though not nearly as much as it will tomorrow, I’m sure. They always say the day after is the worst. I collapse on the mat and lie in a pool of disgustingness. I can feel my back becoming suctioned to the floor, but I feel like jelly and I’m not sure I could move even if I had to.

      It feels like it’s only been three minutes when Wren laughs and stands over me, offering a hand to pull me up. “Trust me, the more you practice, the easier it will become. You just have to build up stamina. And that should be easy as long as you follow this routine daily.” I take his hand and get to my feet.

      “You want me to do this daily? Are you serious?” I gawk.

      He runs his towel over his head. “Don’t you run? You understand what it takes to get to a point where you can do anything for long periods of time. If you’re doing a marathon and you’re this unprepared, I recommend that you wait, or perhaps plan on doing a slow walk rather than a jog.” He smirks.

      “I don’t think I’m capable of walking to my car, let alone walking a marathon.” I pluck at my wet shirt and make a face.

      “I see it a lot with new students. They want to show how great they are, so they push themselves until they physically collapse. It’s not healthy at all.” Wren looks at me with concern.

      He has blue-gray eyes that are faded and yet vibrant. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen a shade like that before. I clear my throat, forcing my gaze elsewhere. “Um, students?” I ask. “How old are you?” Now I want to smack myself again.

      He chuckles, thankfully taking it in good stride. “Seventeen. I’ve been training for a long time. After a while, some instructors at the gym I go to noticed how fast I was progressing and offered me free classes in exchange for helping mentor some of the students.”

      “Oh,” I say. “That’s cool. How long have you been doing this?” I don’t know why I ask. It doesn’t matter. I’m feeling awkward and I’m exhausted. Even more so now than before.

      “Since I was thirteen.”

      “Nice! I don’t think I’ve ever stuck with one thing for that long. It’s impressive. And I appreciate your help. Thank you! With this kind of training, how long do you think it will be before I am ready to do that marathon?” I feel so stupid asking this, but I don’t want to try to rescue Fyazum without being prepared. And not just for my safety, but for Rohesia, Fyazum, and Yackros’ as well.

      “I think we’ll need a couple more training sessions to determine that. Let’s get together again tomorrow, yeah?”

      “Sure.” I agree, though I really don’t want to. I feel like we’re wasting so much time. But I can’t say anything to Rohesia in front of her family.

      “Great! I think you’re being handed off to my dad now for step two. Good luck.” He grins, which gives me an uneasy feeling.

      “Um, thanks?” I kinda laugh, unsure how to respond to that.

      “See you tomorrow, Alita.” He pats my shoulder before picking up his bag and going into the back room to change.

      “Are you ready to learn the more mystical part of your training?” Rohesia asks the moment Wren is allegedly out of earshot.

      “What?”

      “Dear, saving Fyazum isn’t going to be a walk in the park. And if you thought it would be, you are sorely mistaken. If it were as simple as getting people up that mountain to release the king, I would have taken care of it a long time ago. You need to be able to focus. You need strength. You need resilience. And more importantly, you need magic. It’s the only way to make this work. The tasks lying between us and our dragons is a dangerous road leading to things you can’t even fathom. You not only need to be physically strong, but mentally as well.”

      “Rohesia, you can explain that later!” I whisper-yell. “Right now, I really want to know why you didn’t warn me about all of this.” I gesture to the room around us. “Why didn’t you tell me your family would be here? Or that they weren’t aware of the truth? Do they have any clue about your abilities, your real life?” I’m so overwhelmed with frustration right now. “And really?” I tilt my head, glaring at her with disdain. “Your reasoning for me needing training was a marathon? Don’t you think I should have a clue about that beforehand? I sounded like a complete idiot to Wren.”

      “Are you done? Can I answer your questions now?” she says with far too much sarcasm given her completely emotionless expression.

      I look down sheepishly. “Yes,” I mutter.

      “I did not have time to come up with a better excuse. And no, they don’t know because I wanted to keep them safe and away from that world, one that can’t exist. I didn’t want to give them hope for a better situation where none could be found. So I lied. I’ve been lying my entire life—I’ve had to in order to stay sane. There was a period of time when I myself believed the dragons were mere dreams. Do you really think I would expose my family to that? To ask them to live their lives around something that no longer existed within our purview? I lied. And I’m sorry I sprang it on you, but I just came up with this plan in the spur of the moment. I didn’t have the luxury of creating a wholly spun tale that couldn’t be questioned.”

      And now I feel bad for laying into her the way I did, although surely she saw it coming. Who wouldn’t be upset with that kind of surprise? But I can see her point too. I can’t even imagine living as long as she has and not being able to tell anyone about her secret double life. It would be unbearable.

      “I’m sorry, Rohesia. I didn’t mean to snap or to make you upset. I was just taken by surprise.”

      The old woman pinches my cheek. “Don’t worry your pretty head about it, Alita. You are far too important to be wasting your stress over my feelings—or anyone else’s.” She gives me a pointed look, one I don’t like.

      “What’s the next step in my training?” I say through gritted teeth.

      She straightens her vest and stands a little taller. “Wren is going to show you to the meditation room, where Rhys will teach you the art of Zen. You will learn to control your mental capacity. You will learn to control your emotions and feelings. To clear your mind. To safeguard your thoughts and memories so they cannot be tampered with,” she says in a hushed tone.

      “What good is this going to do in our—”

      Rohesia clears her throat, motioning behind me, stopping me from asking what I’d intended.

      “Marathon?” I finish, really wishing I didn’t have to hide the truth right now. I can’t take one more lie in my life. I’ve gotten lost in the tangled web of lies I’ve told everyone around me. Where I am, what I’m doing, why I’m always away from home and friends. It’s becoming too much to handle. I feel like I’m walking on eggshells, watching everything I say because the wrong word to the wrong person unravels everything. And then everyone would know the truth.

      Not that they would accept it.

      I could ask Yackros to fly within their sight, and they would call him a kite. I’d ask him to roar, and they would call it thunder. The moment I tell them dragons are real, I’d be able to tell them the sky was blue and they’d argue with me because to them, I’ll sound crazy. And they’d probably be right.

      I am crazy. Insane to think that with the help of an old woman, her son, and her grandson, I could ever save a beast so majestic, so important, and so completely lost to me. I have no hope for my ability to do the task set before me.
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      On the drive home, I take in the beyond-surreal day. Mere hours ago, I was talking to another human being about the existence of dragons like it was nothing, and I’ve never felt more welcome in a conversation. While I’ve only been without Yackros for a week, Rohesia has been alone longer than I’ve been alive. Longer than my parents have been alive.

      That was followed by the most grueling workout session I’ve ever been forced to endure, though admittedly, it felt good to work that hard. The day’s events ended with sitting on a yoga mat with my legs folded, incense in the air, learning to clear my mind and control my thoughts.

      Meeting Rohesia—and realizing she’s not an evil librarian—was by far the highlight of the day, even if I’m annoyed with her for following me instead of just talking to me. Either way, now she has someone who’s in on the secret. Someone to talk to. And above all, someone who can help rescue her dragon. I’d like to think she’s ecstatic about that.  We finally have a chance of saving the king and Yackros, and neither one of us has to be alone. We can work together.

      I can’t imagine what I would have done had I found Fyazum only to discover I was unable to save him because I was on my own. How Rohesia has survived alone for so long, I don’t know, but I commend her strength. And I hope that one day, if such resilience is required of me, I’ll be able to take the burden.

      The night sky is only lit by stars and a sliver of the moon when I pull into the driveway. After I’ve parked, I can’t help but look up, wondering what life back then would have been like before the war. Did dragons roam freely? The world could watch as they flew through the sky. Would I have found Yackros long before now?

      I wonder how much time has been wasted, how many lives were altered for the worse all because of greed. I wouldn’t be kept away from my dragon, Yackros wouldn’t be in a dungeon, Guthrie wouldn’t have to lie. Rohesia wouldn’t have had to live for so long all alone, unable to tell her secret to her family or spend her life with the creature that shares part of her soul.

      I think about the story she told me. How she found Fyazum, and how he protected her from his pain when he disappeared.

      I lean back, pressing my head against the headrest, my palms against the top of the steering wheel.

      “Yackros,” I whisper, “if you’re in pain, please don’t waste precious energy trying to hide it from me. You’re not alone anymore. Don’t let our bond be for nothing.”

      I bite my bottom lip, drowning in emotions from everything I’ve learned today.

      “I love you, Sparkles. I found Rohesia, King Fyazum’s human. She’s going to help me. Please don’t give up hope. I’m trying my hardest. Just wait a bit longer.”

      No answer.

      I’m too far from him.

      I wipe at my eyes, making sure any hint of the tears escaping me are gone as I walk inside. The last thing I need is my parents questioning me right now. With everything that’s happened in the last few hours, I don’t think I could keep quiet about all the turmoil raging inside, all the pain—both my own and that I feel for my new mentor.

      Now two people are fighting for dragons, and in a world that no longer believes they exist, that’s like a whole army. We don’t need anyone else. Once we free the king, we can go after his kidnappers and put an end to the madness. Perhaps even do away with Runavelius because there will be no need for it any longer.

      All the lights in the house are turned off. I glance around, wondering if my parents fell asleep watching TV. When I don’t find them there, I take it to mean they’ve already gone to bed. My stomach growls, demanding food. But first, I need a shower.

      I run up the stairs two at a time and set my bag down on my bed, grab my pajamas, and head to the bathroom.

      The hot water feels amazing on my poor aching muscles—still sore from being smashed—, and it’s like heaven washing off the grime and sweat. I wanted to hurry because food, but I can’t seem to make myself move. Instead, I relish the comfort.

      When I’m finally able to force myself out of the shower, I throw my dirty clothes in the hamper and go back downstairs, ready to collapse.

      I wander into the kitchen in search of dinner and open the fridge, hoping there are leftovers from whatever Mom and Dad ate. Nothing jumps out at me. I turn to the pantry, rummaging through bags of pasta, spices, and boxes. No good.

      It’s funny that with all the other huge responsibilities in my life, I still have a hard time picking something to eat. Good thing it’s not like the fate of the whole dragon world rests on my shoulders or anything.

      Back to the fridge, and I settle for leftover spaghetti from two nights ago because it appears to be the easiest thing to prepare right now. And simple is good.

      I’m going to have a very long day tomorrow because I have no intention of going to bed but instead, staying up to research more. I need to know what Rohesia knows. I want to be ready for whatever she has to teach me. I’m willing to do what it takes to rescue Fyazum and Yackros, and I want to go in prepared.

      I eat in my room, already looking through my notes and beginning to piece things together that I know to be fact. When I’ve finished with the food, I set my bowl aside and check my phone. I don’t even know why.

      Max hasn’t said a word.

      He’s never silent. His normal average is five or six texts in a day, sometimes ten if I don’t respond.

      But there isn’t one.

      I open a message to him, then freeze. What can I possibly say? It’ll be better in person anyway.

      I put the phone away, but even as I try to focus on dragons and physical training and meditation and getting Yackros back, I keep glancing over at the blank screen.
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      Per Rohesia’s instructions the night before, where she reprimanded me for skipping school, I drive straight there. Max will undoubtedly bombard me with a million questions, wanting to know everything that happened after he left the library, what the point of all of this is, and furthermore, why I still believe in dragons when I haven’t been able to prove anything.

      Or he’ll be completely silent. I don’t know which is worse.

      I spend my thirty-minute drive coming up with answers for any question I think he could throw my way.

      Rohesia and Yackros alike do not want me to sacrifice my schooling for them. I tried to argue that I’m learning out here in the real world, and we get the same lessons every school year anyway. It’s aimless. Only half the teachers even care to be there. I could finish online after we’ve ended this war, which is far more pressing.

      I gave in because I can’t do this without Rohesia, and she won’t teach me when I should be at school. She wouldn’t even request time off work for it. If Fyazum had a say in things, I bet he would agree that my high school attendance is absolutely not a priority right now.

      The longer we wait, the higher risk there is of failing.

      It occurs to me that I might not have told Rohesia about the pearl being corrupted. Is that why she doesn’t understand the urgency? Perhaps she thinks that Fyazum has been gone for so long, a few more months won’t kill him.

      But it can and it will. We can’t risk losing the pearl. Once that’s gone, I don’t know of a way to stop Ruxsiu. Could it even be done? Would it take thousands of years? And if so, what would he do in that time? He could destroy the world and any chance of happiness. That cannot happen.

      Not to mention, Fyazum is probably dead the moment Ruxsiu has control over the pearl anyway. And Yackros too.

      I put the car in park and sit for a moment, taking a breather. I’m all worked up again, my heart hammering, breath eluding me. I feel like I need an inhaler, and I’m not asthmatic. Is that something that can just happen? I wipe the sweat from my forehead and get out.

      I walk to the school doors with determination. The sooner I’m done here, the sooner I can get to rescuing Yackros.

      Max is waiting at my locker. He watches me as I walk up, but doesn’t say anything.

      “Hey,” I say, trying for a smile.

      He pointedly does not return it.

      “What do you call that yesterday?” he says.

      So at least it’s not complete silence.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know what was going to happen, but I certainly didn’t mean to hurt you the way I did.” I give him the puppy-dog eyes. I know it’s a cheap trick, but I don’t have anything else going for me at the moment. I can’t bear the thought of him being angry with me.

      He purses his lips, bobbing his head slightly, staring out at the passing groups of oblivious students.

      “Yeah, okay, so when I said, ‘Let’s go,’ you didn’t mean to say, ‘No, Max. You’re only useful to me when it’s convenient. And right now, I’m more interested in talking to crazy strangers about fantasies and daydreams.’”

      My face grows hot. “That’s not how it went.”

      “No?” He turns cold green eyes on me. “Pretty sure I was there, honey.”

      Chills run through me and emotions rise, threatening to bubble over as my eyes fill up with tears. “Max, just listen to me. That woman at the library? The one I was arguing with? She’s like me, she knows about dragons, and she needs my help as much as I need hers. And if you care about me at all, you’ll offer your support because I really need it right now. I’m fighting too many battles, and I don’t want one of them to be you.”

      He’s already shaking his head.

      “You’re kicking me out of your life one day at a time,” he says. “I’d drop everything in a second for you. But that sentiment is one-sided. If I asked you to walk away from dragons because my life depended on it, would you?”

      My heart stutters. I bite my lip.

      “That’s not a fair comparison,” I whisper. “There are lives depending on me right now. Yackros’ and Fyazum’s. And if I don’t save them, something terrible could happen to everyone else. Even you.”

      He shrugs. “Wish I had some reason to believe that.”

      I take in an unsteady breath, hold it, and let out a slow exhale.

      “Okay. Let me show you, Max. Come with me today and talk to Rohesia. You won’t see a dragon, but you’ll be with two people who have. And you’ll see that I took you seriously yesterday when you suggested I learn self-defense.”

      He purses his lips. But it’s not quite so fierce.

      “And we can get there by way of ice cream?” I give him a small smile. “Butterscotch, chocolate, and peanut butter ice cream. My treat?”

      He leans down and gently kisses my forehead.

      “Okay,” he breathes, tickling my skin.

      I tilt my head and give him a real kiss.

      He takes my hand in his and walks me down the hall, only parting ways when we reach the crossroads where he needs to go left and I need to go right.
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      Class is boring, as usual. I’m not surprised—just annoyed that I have to waste precious time on it. When the final bell rings, I’m out of there so fast, it’s not even funny. When I reach my locker, I stick around, waiting for Max to show up.

      I’m not sure whether I’m hoping he comes or hoping he doesn’t. Whether he believes in me or not, it doesn’t change his stance on dragons. As soon as I can get Rohesia to give me some kind of proof or more pieces to the puzzle I’ve already begun putting together, I’ll show Max. Things would be so much easier if I could just walk him into Runavelius and point at Yackros.

      But part of me wonders if that would be a good idea, and I can’t explain why.

      “You ready?” Max appears beside me.

      “Yeah, let’s go.”

      Max sits in the front seat, bouncing his leg. That stupid habit. I want to reach over and forcibly stop it, but I don’t. As much as I feel awkward bringing him with me, I’m glad he’s keeping an open mind, and I don’t want to fight with him after we just made up.

      “So, who’s training you?” he asks just as his knee stops going up and down.

      “Um, Rohesia’s family. The librarian,” I clarify when he looks confused. “She’s there too. It’s, um, there’s this marathon—she—they train for marathons. So she wants me to do this . . . marathon. And defense stuff.”

      He laughs at me. I don’t blame him. I shake my head.

      “I know it may seem odd. All the stuff before was a misunderstanding. And once we sorted that out, we discovered we had a lot more in common than anyone could have imagined.”

      “Interesting,” he says, although he doesn’t look interested. “So in this marathon, will you fly on dragons? Isn’t that kind of cheating?”

      “Max,” I say, exasperated. “If you didn’t want to come, you didn’t have to. I’m not trying to force this down your throat. I just can’t fight this alone anymore, and while having Rohesia is wonderful, I want you to be the one by my side.”

      “For wanting me on your side, you haven’t tried very hard to see things from my point of view.”

      I glance over, stung. But he’s right. I stood in front of Yackros, looking him up and down, even staring directly into his eyes, and I still needed convincing that he was real and it wasn’t all in my head. I certainly can’t expect Max just to be okay with it.

      I pull to a stop outside the ice cream place and turn to look at him. “I’m sorry I tried to force you to believe. I have seen dragons, and you haven’t, and I’m sorry that I forgot that. I will give you all the time you need. And I really appreciate you coming with me, despite seeing things differently.”

      He looks up at me and smiles. “Thank you.” He reaches over the console and takes my hand. “I don’t want you to walk away again, so I’m trying to be open-minded.”

      “Let’s see if some ice cream can help.” I kiss him.

      “Ice cream helps everything.”
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      After our quick stop, we continue toward Rohesia’s house. The car ride is silent, and it’s okay. Things start to feel normal again. A small amount of pressure has been lifted from my shoulders, and part of my world is whole once more.

      When we reach Rohesia’s house, I give Max time to take it in. It’s a tiny red brick house down a long straight driveway, with weeds on either side and nothing around for miles.

      A small part of me wonders if this was a mistake. Did I let my excitement cloud my judgment? The feeling of unease that washes over me causes me to choke a little. Max shouldn’t be here. As much as I love him, he isn’t part of this world.

      I try to hide my discomfort while getting out, hoping Max doesn’t say anything. He glances at me, but remains quiet. I nod, assuring myself that everything is fine, and we walk up the three steps to the front door.

      The sound of the doorbell chiming through the house is the only thing I hear aside from a slight breeze tussling the tumbleweeds across the ground. The door squeaks as it’s opened. Standing before us is Rohesia in another dreadfully hot outfit much like yesterday’s.

      She clears her throat, staring at Max.

      “Alita,” she says in a sickly sweet voice, still looking at him. “I don’t recall discussing you bringing . . . guests. What is this about?” She turns to me.

      “Rohesia, this is Max.” I smile the best I can. “Max, this is Rohesia.”

      “Hello,” Rohesia says curtly. “I’m afraid I wasn’t expecting anyone but Alita, but we’ll make do. Come in.” She waves us inside, stepping out of the doorway so we can get through.

      While the house looks tiny on the outside, it’s comfortably spacious within. “Have a seat.” Rohesia gestures to the sitting room on the right with the horrible colors as she closes the front door. I nod and proceed, sitting down on the newest-looking chair. Max takes the orange high-backed chair beside me.

      “I assume you understand why Alita is here today, Max?” she says, sitting down on the couch facing us.

      “For your dragon marathon,” he says.

      She frowns her deep frown.

      “Marathon,” she corrects. “I have just decided that you may be in my home under one condition—you speak to Alita and no one else.”

      He scoffs. “You’ve said three sentences, and you’re already sick of talking to me?”

      “Yes, I believe I am. But seeing as it’s important to Alita to have you here, you may remain under that condition and that condition only.”

      My neck is burning.

      “Nice friend you have,” Max says, turning to face me.

      “Oh, good,” Rohesia says. “Yes, this will work out very well indeed. Alita, I believe it’s time for you to get started.”

      I’m out of my chair without being asked twice.

      After changing, I enter the gym. Max is only moments behind, and I try a smile, but he doesn’t smile back.

      Before I can speak to him, Wren claps his hands and says, “Welcome. Let’s start with some planking.” And for the next twenty minutes, I can hardly breathe, much less speak.  I can see Max flinching out of the corner of my eye, and I tense up every time because I’m afraid of what he’ll do or say.

      “I could join you,” he offers once.

      I laugh through my panting, “Super-fit boyfriend working out next to me? No, thanks. I’ll realize how out of shape I really am.”

      That time, he does manage a smile.

      I lie on the mat once again, feeling like I’m going to die. I’m not cut out for this.

      “Come on!” Wren shouts. “No breaks until you’ve earned it!” He claps, walking around me until I force myself back up.

      “You’re gonna die on that marathon if you don’t put some serious training in!” Wren says, a playful smirk on his lips.

      Max stands abruptly.

      “Hey,” he snaps. “Don’t be a jerk when she’s trying. Especially for a stupid fake marathon.”

      My stomach falls to my shoes.

      Wren frowns. “What do you mean?”

      Rohesia is suddenly towering next to Max as if channeling her own inner dragon. Despite the fact that he’s taller, she’s definitely the more intimidating.

      “House rules,” she says, smiling widely. “I believe it’s time for you to take a break.”

      Max rolls his eyes. “I’m going for a walk.” He disappears around the doorframe before I can say anything.

      Wren offers me a towel. “Sorry if I pushed too hard. I just want you to be healthy. Don’t do something physically tolling if your body can’t handle it. Even with adrenaline, you can cause serious damage. And I’m not saying that to be mean. Just to watch out for you.”

      I swipe at my face and neck, glad he didn’t get too hung up on Max’s marathon comment.

      “It’s okay, Wren. I know. He’s just—” I pause, trying to think of a word to describe what Max is. Nothing comes to mind.

      “Angry? Overprotective?” Wren offers.

      “Controlling?” Rohesia chimes in.

      “No! Why would you say that? He’s my boyfriend, and he’s trying to be a part of something important to me.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, the only thing he’s trying to do is make you feel guilty about the truth and doubt yourself on the things that matter most. He’s bad news, Alita.” Her tone is dark, and it frightens me.

      What I asked Max to believe is difficult, and I can’t blame him for his hesitation. And I haven’t exactly been easy to deal with either.

      “I’m sorry, but I need to go.” I drop the towel on the mat. “I’ll come back tomorrow for the meditation session, but right now, there’s somewhere else I need to be.”

      I don’t let Rohesia’s protests stop me. I rush up the stairs and down the hall until I reach the front door. The sun is blinding, especially compared to the dark of Rohesia’s home, something I hadn’t noticed until I came out of that gloomy cave.

      Max is pacing in front of the porch steps, hand stroking his jaw, face turned down. How he’s out here even while upset, and not completely melted by now, I don’t know. It’s got to be ninety-something degrees. He looks up at me, concern in his eyes, surprise in his brows. He opens his mouth to speak, but I don’t wait to hear whatever he has to say.

      “We’re leaving.” I storm past him and get in the car, glad I drove. I get us on the road as fast as physically possible once he’s caught up with me and is sitting in the passenger seat.

      I can sense his need to ask questions. Hear the click of his jaw as he opens and closes his mouth repeatedly, unsure what to say, perhaps. But I don’t bother waiting for him to figure that out.

      “I need to visit Yackros. But don’t worry—I’ll drop you off at home on the way. I’m sorry for everything I put you through today. We should have just gone with the ice cream.”

      He shrugs. Taking a deep breath, I turn the radio on because I can’t take the uncomfortable silence.

      Max clears his throat. “I don’t want you to see that creep anymore.”

      I frown. “Rohesia? Look, I know she was being rude, but that’s kind of how she is. She’s actually not—”

      “Wren. I don’t want Wren putting his filthy hands all over you every single day.”

      I’m so startled, I can’t think of anything to say.

      He pushes on. “Why not ask me to train you? You want to run a marathon, or pretend to run a marathon, sure, whatever. We could go jogging, get your stamina up. We could go to the gym. Or I can just go on your hikes with you.”

      I finally get my throat working again. “Where are you going to find time to train me for hours every day when you’re busy with wrestling?”

      “I’ll quit wrestling.”

      “Wha—no! I don’t want you to quit wrestling for me. And Wren isn’t—he’s just doing a favor for his grandma, and he’s not creepy. This is his job. He’s a trainer.”

      “He was watching you way too much. L—”

      “Max! Of course he was watching me. He’s training me. He has to watch what I’m doing to make sure I get it right.  What is he supposed to do, close his eyes and guess?” I look over and shake my head.

      “That’s not what I meant,” Max murmurs. “He kept staring at your face.”

      I glance at him, trying to look at both him and the road at the same time. “Are you saying that because we’re together, guys aren’t allowed to look at my face?”

      “I’m saying I don’t like him, and I don’t want you training with him. Wouldn’t it bother you if you saw some girl throwing herself all over me?”

      “Would it be bothersome? A little, yeah. But I understand that you’re an attractive guy and other girls are going to look at you. They’re going to flirt. But it’s not about what they do—it’s about what you do. How you respond. Did it look like I was flirting with Wren? No. I was freaking out inside just trying to keep up on all the crazy workouts he wanted me to do. It was a lot of overwhelming information. And I don’t need to fight with you when there’s nothing there. Can we please just drop this?” I shake my head.

      Max looks a little purple in the face, like he’s holding his breath. He exhales loudly and inhales equally. I let him take his time. Honestly, I’m already on edge, and I don’t know what else to say. I feel like everything I could possibly say to help him get past this has already been said.

      “Are you going to train with him again?” he says.

      I grip the steering wheel.

      “I’ll consider other options,” I say finally, hoping that will be enough to get him to stop.

      We drive in silence, and I’m almost to his street when—

      “I’ll go with you,” he says.

      I blink. “What?”

      “You don’t need to drop me off. I’ll go with you up the mountain.”

      “Are you sure?” My heart hammers in my chest. Where did this come from?

      “Yes, I’m sure. I keep worrying that you’re going to abandon me just like everyone else in my life, but I’m with you, Alita. I’m with you. Let me meet . . . Yackros.” He struggles saying Yackros’ name, but I think it has little to do with pronunciation.

      “Okay,” I say because I can’t think of anything else, and I have no good reason to say no.

      So I pass his house and continue driving up into the mountains.

      I feel a bit of relief as we reach Dragoon. The farther up the mountain we go, the easier I can breathe.

      Once we’re parked, I get out, rushing up the path that’s now as familiar as my own house.

      I lean against the tree that I’ve come to claim as my own. This is the place my life changed forever. Where before I lived in a box, now I’m free, aware of all the magic surrounding me. The truth of what humans’ lives should be.

      Max catches up to me, huffing from running. “Why are you in such a hurry?”

      I shrug, not knowing how to explain. “You won’t be able to hear what Yackros and I say because he can only speak in my head. Due to his circumstances, we can’t see him. But please, just—”

      “Are you kidding me right now? I thought you brought me up here to show me proof. Now you’re saying the proof is in your head?”

      I bite my tongue before I can remind him he was the one who asked to come.

      “Be patient and wait. I will at least ask him if he’s able to communicate with you.” I finish what I was saying. “I know how ridiculous this sounds.”

      He gives me a condescending look, but he doesn’t say a word. And I leave it at that.

      I sit down on the ground, feeling the grass around me, realizing how much longer the blades have grown since the day I was banished.

      “Yackros?” I call to him in my mind. I want to speak aloud, but that feels even more awkward with Max here.

      But apparently, our bond has continued to strengthen because—

      “Alita, oh, how I’ve missed your voice.” He sounds so tired.

      “Yackros, I have good news. I found the author of that book.”

      That sparks some life in his tone. “And?”

      “Her name is Rohesia. She’s King Fyazum’s human.”

      A roar suddenly bursts in my spirit, echoing in my mind, vibrating through my heart. I can’t help a laugh.

      “Then the king is alive!” Yackros cries triumphantly.

      “Oh, yes. Rohesia knows where he is and how we can save him. But she says it’s dangerous and risky. She is trying to train me physically and mentally. Today was the second day. I know we’re running out of time, and it’s probably pointless anyway, but it became too overwhelming.”

      Max hums. Clearly irritated. He kicks at a rock.

      I close my eyes, focusing only on Yackros. “And all I could think about is if I’m going to do this, spend every minute preparing to rescue Fyazum, I’m going to speak to you. I need your calm. I need your knowledge. I need hope. So don’t tell me not to sacrifice, to give up, or not to hold off on my life. This, this is my life. This is what I want. And I am fighting for it. So please, speak to me. Talk to me like you used to. Help me find a path that will bring us back together.” I didn’t know it was possible to convey so many emotions at once, or to speak them in my mind the way I would aloud.

      “I’m sorry, Little Wingless. You are right. I love you dearly. I could never ask that you do this for me. But you must know that I too want it. I am quite literally incomplete without you. Since this banishment, I am blind, I am weak, I am cold. And I need you more than ever.” He sounds so sad.

      “You have no idea how much I understand, though my situation is far better for the time being. And speaking of which, I have a question.” I pause, wondering how to broach the topic.

      I glance at Max, who’s picking at the leaves on one of the tree branches. He raises his brows.

      I close my eyes again. “I brought Max with me. He’s trying to help, even if he still doesn’t believe you’re real. I know I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone, but I think everything has changed. And I can’t do this alone. Is there any chance you can communicate with him? Or are you limited to speaking with me?”

      There’s silence, and I worry for a moment that something has happened.

      Then—

      “If it is important to you, I can try.”

      I open my eyes, a smile lighting my face.

      “Come here!” I say to Max, holding out my hand.

      He takes my hand, and I pull him down to sit next to me on the grass.

      “Close your eyes and listen. Yackros is trying to contact you.”

      Max rolls his eyes first, but then he closes them and waits.

      A sudden wave of iciness crashes over me, and Yackros’ voice thunders in my mind. “Alita, get away from him. He’s not safe!”

      I jump and instinctively lean away from Max. “Why? What’s wrong?”

      “There is magic in any living thing, much like an aura that tells us what we need to know. There is a darkness about Max. Someone who knows what to look for can tell the kind of person he is, what he will become, and the people of his past, present, and future who shape his aura. The signatures are unique, but this darkness . . . I’ve only ever seen something like it once before.”

      “Is something supposed to be happening right now?” Max asks, yawning.

      “And who was that?” I ask, feeling less confident than before. I glance at Max again, wondering if he knows, if he’s aware of this inherent evil around him, within him, causing the people and creatures in my life to question him.

      “Séraphin. Ruxsiu’s bonded human.”
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      I run my hands through my hair, pulling out a few strands. I wrap them around my finger, twiddling with them as I contemplate how to respond to that. Is he actually saying Max is evil? Or is there just some kind of dark magic that clings to him? Is it possible to pick up dark auras from being near something bad, the way you would pick up the smell of smoke just from being near a campfire?

      Could Max have a dragon and not know it? I mean, I suppose anyone in the world could. And until dragons can be a part of our lives again, there’s no way of knowing.

      But I can’t imagine Max opening himself up to the life I want. Do Yackros and Rohesia have an issue with Max aside from his aura, or is this just some kind of weird prejudice based on magical mist?

      And if that’s it, how could they expect me to figure that out on my own? Why didn’t Rohesia tell me? All she could say on the matter was that he wasn’t good for me. But she hasn’t even known me more than a few days.

      “I’m sorry, Yackros,” I say, opening my eyes and jumping to my feet. “Come on, Max. We need to go.”

      “Wait—what? You’re done?” He gets up and follows me. “I didn’t hear or sense anything dragon-y.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I need to take you home. I just realized I—I promised my mom I’d make dinner since she’s working this big case and Dad has a swing shift. I’m sorry.” I don’t look at him. I can’t. I need time. I need space. And I need to gather up my research because one way or another, I’m going to find out if Yackros is right.

      If it comes down to a moment when I have to put my life in his hands, would Max choose to save me, or would he let me fall? Is he refusing to believe dragons are real because to him, they are only mythical creatures? Or does he already know they’re out there, and his is evil?

      We make it to the car and buckle up. I’m driving way too fast down the narrow dirt road, but I can’t seem to relax my foot on the gas pedal.

      “Okay . . . I think this is more than just a chore. What’s wrong?” Max places his hand on my leg. “Are you mad at me?” I know he’s trying to be comforting, but at the moment, it’s just irritating.

      “No, Max. It’s not about you. I’m sorry, okay? I just need a break. I’m tired and sore and I want to go home, shower, eat, and sleep. In that order.”

      I wriggle my leg as much as possible with my foot on the gas pedal because I don’t want to seem rude or out of character and physically remove his hand, and I don’t have the energy to speak and know what I’ll say. Right now, with all the emotions coursing through me, it could be anything.

      Luckily, he gets the hint and removes his hand. I don’t look at him or say anything. I’m worried about the assumptions I’ll make. Am I letting my emotions for him cloud my judgment? I glance over, watching his bouncing knee in my peripheral vision. I don’t see any dark cloud around him. Is that what an aura looks like? How do I tell? How could Rohesia? I mean, Yackros knowing it makes sense. But the old woman didn’t know anything about me when we first met. If she knows something about Max, why didn’t she know about me, that I really was trying to find proof of dragons’ existence?

      It doesn’t matter. None of it matters. This is all one big game of wits and war. The harder I try to win, the less likely I am to succeed. I take one step forward and am pushed ten steps back.

      I pull into Max’s driveway and wait for him to get out. He pauses, and I know he wants closure, but I just can’t give him any. I have no answers, at least not ones he’ll like. And I’m certainly not going to accuse him of being evil without some kind of proof to back me up. Something aside from a bad aura.

      “I’ll talk to you later. I hope you feel better. And Alita?” He waits patiently as I make the forced decision to turn and face him. “I love you. I hope you know that. I’m trying to understand, and I appreciate you giving me time. Today was a step in the right direction, I think, even if it was difficult at parts.” He bites his lip, which is so adorable. I’d totally want to kiss him if I wasn’t so upset.

      “Thank you, Max. I’ll text you later.” I can’t say more without admitting something I’ll regret, so I keep it short.

      He nods, as if he could understand, and gets out. I fight back tears and other strong emotions associated with them. I’m not ready to go save a dragon. This is all too much for me to handle. I thought Max knowing would help. Instead, it’s tearing me apart even more.

      Thankfully, the drive home is short. I park and go inside, welcomed by the warm scent of bacon, eggs, and waffles. It must be breakfast for dinner tonight, which will get no complaint from me. It’s one of my favorites. And I could use a delicious distraction.

      “I’m home!” I holler, already on my way up the stairs.

      “I assumed that much by the slamming of the front door. Want to talk about it?” Mom hollers back.

      “Not really! I’m going to shower.” I rush to the bathroom, flinging off my clothes. I jump in the shower, letting warm water fall down over my body, gently massaging every aching inch of me.

      I lather my hair with shampoo, scrubbing my scalp because it’s never felt so sticky from sweat. I didn’t even know it could sweat up there, which is just disgusting. By the time I get out, I feel like a whole new person—at least, on the outside.

      There’s no scrubbing away my feelings on the inside, which is unfortunate. If I had a good soul loofah, maybe I’d be able to step back and look at everything critically. Objectively.

      Then again, since I’m dating the subject in question, I don’t think there’s any hope for me.

      Mom seems to be waiting for me when I enter the kitchen. “Now do you want to talk about what’s got you all upset? I don’t think I’ve heard a slamming door in some time. Is it Max related? Do I need to talk to him? Or his mother? You know I will.” She smiles, which I hope is an indication that she’s joking.

      I smile back, trying to preserve that lightness. “Well, it is about Max, but it’s not anything he did or said.”

      I sit down on the stool, eyeing the bacon in front of me.

      Mom pulls it out of my reach and leans on the island across from me. “What happened?”

      “Well . . .” I pick at a piece of something stuck to the tile. “What do you do when someone tells you your boyfriend is bad news?” I think about leaving it at that, but I know Mom will ask more questions. “I mean, if just one person says it, you can blow it off, right? Clearly, they just don’t like the person. But what if multiple people started telling you the same thing? Then do you just wonder for the rest of your life if they were right? Do you confront the boyfriend and ask him if he’s doing bad things when you’re not around?”

      Her facial expression changes by the second, eyes widened, narrowed, brows furrowed, raised. Like she can’t make up her mind how she wants to respond.

      Finally, she settles on one expression long enough to say, “Hun, who’s saying this about Max?”

      “Does it matter?” I ask, trying to deflect. I can’t tell her my dragon said it. Or my dragon-bonded mentor. She’ll just have more questions I can’t answer, and solutions I don’t want. Like seeing a therapist.

      “Well, if it’s a fellow student, it could be said out of jealousy. If it’s a teacher or faculty member, I find it highly inappropriate, but it could be out of genuine concern, if they know something about him that isn’t public news. Has he ever said or done anything to make you feel unsafe? Or like you can’t trust him?”

      I shake my head. “No. He’s always been normal. I mean, we’ve had our disagreements, but nothing that would make him ‘bad news.’” I make air quotes with those last two words.

      “Well, then, I think you have nothing to worry about. People say odd things all the time. Unless he hurts you in any way or makes you uncomfortable, I see nothing to worry about. He’s always treated you right, and I’ve always thought he was a good kid.”

      “Thanks, Mom. You’re right.” Not exactly, but I can’t tell her that. If this kind of talk against Max was coming from a kid my age, I’d agree with Mom. But given that’s not at all where I’m hearing it, I can’t be as sure.

      “Shall we eat?” She jumps up and heads for the cabinet holding all the plates.

      “Really? Without Dad?”

      “He’s working late. Tonight it’s just you and me. What do you say to a chick flick?” She grins, seeming way too excited about it.

      “That sounds like the perfect way to relax. I’m in!” I grab a plate and start filling it.
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      The day is going by painfully slow. I haven’t seen Max in the halls. It feels like it’s bedtime, though that could be because I’m still sore and achy from the last two days of training.

      I’m ready to go home, and yet, I still have three classes to go. Luckily, I have thirty more minutes of lunch, which I spend wandering the halls because it hurts to sit for very long, thanks to Wren.

      I walk past my locker, debating whether I should put my bag in there, when I hear a muffled call for help. It sounds vaguely familiar. I walk toward the sound and am hit with déjà vu. Five guys, standing around a locker, all laughing while a panicked voice calls from within, begging to be let free.

      What are the chances that this will go better than last time?

      Then again, how much worse could it get?

      Taking a deep breath to calm myself, I step up beside one of the shorter boys, resting my arm on his shoulder as though I belong.

      “What’s up, bros?” I ask.

      All laughing, chatting, and rude remarks die as they stare at me.

      “Jim, did you get a girlfriend and not tell us?” One of the larger guys look at the guy I’m leaning on.

      He shakes his head. “You weren’t at the party last weekend, were you?” he asks me.

      “Aww, come on now. You don’t remember me?” I wink.

      His face turns a violent shade of red, but he doesn’t answer.

      “Don’t you have a boyfriend?” Blondie asks. “Matt or Mark or something like that?” He looks at me quizzically.

      “It’s Max,” one of the other guys says. “He’s on the team with me.”

      “Then what are you doing here flirting with Jim?” Hazel Eyes asks. He doesn’t move from the front the locker, which is no longer making noise.

      “I bet she’s trying to find someone who believes in ghosts and vampires and werewolves! I mean, now that you’ve got dragons covered, right?” Wrestler asks, smirking.

      Looks like the jokes are still going around.

      “Oh, I’m not flirting. I actually came over here to give you a chance to let the poor kid in the locker out—or risk getting shoved in there yourself.” I smile innocently.

      “What are you going to do—get your big bad dragon to save you?” Jim makes a pouty face at me, rubbing his eyes like he’s wiping away tears. “Oh, no! Not the big dragon! Anything but that, Mommy.”

      “Is Max jealous of your dragon?”

      “Can I meet your dragon? Maybe he’ll eat my homework.”

      One joke after another, coming from all five guys in the group, with no chance of them stopping any time soon. I push past all of them, ignoring the name calling, the insults, the jokes, and pry open the locker, letting the boy out.

      I’m glad he seems okay because when he stopped hollering, I got worried. I drown out all the jokes, searching for any feeling of Yackros in my mind as I begin walking away.

      “Hey, wait! We’re not done!” One of the guys grabs my shoulder, yanking me back.

      I turn, fist ready, punching him square in the face. The only audible sound for that split second is my knuckle making a nasty crunch as it connects with his now-bleeding nose.

      There’s a stream of expletives as he bends over, covering his face to catch all the blood. I don’t stick around a moment longer, not wanting any more trouble.

      And I feel bad. I really do. I don’t know why I did it. Adrenaline? Fear? Anger? I wish I knew. I wish I didn’t feel so many things all at once. I wipe away the wetness from my eyes and head straight for my car.

      All I really want to do is go home and sleep. For a very long time. Instead, I go to Rohesia’s. I’ll train with Wren or meditate with Rhys.
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      The ceiling fan above me spins, making me dizzy, yet I can’t seem to look away. Even as I slowly close my eyes, I can see it in my mind, going round and round and round.

      I could get up and turn it off, but I know the second I stand, I’ll force myself to keep going. To get dressed, go to school, listen to teachers drone on and on, hear a snide comment about dragons, and then off to Rohesia’s house, where I’ll have to train with Wren—who chided me for using my newfound strength to help someone rather than being proud, which was embarrassing—meditate with Rhys, and deal with Rohesia dancing around my questions to avoid answering any of them honestly.

      Everything hurts too much anyway. So here I lie, waiting for motivation to find me.

      My phone buzzes loudly, announcing a call. I refuse to lift my arm even to reject it. As soon as the buzzing stops, it starts again, nearly vibrating itself off my nightstand.

      It’s either Max or Rohesia, and I don’t want to talk to either of them.

      I close my eyes, wishing this could all end. I don’t have what it takes to do any good.

      “I’m so sorry, Yackros. I’ve failed you in the worst way.”

      I roll over, prepared to fall back asleep and let my worries drift away.

      “Alita,” his voice says softly.

      I sit up, alarmed. He sounds so distant. I realize that’s because he physically is, but I feel it in my heart too.

      “Yackros?” I say aloud, not meaning to.

      “I need you, Alita. The pearl is nearly lost. Ruxsiu’s power over the dragons has grown too much. We have mere days before he will be able to control every single one of us. Please don’t give up now. I need you.” His words break apart like static on the phone.

      I throw the covers back, grabbing my phone from my nightstand as I get to my feet. Five missed calls from Rohesia. I hit the call back button and hold the phone to my ear with my shoulder as I change my clothes, pulling on my cargo pants.

      “Alita?” Rohesia exclaims the moment she picks up.

      “What’s going on? Why did you call me so many times?” I already know, but I don’t want to assume anything. Not with her.

      “We need to start our journey today. I know neither one of us is truly prepared, but this may be our last chance. The pearl has been corrupted, and I’m losing Fyazum. If Séraphin completes the transformation, there will be nothing left to save.”

      I startle at the name because the first time I heard it was last night while Yackros and I discussed Max. And yet, here it is again. Séraphin, Ruxsiu’s human.

      “What are we going to do?”

      “I’m not sure it matters. We need a third person in order to get past the blockade keeping us out and Fyazum in.”

      “Why not tell your family? Wren or Rhys could be that third person. We could all go and have a bit of a safety net.”

      “No!” she says a little too quickly. “I will not tell them, Alita. I can’t. They’re all I have left. I will not risk their lives. I’m sorry.”

      “Why are you apologizing to me? It’s your dragon you’re risking by not telling two people we know are physically capable. In fact, Wren is a better fit to go than me. You risk all of us if you don’t take him.” I move the phone, putting it on speaker, and changing my shirt.

      “I’m sorry, but no. I can’t do it. Telling him would cause too much pain and betrayal to do us any good.”

      “Then who do you suggest? I’m all out of ideas,” I snap.

      “Max. He’s the only person we know who is aware of dragons and their existence. He may not want to believe they’re real. But he does know. And even if he’s skeptical, he can still help. I believe he will, for you.”

      I scoff. “You hate Max. Something about him being bad for me, if I’m not mistaken. Despite that, you trust him to help us?”

      “No, dear. I don’t. But I trust you, and you trust him, so let’s put it to the test. Convince him to help us. Right now, he’s our last hope, and you know I wouldn’t say that if it weren’t true.”

      Chills run over me. I inhale sharply. “I can’t promise anything, but I will try.”

      “Thank you. I shall be waiting for you both at home while I prepare the tools we need.”

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” I hang up and throw all of my research into a bag, slinging it over my shoulder. I take a look over my room, searching for anything else I might need, but nothing stands out, and I can’t keep wasting time.

      I head out. I try not to think about what will happen in the next twenty-four hours. What if I fail? What if I succeed? Will Max help? Will he give up on me entirely? I shake my head.

      The drive to Max’s house feels ten times longer than usual, even though I’m speeding. As soon as I arrive, I leap from the car and rush up the front steps.

      “Be strong. Be clear.” I stretch my shoulders, take one last calming deep breath, and knock on the front door.

      The door swings open. Sherri beams down at me. “Alita! I wasn’t expecting to see you so early this morning. I assume you’re here for Max. He’s in his room. Go on up.”

      She waves me in and closes the door.

      “Thank you.” I smile the best I can muster and take the steps two at a time. I gently knock on Max’s door. He opens it to reveal his muscular shirtless torso.

      “Hey.” He blushes. “What are you doing here?” He walks to his closet and pulls on a shirt. I definitely didn’t mind the view.

      “Max,” I say, dumping out the contents of my backpack onto his bed. “I need you to listen to me. And when I say that, I don’t mean just the words I’m saying.” I look him in the eye so he has to give me all his attention.

      “Okay, what’s going on?” He runs his hands through his hair.

      “I know you’ve struggled with believing me, but we can’t do this dance anymore. Lives depend on it, so pay attention.”

      I smooth down the papers, moving some aside to find the ones I want. I pull out my diagram. Dragons circled in the center, off-shoots showing different facts. I go over everything I’ve put together, showing him different texts, stories, cultures—the whole nine yards.

      When I’ve finished after what feels like forever, he stares at me, contemplating what to say, based on the up-and-down movement of his jaw.

      “Alita,” he finally mutters. “You’re trying to convince me that dragons are real. You have been for a long time. I thought maybe this was a phase and it would go away, but clearly, it’s not. I’m concerned about you.”

      “Max.” I grab his shoulders, jostling him and forcing him to look me in the eye. “There are tales about dragons in every country in the world. Every culture has their own version—religions talk about them as monsters. There have been stories about dragons since the beginning of time from cultures that never interacted at all. If they aren’t real, explain that to me.”

      He mulls it over. I can practically see the wheels turning in his mind. But the initial thoughts must be wearing off too quickly because he shakes his head, seeming more dumbfounded than before.

      “They’re just stories. How could they be real? If they are, why haven’t I ever seen them? Why hasn’t anyone seen or heard them? If they’re extinct, why have we never found fossils or remnants?”

      “Because . . .” I shuffle through more papers, looking for the one about Runavelius and magic and the wizards who put up the magic shield. “They had to go into hiding.”

      I show him the diagram I drew depicting the scene Yackros showed me. I explain in great detail everything I know about it.

      “Okay, fine. Say this is all true. Why are you demanding that I accept it as truth now? You’ve been telling me these things for weeks, but you told me you’d let me come to terms with it on my own. So what’s changed?”

      “There’s a pearl that chooses a dragon to rule over their kind. The king was kidnapped and the pearl was stolen. And now an evil dragon named Ruxsiu is corrupting the pearl. He’s using dark powers to bend the pearl to do his will so it will choose him as the king. And if that happens, if he succeeds, he will rule the dragons. He will control them. And he will use that power to rule the world. Rohesia and I need your help to stop that.”

      He looks at me, at the papers, back again. “Why not her grandson, the creep? He’s the help you wanted for training.”

      I grab both of his hands. “Max, I’m asking you. Will you help me or not?”

      He nods slowly. “I will.”

      “Thank you!” I throw my arms around him.

      He wraps his arms around my waist, holding me close. “Are we in a hurry? I assume school is out of the question.”

      “Yeah.” I laugh. “School is out of the question. Let’s go.”

      I kiss him on the lips before turning to gather my things.

      We get in the car, and I take us on the road as fast as possible. I speed as much as I can without risking a ticket. I can’t afford the lost time of getting pulled over.

      And it feels like torture. It feels like I’m going slower than I ever have before. But progress is progress. When we reach the dirt road, I pull off.

      I don’t bother knocking when we get to the house—Rohesia is expecting us. And there she stands in the living room, sticking a dagger in leather boots that go up to her knees, her skin-tight riding pants tucked into them. She’s donning a new style, wearing a loose-cut peasant blouse.

      “I see you won him over. I’m glad.” She smiles, and I’m sure she’s trying to be sincere, but the look in her eyes says differently.

      “I did. Are you ready to go?”

      “Not just yet. You’re going to want to put these on.” She grabs something from the chair beside her and tosses it to me.

      “New pants? What’s wrong with what I have on?” I look down at my outfit.

      “Well, let’s just say that assuming our mission is successful, we won’t be driving a car out of there, and riding a dragon is not quite the same as riding a horse. You’re going to want something far stronger than that thin fabric. Now go change.”

      I do as she says, going into the bathroom. I look at my tennis shoes compared to her boots and wonder if that’s a problem too, but I highly doubt she has an extra pair of those lying around, so I don’t mention it when I come back out.

      Max is sitting in the wing-backed chair looking incredibly uncomfortable, wearing a similar pair of pants to what Rohesia gave me. I smirk, trying not to, but finding it a little funny.

      Luckily, he doesn’t look at me. I wipe the grin off my face and instead look at Rohesia, wondering what’s next. There’s a heavy nervous anticipation flooding my senses. I don’t know what’s to come. I don’t know what to expect, or our odds of making it. Am I walking to my death? Will I ever see my family again? Should I have left a note, or will I be back in time for dinner?

      “What about weapons for us?” I gesture between Max and myself.

      “You won’t need any,” she says.

      “Why not?” Max asks before I can.

      “You will understand once I have explained the plan.” She places another weapon down her boot, continuing to gather her things while she talks. “Séraphin enters his secret cave by way of a lever hidden on a tree. The lever opens a door, but inside the door, there are three guardian monsters called furies. If they recognize that it’s not Séraphin attempting to enter, they close the door and kill the attempted intruder.”

      “Did you learn this by experience?” Max raises an eyebrow. “Because you look pretty alive to me.”

      Rohesia frowns, then focuses on me. “Max is going to press the lever on the tree, opening the door. He’s going to remain there and keep as quiet as physically possible, hidden away from view, while the furies emerge. After the furies are distracted, he will open the door again, and you will get inside the cave and keep the door open from the inside so that Max may join you.”

      “And what about you?” I ask, staring at the hilt of one of her daggers.

      “I will be the one distracting the furies. I won’t be able to hold them forever, but I can keep them occupied until you’re both inside,” she says to me. “Once you’re inside, you must find the path that will lead you to Fyazum.”

      She looks so sad saying his name.

      “Rohesia,” I say quietly. “What if I fought them? He’s your dragon. You’ve been apart for hundreds of years. You deserve to be reunited as soon as possible.” I shiver. “I’ve known Yackros for thirteen years, been apart from him for mere weeks, and I can barely go a day without talking to him. I can’t even imagine the level of your pain. You should be there for him when we break in.”

      She wipes at her eyes and stands up straight. “No. I’ve fought the furies before. I know their ways, their moves, and their magic. I understand how they think. And I have a better chance of holding their attention longer, which will give you the greatest chance at getting in. Not to mention that your training so far has been laughable. You will follow the plan, both of you”—she looks between us, pausing to glare at Max a little longer—“and no matter what happens, you will not stop until you accomplish our mission. Do not stop for anyone who falls behind. We can’t afford it.”
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      We pile into Rohesia’s old pickup truck, her at the wheel, me in the passenger seat, and Max right behind me in the back. I watch out the window, letting my mind wander. I try to relax, sleep, just rest my eyes. Nothing helps.

      I can feel sparks in the air. It’s so thick, it’s becoming hard to breathe. I’m drowning in nothing and everything all at once. It’s only been a few days since I knew for sure that the king could be saved, and now this is our last chance to save him. And my preparation for it was a joke. I’m not ready.

      But I have to try for Yackros. He gave me dreams and hopes. He let me see what life was like and what it could be again if not for Ruxsiu and Séraphin.

      The drive is both longer and shorter than I expected. It seems never-ending, and yet when we arrive at the little brown sign guiding us to the Santa Rita Mountains National Forest, I stop breathing. I search our surroundings for any sign of mythical activity, not that I really expect to find any. If I didn’t know Runavelius was in the Dragoon Mountains, I wouldn’t see anything different there either. But this feels different.

      This is a location people visit daily. They explore every speck of this mountain. Rangers, tourists, locals. Wouldn’t they have found something? How is it that I stumbled upon dragons accidentally just by walking into their secret realm, and no one has done so here? If Séraphin thought hiding in a cave was a good idea, he must have put strong magic over it. Stronger than that of Runavelius, even.

      And who did it for him? I’ve been assuming it was only two beings hidden away inside, Séraphin and his captive. What if I’m wrong? What if there are more? What if there’s a whole army waiting for our attack? Not that I plan on actually attacking anyone.

      I see a flaw in Rohesia’s plan.

      “Once we find Fyazum, what do we do? Surely Séraphin is with him. There’s no chance he’d leave him unattended, right? And you didn’t give either of us weapons. How could we ever hope to defeat him? He’ll kill both of us in an instant.”

      “No, he won’t.” She shakes her head, but keeps her eyes on the road.

      “How can you say that? How could you possibly know? He wants to rule the dragons, and we’re going to stop him. Surely he’s going to defend himself.”

      I watch as Rohesia adjusts the rearview mirror. I look back and see Max fast asleep, his head turned in a weird position and resting against the window. He looks so uncomfortable, I don’t want to wake him.

      “If Séraphin attacks anyone, it will be you, Alita. And although you do not realize it, with your magic, you are more than strong enough to defend yourself.” She hesitates, gripping the steering wheel until her knuckles turn white. After a pause, she continues, “But I imagine that once he sees Max, he will not have the heart or attention to fight back—which is why you must be alert. Watch yourself. And I do mean it when I say that you are to stop for no one, no matter who falls behind.”

      She takes a deep breath and puts the mirror back where it was.

      “What are you talking about?” I swallow. “You’re talking like you already know what’s going to happen, and that scares me. If you have that kind of power, why haven’t you used it before?”

      “I have no more power than you do, dear girl.” She shakes her head. “And I don’t know for sure, but I have my suspicions.”

      “About what? How could you think Séraphin would let us walk away? And what on earth would make him stop because of Max—is this an aura thing? Furthermore, how in the world are we going to save a dragon? Is there a large opening for him to fly through? Is it going to take more power than I have or know how to control?” I know I’m asking one question after another before she can answer, but I can’t seem to help it.

      “Your powers are strong enough. He may be older, but magic was never his strong suit. He relies on gimmicks, tricks, and illusions. Call his bluff. Watch his every move. Don’t let him disappear. He’s going to try. And if he does, he will reach Runavelius long before we can recoup and get there.”

      “Why would he go to Runavelius? This is about the pearl. About controlling the dragons.” I lean forward, looking the black clouds above us and feeling their doom in my very soul.

      “Dear girl, this has always been about Runavelius. That’s where his dragon is. As long as Fyazum and I have been apart, so have he and Ruxsiu. If they succeed in corrupting the pearl, they will reunite and kill everyone we love because we dared to interrupt their plans.”

      “You can’t be serious. They’re not going to come together the second we get there and rain down on the world. Are they?” I realize that in all truth, I don’t know. I can’t know what they’re going to do.

      “Alita, you asked how to get Fyazum out of there. Don’t worry about him. Don’t worry about anything but finding that pearl. In order to corrupt it, Séraphin has to use dark magic, allowing it to—” She tilts her head, trying to think of a word. “Soak in, for lack of a better example. He will put it somewhere surrounded by other dark things. A place where only darkness could touch it. Find that room. Get the pearl. And get out. Once you have the gem, Fyazum will be able to free himself.”

      “Won’t he need it?” I ask stupidly.

      “No. Upon your first touch of that stone, he will know it has been freed from the darkness feeding into it. As soon as that happens, once Séraphin no longer controls the pearl that controls the king, there will be no stopping Fyazum from going after Séraphin and Ruxsiu.” Her voice goes gravelly, and I get the sense that she’s excited for what’s about to happen.

      “And I assume we’re wearing ridiculous pants because we’re going with Fyazum to Runavelius? And we’ll rescue Yackros?”

      Rohesia pulls the truck off to the side of the road. She unbuckles and looks at me. “This is the first step toward battle, Alita. You are probably under the impression that once we get the pearl and the king, our job is done, but that isn’t so. Ruxsiu has a hold on that pearl whether we free it or not. It will be a battle to the death, until one king remains standing and the pearl is loyal only to him. If you’re not up for this, help me get the pearl, and I alone will go with my dragon to Runavelius.” She holds out the truck key, dangling it before me.

      “Rohesia, I’m terrified for my life. For my family. For my boyfriend who’s with me on this crazy mission that feels like we have little chance of accomplishing. But if you think I came this far to give up on Yackros now, perhaps I was wrong about the way you feel toward your dragon.”

      I brush the keys away only to knock them from her hand. They fall in the cup holder.

      She glances down at them and smiles, looking wicked happy. “There they will stay. We will see who needs them by the end of this battle. Whoever it is, feel free to use them. I won’t be returning right away—I’ll have a different means of transportation. Are you prepared now for what you’re walking into?”

      I nod just as I realize that she only answered a few of my questions, and certainly not the most pressing ones. But in the rearview mirror, I see Max sit up, and know it’s too late to bring him up again. Whatever Rohesia has to say about him won’t be nice, and the last thing I want to do is hurt him. Certainly not while I’m walking him to his death.

      “Let’s do this.” We get out, and everything feels like we’re going in slow motion. Perhaps it’s because of the rate at which my heart beats, or the cold sweat covering every inch of me. The sky has turned an ugly gray, and the looming storm above is a bad omen to the things to come.

      I do my best to ignore it and pay more attention on the path before me. We walk in the dirt, so light in color and soft, it’s more like sand. I kick at it, watching the dust fly away in the breeze.

      “Where is this tree with the lever I’m supposed to hold down?” Max asks, eyes on his phone.

      “Trust me, I will show you the moment we’re close enough. It will be clear when we’re there, but there is a bit of a walk to it. I imagine Séraphin made sure of this because the last thing he wanted was for someone to break through the magic, accidentally or intentionally, and find his secret lair. Once we’re inside, it only takes one person to destroy his entire plan.”

      “And what if we don’t succeed?” he asks, finally looking up. “You don’t have a backup plan?”

      I don’t want to consider that. I couldn’t even bring myself to think about it, let alone ask. Leave that to Max, the skeptic.

      Rohesia frowns her deep frown. “If you don’t want to succeed, you won’t, and there is no one who can help you with that. But if you want it, if you’re willing to fight for it, no one will be able to stop you. Which is the case for you, Max? Are you going to blow it because you don’t believe any of this, or are you going to fight because you love the woman you’re following up this mountain?”

      I hold my breath, waiting for his answer.

      “I didn’t come this far to give up on Alita.”

      I stop walking and turn, letting him run into me. I throw my arms around his neck and kiss him with every bit of fire I have in me.

      When I finally pull back, I’m grinning. “I love you, Max. I hope you know that. I know this year wasn’t easy, and I’m sorry. But I’m so glad you’re with me here now.”

      He smiles at me, green eyes lit up with the sun. And I can’t help it—I kiss him again.

      Rohesia clears her throat. “We need to keep going. Make out later.”

      She turns and walks ahead of us. I’m pretty sure I hear her mutter, “Or never,” but I can’t be sure, so I don’t reply.

      Max links his fingers through mine, and we walk together, no words exchanged. There’s nothing left to say. I feel an overwhelming sadness as it occurs to me that I can’t think of a single thing I want to tell Max before we walk into this situation. What if this is it? The sudden realization that this could be goodbye forever hits me, and I don’t know how to handle it.

      I don’t even know why I’m thinking about it. We’re going into this together and we will come out together, no matter what Rohesia said.

      Yackros’ words from last night haunt me, though. “There’s a darkness in him.”

      I shake my head. I refuse to believe that. I can’t let someone else’s opinion cloud my judgment. Not about Max, who I’ve known for years. He just told me he didn’t come this far to give up on me now.

      I just hope those words hold true when he sees Fyazum. How will he react when he finally sees a dragon with his own eyes?

      “We’re here,” Rohesia says and ducks, grabbing my arm and pulling me down behind the bush with her. Max crouches down with us.

      She scoots closer to Max and points. “Do you see that tree?”

      “Yeah,” he says.

      “The lowest branch is the lever. As quietly as you can, get to it and await my signal. When the time comes, you are to pull it, wait for the furies to be distracted, then pull it down and hold it. Under no circumstances are you to release it until you see Alita wave from the cave entrance. Do you understand?”

      He nods. “Sure. Except I don’t see a cave entrance.”

      “Look to the north along the ridge just above this row of trees. You will see it once you’ve done your task. This is how we find it,” she explains.

      “And tell me again what you’re going to do?”

      “The moment you open that door, three hideous beasts are going to appear, and they will do everything in their power to kill anyone who dares attempt entering Séraphin’s lair. My job is to protect your life and Alita’s, so I don’t think taking on that insulting tone is a good idea. Do you?” Her right brow raises.

      Max clears his throat. “I’ll go pull the lever.”

      He crouches along the line and disappears into the foliage, where it’s just barely too tall for me to see him. He reappears once he’s reached the tree, his hand on the lever, read to pull it at Rohesia’s signal.

      She’s disappeared from my side. I look up and realize she’s approaching the rock wall. I switch positions, unable to hold still, waiting for my cue. When it comes, I’ll have to run like my life depends on it. If one of the furies goes after me instead of Rohesia, I don’t have a weapon to defend myself.

      Not that I know how to use one anyway. Why doesn’t high school teach anything useful, like sword fighting or knife throwing or something?

      Rohesia raises her hand, holding her sword high.

      She cuts down, and Max heaves down on the branch. The face of the mountain shimmers, opening up to show a crack, and part of the stone falls away, revealing a cavern entrance. Nothing stirs for a moment, then three monstrous bats coming screeching out.

      Not bats—hags with bat wings. Their hair is a mass of snakes, hissing and stretching and snapping, and the hags themselves look like they’ve been raised from the dead. Twice. After a year in the ground.

      Rohesia raises her sword just in time to meet the first one. I take off, hoping Max knows when to pull the lever again.

      I put all my focus into moving forward. I forget about everything but the need to get to the crack in the mountainside before one of us gets hurt. Or worse.

      My shirt catches on the prickly brush and bushes. There are cuts all over my uncovered skin, though admittedly, the pants I’m wearing don’t have a scratch. My lungs are on fire, and there’s a desperate need for water. I can’t stop short. I can’t slow down. I must be as strong as my companions.

      “I’m coming for you, Yackros.”

      Only feet away, my foot catches on a rock, pitching me forward. I skid on the rocky ground, rolling into the shadow of the cave entrance. I’ve made it, though only barely. I get up again, looking around for any way to force the wall to remain open.

      I don’t know what I’m looking for or where it’s located. But there’s nothing in plain view. I search, kicking up dust, tripping over myself. I feel along the walls, search the floor, but everything is flat. There are no obvious buttons or levers.

      I look out the entrance. Blood covers Rohesia’s arms and face. She’s fighting, pushing on, screaming a war cry. Max holds the lever with both arms, his face scrunched up from the pressure. And here I stand, completely useless.

      “Come on, Alita.” I put my hands on my head, applying pressure to my temples. “Think.”

      How would Séraphin ensure that he could get out if he needed to and not lose his own cave? There’s no way he does it with magic; Rohesia said magic wasn’t his strong suit.

      I look around just outside the cavern, and a sudden screech spikes my heart rate. I turn to face the oncoming fury, her mouth wide as she yells, her eyes black holes. Arms raised, nails forward.

      I duck down, picking up the largest rock I can throw, and putting all my power behind it as I aim and launch. It hits her shoulder. A nasty tearing sound follows and she falls to the ground, her wing broken and coming apart from the shoulder socket.

      Falling to my knees, I want to vomit. I need to vomit. But I can’t focus on that. I turn away, horrified at what I’ve done, but also proud of defending myself rather than running away in terror. Until that moment, I really didn’t know how I was going to react.

      Right before my eyes, in the corner of the cave entrance, is the oddest little rock. It seems to be shaped into some kind of pedal. I lunge forward to press it, backing up at the sound of cracking stones.

      I don’t know if that keeps the entrance open, but it’s my only guess. I jump to my feet, turning around. I wave my arm wildly until I know Max saw.

      Rohesia is swinging at the fury flying toward her. The one I hurt is still down, and I don’t see the third one. I hesitate, not wanting to go on, but knowing I need to trust her. She told me what to do, so I’m going to listen. The last thing I want is for one of us not to return because of me.

      Max nearly barrels into me, though luckily I step to the side in time to avoid the collision. He leans over, hands on his knees, gasping for air.

      “That lever got heavier every second. I can’t explain it, but now I feel like rubber,” he mutters, sweat pouring down his forehead.

      “I know, and I’m sorry. But we’ve got to go.” I take his arm, pulling him up until he’s standing straight. “Come on.”

      I kick the pedal stone, and it releases the door behind us, the stones grinding together and sealing out every bit of sunlight.

      I’m glad I brought my phone. I turn on the flashlight and light the way. We walk cautiously because we don’t know what to expect. I’m half thinking Séraphin will step out of the shadows at any minute, corrupted pearl in hand to announce that it’s too late.

      What if it isn’t Séraphin at all? What if it’s some magic army? Followers ready to keep us locked up here with Fyazum—or kill us on sight. We’ve been preparing to face one enemy. What if it’s someone else? Someone we don’t know anything about?

      Suddenly, I find myself hoping it’s just Séraphin.
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      With every step forward, I hold my breath, waiting for something horrible to shoot out of the walls, a hole in the walkway to open up, or a giant ball to come rolling toward me. Not knowing if something else is going to come flying toward us is worse than actually having it happen.

      Once again, I realize just how wrong Rohesia was. We should have weapons. We don’t know if she’s going to make it in here with us. How long will it take her to bring down the last fury?

      And what if she can’t? Is she just going to keep fighting until we come flying out of the cave with Fyazum?

      I remind myself repeatedly that she said to stop for no one. I must continue forward no matter what happens or who it happens to. I look at Max, taking his hand for comfort. He looks at me, meeting my gaze, and nods like he understands what I’m feeling and I’m not alone in feeling it.

      It’s exactly what I need. I accept that bit of comfort and continue forward. There’s a tiny sliver of light at the end of this winding tunnel. I hide my phone just long enough to make sure that’s what I’m seeing before holding it out again.

      When we reach the end, there’s a small opening with just enough room to make it down three steps. I climb down first, really hoping this isn’t the moment I die. I’m not ready for that. Once I’m down on the next platform, my heart sinks.

      There are easily a hundred thousand pearls in this room. The walls are encrusted and there are at least twenty on pedestals, highlighted by a dim overhead light shining down on them.

      “We have a problem,” I say, looking around. I was expecting one pearl, not a million. Without knowing what I’m looking for, we could be here forever trying to find the right one. And I’m bound to a dragon, so I could actually live that long.

      “Yackros?” I call out in my mind. It’s a long shot, but I need him now more than ever.

      “What are you doing? Grab your pearl thing and let’s go.” Max grips my shoulder.

      “Shhh!” I try to listen deeply, hoping Yackros can respond, or even hear me.

      But all is silent. I close my eyes.

      “I need you, Yackros. I know it hurts to communicate from where you are. But if you can muster the strength to say just one thing, let it be something to tell me what kind of pearl I’m looking for. Without help, there’s no way I’m going to find the one we need. Séraphin foresaw an invasion on his plans. He prepared for it.” I wish I could project the scene before my eyes into his mind. Alas, it’s a magic art I don’t yet know.

      “Blue. Teardrop.” His words are broken, distorted, and a sharp pain fills me to my core. That pain was his. The magic over him in his prison is getting a stronger grasp on him.

      “Thank you. Don’t say anything else. I felt your pain.” I wipe the sweat from my forehead and get down from the platform, stepping onto the pearl-coated floor.

      “We’re looking for a blue teardrop pearl.” I put my hand in a bowl of pearls, surprised by how smooth they are, the comfort of feeling so many at once, how fun it is, and how calming. I bring up handfuls to look through.

      “Do you realize how many blue and teardrops are here?” Max gawks.

      “My guess is that Séraphin only has one that is both blue and teardrop-shaped. Even he runs the risk of losing it among all of these. It’s going to be somewhere obvious to him, and unclear to anyone who doesn’t know his mind. So if you were a dark dragon rider, bent on ruling the world of dragons and man, where would you put it?” I pose the question only to immediately regret it because Max answers without pause.

      “There.” He points to a pedestal.

      “Are you sure?” I approach the pillar. It’s just another bowl of pearls. I don’t see any blue teardrops.

      “I’m sure,” Max says. He crouches down and reaches forward, hooking his fingers into a crown shape that I’d thought was just an engraving in the stone. He pries it off. A single blue teardrop-shaped pearl is set in the middle, surrounded by shimmering scales.

      “Wow,” Max breathes, his eyes bright. His jaw hangs slack.

      I bite my lip, tempted to snatch it away from him, although I couldn’t give a specific reason why. Even without holding it, I can feel the power coming off it in waves. There’s so much sadness. The edges are blackened. I take a step forward, a crunch beneath my shoe. I look down, noticing the pearls crumbling.

      “We need to get out of here.”

      I have to grab his arm to get him to move. When we make it to the wall, the outlines of a door appear. We step onto a long narrow bridge, the room behind us turning to dust and disappearing in a breeze that shouldn’t be possible.

      Max stares at the empty space of where we just came from.

      “This is too easy, Alita. This thing is real. I feel it. But I won’t even leave my wrestling trophies where my foster siblings can see them—there’s no way anyone would leave a trophy like this just sitting in the open.”

      I shake my head, unable to give him a good response. I don’t understand it either.

      But I’m also concerned about something else.

      “The moment you touched the pearl, Fyazum should have gone free. That’s what Rohesia said. So where is he? Where’s Séraphin? And how do we get out of here?”

      “We go forward,” Max says, looking at the nothingness where we once were. “Because there’s nothing behind.”

      He brushes past me, which is terrifying given how narrow the path is, and marches onward.

      We loop around, stuck on what feels like a never-ending path hundreds of feet up, black nothingness below. I consider my fear of heights at a healthy, normal level, and this is nerve-racking. What if I came all this way just to fall to my death in some cave?

      But I follow Max, glad he’s taking charge for a moment. I’m tired of making the decisions. Of being strong and keeping my head up.

      We finally reach a wider path that feels like we’re back on solid ground again and the blank nothingness disappears behind, just as the room of pearls did.

      There is only one path. We enter a room that seems far too bright given it’s inside the mountain. A large dragon, his scales shining silver, his eyes molten gold, stares at me. He lifts his head, intensity in his gaze.

      “Holy—” Max starts, eyes wide and face colorless.

      Loud clapping calls my attention to the other end of the room.

      “Congratulations, little wingless human. You got the pearl. And here I was, all concerned about the ruckus my furies were making. So really, I’m impressed. You knew exactly who to distract me with while claiming the one possession I need most.”

      The man stepping forward is tall, at least six and a half feet. His hair is dark and curly, similar to Max’s. His eyes, the same dark green shade.

      A horrifying feeling overcomes me as I begin to realize why Yackros and Rohesia linked Max to darkness.

      Séraphin smirks. “But I stole something of yours, too.”

      He yanks a struggling form forward—and I see the tears in Rohesia’s eyes as he drags her by the hair.

      My heart stops and begins hammering twice as fast in an instant. Her hands are tied behind her back. She has a black eye and multiple cuts on her cheeks and forehead. She’s mouthing something to me, but I can’t make out what it is.

      “Let her go, Séraphin!” I shout, stepping forward. “This is a battle you cannot win. You won’t come out ahead. There are three humans and one dragon against you. What do you think your odds of winning really are?” My voice cracks, and I don’t dare look at Rohesia as I speak.

      In a fight, I am useless. Beyond useless. Rohesia somehow thought my magic would be enough. My nonexistent, non-manifesting magic that Yackros and Rohesia insist I have, but I’ve never seen evidence of. And looking at this guy, there’s no way he couldn’t just hit me and knock me out completely, no magic required.

      “Dear Little Wingless,” he says, baring his teeth in a smile. “How wrong you are.”

      “How do you know my name?” It’s worse than my name—only Yackros has ever called me Little Wingless, and I never even told Max or Rohesia that.

      “Tell her, Max.” Séraphin gestures between the two of us. “I know the infinite knowledge of the pearl calls to you. Imagine what you could know if you seized control of it.”

      I glance at Max, but he’s already watching me. His brows furrowed. Looking at me for answers.

      Séraphin chuckles. “Try it, Max. I know there’s a question you’ve always wanted to ask. Hold it in your mind. Demand it from the pearl. The answer may be . . . closer than you think.”

      He approaches, leaving Rohesia alone as he steps down until he’s on the same level we are.

      Max stares down at the half-crown in his hand, at the pearl in its center.

      And in that moment, I’m terrified.

      “Max, give me the pearl.” My voice shakes, and my hand is already out.

      He frowns, pulling back. “Why?”

      “She doesn’t trust you.” Séraphin clicks his tongue. “So much for that love. But let’s face it, you knew from the start that she didn’t love you. You were just hoping—but hope is a dangerous thing. What you need is truth.” He nods toward the crown. “Ask the pearl. Ask it that burning question you’ve always carried from the moment you walked into that terrible prison they call a home.”

      Max grips the crown harder and turns away from me.

      “Max—” I croak. My throat is dry, my stomach tight.

      And I can see it now, just a hint of it—the darkness around Max.

      “You?” Max gasps out, turning back. “You’re my father?”

      The pearl looks just a little blacker, a little more cracked, and there’s the smallest hint of blue in Max’s dark eyes.

      Séraphin spreads his hands. “I understand that you might hate me right now, but I promise you, I never would have allowed another family to raise you. It was not my choice, Max. Your mother took you and disappeared. Being surrounded by all of this—” He gestures to the rock walls around us. “It was too much for her. Until today, I didn’t know where to find you. Funny, isn’t it? The pearl holds infinite knowledge, but it always held back what I most wanted to know.”

      Max shakes his head. “I don’t need your lies.”

      “Oh, dear boy, don’t dismiss me too soon. I know your heart, your mind—I know your very soul. You may feel love for Alita on the outside, but within, we both know you resent her, as you’ve resented me. After all, you thought I abandoned you, and once dragons entered Alita’s life, she abandoned you. She chose to enter a place you couldn’t follow rather than being with you. She has been nothing but hurtful and dismissive of your feelings.”

      Séraphin smiles slowly, almost gently. “Don’t tell me that you would choose to let her keep hurting you when instead, I can give you everything you’ve longed for and more. I can open your eyes to a world where you can date whomever you want, control whomever you want. We will live as emperors. You can have your own dragon—a powerful beast to raze cities at your command. And where you rule, no one can hurt you, abandon you, or betray you.”

      Max looks to me and to Séraphin. I don’t want to believe they’re father and son, but seeing the resemblance, it’s hard to deny. And the pearl . . .

      “Max,” I whisper. “I didn’t abandon you. I never would. There were times when I couldn’t be there with you, but you know I love you. This man wants to destroy the world, not give it to you on a silver platter. Don’t fall for his lies. He’s trying to trick you.”

      I don’t know what else I can say to keep him, but I realize more powers are coming through. They were revealing themselves to me before we got down here in this tunnel. I knew this was goodbye to Max—I just didn’t know why. And now that I do, I wish I could go back in time and stop him from coming.

      I wish I had demanded that Rohesia’s family come insisted. Wren or Rhys, or anyone but Max.

      Max turns the crown in his hands, staring down at the pearl.

      “You did abandon me,” Max says, his voice low. “Ever since dragons entered the picture, I took a backseat. You made it clear to me that they were far too important to wait. For even one day.”

      “No, Max!” I reach for his hands, but he pulls away. “That’s not true. I’ve been focused on Yackros because he’s been in danger this whole time, but that doesn’t mean I loved you any less. I wasn’t abandoning you—you’re the only person in my life I tried to tell about dragons. You’re the only one I trusted.”

      “Right.” He looks up, and his eyes are dark as midnight. “After I pushed. After I prodded. You told me what you wanted to tell me, and you told me when it was convenient for you. Our whole relationship has been at your convenience.”

      It feels as though my heart is physically broken, but I beg anyway. “Please, Max. I love you. Please don’t do this. Please don’t make a choice you can’t turn back from. I asked you to come because I need you. I’ve always needed you. Why do you think I tried so hard to prove dragons are real? I needed you on my side because it was tearing me apart not having you with me.” I know it’s pathetic, at least in Séraphin’s eyes.

      He reaches forward, touches my cheek. “If I asked you to leave the world of dragons behind you, to walk away forever and live your life with me, would you do it?”

      I could tell him yes. I could convince him that I would, but I can’t. Yackros would never ask me to make that choice—he spends all his time telling me not to sacrifice my friends, my family, and, for heaven’s sake, even my math homework. And I realize now, far too late, that Max has never wanted to give me a choice in anything. He didn’t want to believe in dragons because he didn’t want there to be room in my life for anything but him. He told me what to believe, and who to see, and what to do.

      I pause, trying to figure out something I could say to change his mind except for what he wants me to say.

      “Alita! We—” Rohesia cries out before gasping like she’s being choked. She’s leaning forward as though trying to get to me, but somehow rooted to the spot.

      I have to make my own choice, even if it isn’t the one Max wants.

      I take one calming breath, knowing there’s no going back. “I love you, Max. I always have, and I always will. But you know you’re asking something of me that I just can’t give. And I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for all the pain I’ve caused. I hope that one day, you will realize that. You know I’m going to ask, so bear with me—please don’t do this. Please don’t throw away your life, your family, everything you’ve worked so hard for all for one man you’ve known for one minute.” I hold out my hands for his, daring to hope.

      He nods with every word I say until I finish, and for a moment, it’s just the two of us. Nothing else going on. No war, no villain. No pearl. And then it ends.

      “Take what you really want,” Max says, handing me the pearl. “It was never me.”

      He turns away, walking toward Séraphin. I look down at the pearl in my hands. The power I felt before grows stronger, singing in a corner of my heart. A tiny heart of blue shines from the center of the pearl.

      I glance at Fyazum, a level below us, and I feel something in the air shift.

      “Well, I almost have everything I want now,” Séraphin says, giving Max a familiar one-armed hug. “Only the pearl remains. But I presume you won’t suffer the loss of two people tonight. The pearl for Rohesia?”

      “Don’t—” Rohesia shouts again, choked by some invisible force.

      I stare down at the pearl in my hands. The force that controls the dragons. The force that could lead to Yackros’ death if left in the wrong hands.

      But Séraphin is right. And I know Yackros wouldn’t want me to do otherwise.

      I approach him and stop just short. I look at the pearl again, running my hand over the details, feeling every scale, every jewel.

      And then I hold it out for him to take.

      He grins. “Wise choice, Little Wingless.”

      He grabs one side. Just as he does, I step forward. Just as Wren taught me, I stomp on Séraphin’s foot at the same moment I slam both palms up into his chest.

      “You’re welcome!” I snarl.

      He falls, head slamming back on the rock. The pearl goes sliding away, but it’s the wrong direction, and I only have time to choose one. I rush up the steps to Rohesia, untying the ropes on her arms. She clings to me, and I help drag her to her feet.

      Max is kneeling beside his father as Séraphin groans and cries out in anger.

      “The pearl!” he shouts. Max scrambles after it.

      Fyazum roars, shaking the entire room.

      “Come on!” Rohesia grabs my hand and pulls me after her. She doesn’t slow down as we approach the edge, but instead, we leap, my heart and lungs nearly leaving my body doing so, and land on Fyazum’s back just beneath his shoulder blades.

      “Go!” Rohesia yells just as Séraphin gets to his feet, blasting jets of green toward us from his hands. I duck, barely avoiding it.

      Fyazum climbs into the air and the mountain top shimmers, just as the wall did, disappearing and showing the sky, as black as Max’s aura, Séraphin’s heart, and the way I feel inside.
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      We soar into the clouds, which are freezing, an unexpected surprise. I’m gasping, holding on for dear life, hoping I don’t just slide off with all the moisture in the air and plunge to my death. Rohesia seems far calmer, though she’s probably used to this, whereas I am not.

      I rest my head against the back of her shoulder, hoping she doesn’t mind, unable to get up without the wind punching me in the face. It’s all I can do not to lie down and cry until there are no more tears left.

      What was an hour-and-a-half drive becomes a fifteen-minute flight and we’re circling the Dragoon Mountains. We land near where I would normally park my car, which suddenly seems like a lifetime ago.

      “Alita, dear, you need to get down. Show us the way,” Rohesia instructs.

      Fyazum extends his wing, creating a slide. It’s not nearly as painful as I feared, which is comforting. I was worried about how stabby it would be. But it’s smooth sailing and I land on my feet comfortably, though the need to collapse is still there. I am mentally, emotionally, and physically exhausted.

      Thunder roars, and it takes a moment to register that it wasn’t thunder at all. I shake my head, trying to clear the brain fog, and start down the path toward Runavelius’ entrance.

      I walk past the log, disconcerted to have a dragon following me. That’s never happened before. But onward I go, only stopping at the edge, where I know I cannot get in any longer.

      “What is the matter?” Fyazum asks, his voice much higher than Yackros’.

      “I’ve been banished. I can’t enter Runavelius any longer. You’ll have to go without me.”

      “Oh, dear child, how mistaken you are. I sense you are bound to a dragon within those barriers, which means you have an open invitation to enter.” Fyazum speaks quietly. Regally.

      “But Guthrie . . .”

      “Oh, Guthrie did the banishing?” His eyes seem to twinkle. “Then you should definitely be hesitant to believe in it.”

      I turn back around and take a step forward. There’s a shimmer in the invisible barrier, and I’m inside the magical forest of dragons again. It feels like taking a long, deep breath after not breathing for a while. I’m home. I take it all in, amazed once again by the astounding beauty and how majestic everything seems here compared to the outside world.

      I keep walking, though I wish to visit the meadow. There will be time later for that. And it would hardly be the same without Yackros.

      We reach the edge, where rock meets woods. I can hear the pounding steps as dragons move about and I don’t know what to expect, but I imagine it won’t be pretty. Onward we go, Fyazum by my side.

      We part the trees and face at least a hundred dragons, some done up in armor, others wearing nothing special of any kind. In front of all of them stands Ruxsiu, gold armor over his scales.

      He snorts smoke, his tail slamming into the ground so hard, I’m amazed he doesn’t bruise himself.

      “Your Majesty,” he sneers, “it has been some time since we’ve seen you. After all these years, I’d hoped you had simply died. Now I see that I must kill you.” He grins a toothy smile.

      As if he didn’t know exactly where the king was and what was happening.

      Rohesia appears beside me, her hand on my mouth to keep me from making a noise as she pulls me back into the woods. I don’t even know how she got off Fyazum without anyone noticing. “We must get you to the dungeons. Yackros needs you. He is far too weak as it is.”

      I want to be here for this, to watch as Fyazum puts Ruxsiu in his place. But what I want even more, more than anything in the world right now, is to be reunited with my dragon. It’s been too long, and I’m feeling unlike myself. He’s so close, and yet still so far away.

      With a fleeting glance, I look at the two dragons circling each other, talking of the past while Fyazum reveals what happened years ago, and follow after Rohesia, who’s already several feet in front of me.

      “Rohesia!” I whisper-shout her name.

      She turns back, looking at me oddly.

      “What?” she asks, sounding exasperated.

      “How do you know where Yackros is if you’ve never been to Runavelius? You said you didn’t know where it was.”

      The fear of betrayal stings at me. Perhaps more so now, after losing Max, but still, the pain grips at me, threatening to choke me. Could Rohesia be my enemy too? In some ways, it would be easier to believe than Max, and at the same time, just as hurtful. But for so many different reasons.

      “Girl, what are your tears about?” She rushes to me, wiping the drops from my cheeks with her sleeve. “Fyazum showed me the way when we circled above the forest. Of course I haven’t been here, but that doesn’t mean I’m leading you astray.” She wraps her arm around my shoulder and pulls me alongside her. “We saved my dragon. Now let’s go save yours.”

      I take a deep breath and nod, swallowing back the rest of my tears.

      I follow her lead, deeper into the forest than I’ve ever been. The war of dragons is raging on around us. I wonder if everyone in the surrounding area outside Runavelius can hear what’s happening right now. Does it sound like thunder, or do they fear the monsters in the mountains?

      We run, surrounded by exploding trees, ear-splitting roars, and debris falling everywhere as what I imagine to be hundreds of dragons engage in battle. Is anyone on Fyazum’s side? Guthrie will be. What if Ruxsiu controls all the rest? What if we saved Fyazum only to lose?

      Upon reaching a small alcove in the rock at the edge of the tree line, I can feel a darkness, something palpable, so desolate of all things good. The cave’s entrance is a doorway so small, only a human could fit through it.

      Glancing at Rohesia, I see the same lost look in her eyes. “I don’t know that I can enter there, Alita.” She sounds so torn, almost relieved not to have to get closer, yet awful for leaving me to take on this leg of the journey alone.

      I don’t have time to ask why, to be upset, or to attempt to convince her otherwise. Squaring my shoulders, I face the door head-on and step forward, knowing my dragon is somewhere down there all alone, possibly injured, certainly consumed by anguish, and he needs me.

      “Alita!” Rohesia calls as I step into the shadows.

      I don’t look back. I can’t.

      Down I go, surrounded by nothingness, no light to guide my way. I reach out, hoping I’ll feel anything before I run into it face-first.

      I want to call out to Yackros, but I’m afraid of what else might be down here and how they would answer. Is this a lost cause? Am I only walking into a trap? So many desperate thoughts race through my mind.

      And like a switch has been flipped, there’s music in my head as scenes of happy memories play.

      The first time I met Max. Our first date. Our first kiss. Finding Runavelius. Meeting Yackros. Discovering dragons exist. Playing with Hanna as a child. So much joy, nothing in the world could touch it.

      Except right now. Each happy thought is replaced by a horrible one. Fighting with Max. Losing Hanna as a friend. The moment in the kitchen when my mother took away my drawing. Being discovered in the meadow with Yackros. Breighad picking me up like a stick and running to Ruxsiu.

      Nearly dying. Losing Yackros. Being forced out of Runavelius. Max’s betrayal.

      I sink to my knees. The emotional toll of reliving these moments is unbearable, and the physical strain leaves me breathless. Every part of me hurts all over again. My heart, my back, my shoulders, my arms.

      I’m back in that dragon’s grasp, being crushed by the force of every horrible memory resurfacing at once, bringing all the pain with them.

      “Help,” I mutter aloud. I want to cry. My eyes hurt as though I have been, but no tears will come.

      “Alita?” I hear my name, and goose bumps coat my arms. But it must be in my head because I’m alone. Completely alone. I lost everything.

      “Alita!” The voice repeats my name, shouting it with such force, I’m shaken from my stupor.

      “Yackros?” I ask, daring to hope a little longer.

      “You are not alone, Alita. This illusion cannot stop one so determined as you. Get up, my Little Wingless.”

      I cover my mouth with my hands, overcome with great emotion, far too many things to distinguish what I’m feeling right now.

      “Yackros?” I ask again, looking up to see beautiful, gleaming bronze.

      “From you, I much prefer Sparkles.” There’s a light chuckle.

      Forcing myself to stand again, I dash forward, falling against my dragon. Warmth and light replaces the cold mustiness of this cave, and like magic, there is light.

      “I found him, Sparkles. I found Fyazum. And he is here now. Fighting to reclaim his throne.” I want to sound proud because of how much I accomplished, but it’s more dismayed.

      “And the pearl?”

      “Séraphin still has it. I had to give it to him in order to save Rohesia.”

      “We must get it, Alita. We must save it.”

      “I know. He’s probably already here to help Ruxsiu. But I had to save you first.”

      “Thank you.” His tail whips around his body, patting me on the head. “Now we can save it together.”
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      Yackros tells me which direction to go, but walks behind me. I wish I could walk beside him, but it seems there are actual walls around us, and the caverns are too narrow for the both of us. Of course, he insisted that I walk ahead of him for numerous reasons, the top of the list being that he didn’t want me to get hit with his tail, and he didn’t want to slow me down. I feel like I’m only slowing him down, but given his weakened state from being in captivity so long, I do as he asks.

      The walk up and out seems far longer than it did coming in, though that could be because we’re going a different way. I wasn’t wrong in thinking the entrance I came through would be too small for a dragon.

      With every step closer to where the battle ensues, I feel a little more lightheaded, and slightly sicker. I’m not ready for this. I barely had three lessons of physical training with Wren, and basically no magic lessons with Rohesia.

      I don’t know how to fight, how to be of any use in this battle. And yet, I’m walking toward it with no choice but to stand up for the ones I love.

      I can’t shake the feeling that something—beyond the obvious—is horribly wrong. I’m about to discover whatever it is. I can see the light at the end of the tunnel, smell the fresh air cutting its way through the musty shadows.

      “I’m right behind you, Alita. You are not alone,” Yackros reassures me before I move forward.

      “Ah, yes,” a deep voice says. The very voice that gave me nightmares. The one that ruined everything. “The girl without wings.” Ruxsiu chuckles.

      I step into the light and face Ruxsiu. Séraphin stands beside him, wielding a staff. The half-crown carrying the dragon’s pearl has become a real one, and he has it displayed proudly on his thick, wavy hair. I can see Fyazum’s large form on the ground between the trees. I look between both enemies, and my hands tremble, but I set my jaw.

      “Yackros,” I say in my mind, hoping our connection is strong enough for this now. “Will you follow my lead?”

      I can feel the smirk on his face. “I’m already ahead of you.”

      I step over the ledge, a clear marker for the distinction between places in this land, and walk toward Ruxsiu and Séraphin. Trying not to go too fast. But picking up speed.

      Both of them laugh, watching me as though I’m there only to entertain them. Merely for sport.

      “I have wings,” I say, knowing they can hear me.

      Each of them watches, clearly unafraid. I pick up the speed, barely jogging, ready to fly.

      “Dragon wings.” The words escape me barely louder than a murmur.

      Before either monster can react, Yackros bursts from the cave, throwing rock into the air as he charges, creating a storm of wind that pushes me forward.

      Yackros barrels into Ruxsiu, creating enough of a distraction for me to run at full speed, straight for Séraphin. I bowl right into him, wresting the staff from his hands as I do so. We both go down hard, but I roll away, using the staff to pull myself back up. His crown bounces off and lands a few feet from him.

      “The only plan you can ever think of is to knock people over?” He barks a laugh, already back on his feet. Bending over, he reaches for the crown.

      There’s no spark of blue left in the pearl that I can see. Fyazum is down, and we were outnumbered to begin with.

      I promised I wouldn’t give up, and I only have one move left.

      I kick my foot up, throwing the end of the staff into the air. Turning, I grab it with one hand, barely grasping it tightly enough before clenching my other hand around it. Using it like a bat, I go for a homerun.

      Séraphin has the crown in one hand. He sees the oncoming blow and begins to raise his free hand, probably to blast me away with magic.

      But the staff makes contact with my target first. Smashing against his arm, knocking the crown from his grasp. And landing in front of me.

      I take two steps. Raising my heel, I stomp down as hard as I can. The teardrop shatters, turning to dust, the crown broken to pieces around the powder.

      Shockwaves force me back, knocking me over. And the world goes quiet.

      I remain on the ground, waiting for the breath that was knocked out of me to come back. There’s no noise, no fighting, no roaring or thundering of dragons.

      I didn’t know it was possible to hurt so much. I thought I had already reached my capacity for pain. Apparently not. I can feel thick, wet blood running down my lip from my nose. Dripping into the grass from my ears.

      Slowly, sound returns. Breathing becomes a thing again. My lungs burn as I take a gasp of air. I try to move, but it takes a moment for feeling to come back to the rest of my body.

      When I can, I force myself to my feet, looking around. Destruction. So much of it. The forest is nearly destroyed. What hasn’t been rained down on by debris is burning. Not just the forest of Runavelius, but the entire mountain.

      Ruxsiu flies overhead, swooping down in front of me and scooping up Séraphin’s motionless body. His eyes glower at me.

      “I will kill you for this, Alita Drake. It is the deadliest mistake you’ve ever made,” he sneers.

      “What are you waiting for?” I ask, perhaps not able to physically fight, but surely not willing to give up.

      “Your endless suffering. The boy won’t be the last thing I take from you before I take away your life.” He flaps his wings, getting higher and higher.

      It seems the adrenaline has worn off. All feeling has—I’m numb. His threat takes no toll on me.

      “Why not just kill me now and get it over with?” I yell, genuinely wanting an answer.

      But either he’s already too far to hear me, or he chooses to ignore me before disappearing into the night sky.

      A flash of bronze draws my attention. I stumble through the grass, falling to my knees at Yackros’ side. “Don’t leave me now, Sparkles. We’ve come too far for that.”

      “What you did, Alita—” He turns his head and looks at me, but lowers it to the ground again before saying more.

      “Yackros?” I shake him, needing him to be okay.

      A different voice answers. “While it saved us, it may also be our doom.”

      Fyazum towers over me, sadness etched into his features.

      “I’m sorry,” I say in a whimper while trying to get any response from Yackros.

      Fyazum says my name, demanding my attention.

      “What?”

      “He will be okay. He simply needs to heal. Given what he’s been through in that cave, he will need time to be whole again.”

      “How can I help him?” I throw my arms around his neck, just needing to be closer.

      Fyazum leans down and brushes his wing along Yackros’ cheek. “Go home. The both of you. Rest. It is going to be a long journey ahead of all of us now.”

      “What do you mean?” I sniffle, trying to pay closer attention. I’ve been on a long journey. Too long.

      “The barriers have been broken. The world knows about dragons now, Alita Drake. You succeeded in that mission. And now we’re going to have to rebuild everything we had before with your kind. I don’t think we can afford to go into hiding again.”
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      The scales on Yackros’ back are warm and comfortable against my cheek. I remain flat, letting all my emotions free. Truly, completely free. Sobbing the entire two-minute flight home.

      “I am here.” His voice is calm and soothing in my mind, and although it doesn’t solve everything, having him back is enough to keep me going.

      He lands in the front yard, extending his wings like Fyazum did and allowing me to slide off.

      Mom and Dad are standing on the front porch, jaws slack, eyes wide, staring in disbelief at the scene before them.

      Everyone is standing outside, all staring at the mountain. Or what’s visible from here. I’m sure that when the battle first broke out, everything was clear, but when the fire began, it was only a matter of time before the smoke became too thick to make out more than shadows.

      I don’t say anything. Words escape me. I lean into my parents’ embrace.

      “What happened?” Mom asks quietly. Dad just stares at the giant dragon in his yard.

      Unable to form words, I shake my head.

      I have no semblance of how much time has passed before there’s a light tap on my shoulder. I lift my head and look, greeted by the worried, still-hopeful glance of Sherri. She opens her mouth to speak, but makes no sound.

      I shake my head ever so slightly and wrap my arms around her. We sob on each other’s shoulders for a long while, drying out anything I had left in me.

      “I’m so sorry, Sherri,” I whisper, still holding her, supporting more of her weight than before as she breaks down all over again.

      I don’t know what to tell her. Would it be better for her to believe Max is gone for good? Or should I give her an inkling of hope, knowing she still may never see him again?

      In the end, I can’t lie. If our roles were reversed, I would want to know the truth. And when she glances up at me, I know that’s what she’s asking me for.

      “He’s alive, but he’s not the Max we know and love,” I say, trying not to lose it.

      Sherri takes a moment, letting this sink in. And it’s almost like before now she didn’t see Yackros. A squeal escapes her as she jumps back.

      “This is Yackros. My dragon.” I want to say “best friend,” but I know how much that could hurt Sherri right now, so I refrain. “He’s one of the good ones. And if there’s any chance of getting Max back, he will help me do it.”
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        Alita and Yackros will return in Dragon Fire (The Dragon’s Pearl, Book Two)
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