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      The lights of Detroit stretched beneath Lady Dragonfly like a blanket of stars spread across the earth. They didn’t twinkle as much as the stars above and some of them were downright perilous to moths, but she found them beautiful all the same.

      It was a great pity that she had no time to appreciate the sight as she was in a hurry. Something foul was afoot, of that she was certain, but what she should do about this hunch she had was another question entirely.

      The simple truth was that she had never solved a mystery. Well, there had been one time when she hadn’t been able to determine why the hummingbirds constantly went into a certain family’s back yard when there weren’t any flowers. The wasps had told her about the sugar water, though, so she didn’t count that as an investigation.

      Fortunately, the pixie leader knew someone who delighted in solving mysteries. Or did she solve them because they were important? She found it difficult to understand the motives of non-pixies. So much of their existence seemed to focus on deciding what else they could stick in their mouths and cram down their throats, but that did not matter right now.

      What mattered was that Kristen Hall had stood up for pixies in the past. If she asked her for help, the Steel Dragon would answer. Her response would likely include questions a pixie like herself would fail to understand the purpose of, but that was okay. It was exactly what she knew the pixie community needed.

      The issue, sadly, was that some of the little creatures had gone missing.

      She understood that if she said that to almost any dragon or mage, she would be answered with a dull stare or—for the more intelligent individuals—a suspicious narrowing of eyes.

      That was why she had to go to Kristen Hall. She could explain to the Steel Dragon and have faith that she would listen. Somehow, she knew that something was most certainly afoot. Lady Dragonfly understood that to mages and dragons, it might appear that pixies vanished all the time. And, in the eyes of non-pixies, that was a fair observation.

      Pixies did routinely disappear in the middle of conversations. They often popped out of this dimension—she preferred the term “realm”—and reappeared in their own. A snippet of conversation might remind a pixie of a waterfall they had bathed in decades before and off they would go to take a bath.

      But she had already visited every waterfall, verdant meadow, fern-filled grotto, and hummingbird nest she knew of. The missing pixies were nowhere to be found.

      Of course, she had known this in her soul long before she had gone to investigate. To think of a pixie investigating something. Even the idea of it was bizarre. She served as an ambassador to dragons, mages, dwarfs, and humans. Because of this, she had taken to keeping note of things like how many pixies there were, what their goals and aspirations might be, and what kinds of creatures they had learned to ride.

      Like every one of her kind, Lady Dragonfly had a magical link to every other pixie. She thought they all shared a magic bond because they had been created by mages. It remained speculation, however. She had never tested this theory because she was a pixie and things like testing theories were not nearly as much fun as important activities like snuggling with foxes.

      But this is no longer the time for snuggling foxes, she thought bitterly.

      She had noticed the first disappearance a couple of weeks earlier. A pixie by the name of Roly-Poly-Paul had vanished with nary a goodbye. She had been in his forest, hoping to see one of his infamously large roly-polies, but had been completely unable to find him. When she reached out with her magic, she realized that the tether that linked her to him was severed. She asked the other pixies who also lived in the Upper Peninsula of the place humans called Michigan, but none of them could sense him either.

      When the second pixie vanished, she had felt it. She had been paying attention to her bond with the other pixies ever since Roly-Poly-Paul went missing because his disappearance was so unusual. Pixies could die—some had died in the climax of the Steel Dragon’s conflict with that horrible Lord Boneclaw—but it was rare.

      Sometimes, pixies passed on but they always left instructions about what snacks their animal friends preferred and, of course, their favorite places to be tickled and scratched. Roly-Poly-Paul had done none of this, which put her so on edge that when the second pixie had vanished, she felt it immediately.

      She had rushed to where she had last sensed the pixie but had been too late. Fair enough, she had dawdled. A school of minnows had darted in and out of a shadow and Lady Dragonfly had stopped to play. It was a mistake she was not proud of and one she knew that Kristen Hall would not have made. Since then, she had paid extremely close attention to her connections to the other pixies but had failed to do anything besides witness three more of them vanish. As much as she had tried, she wasn’t a detective. The mystery of the vanishing pixies continued unsolved.

      The problem was that trying to sense all of them at once took an enormous amount of concentration. It was extremely hard for them to focus on something when every bee that flew past invited them to a tea party of nectar, or when each and every songbird wanted to share their melodies with them. Lady Dragonfly had tried to concentrate but even a minute of delay had proven to be too long.

      Her mind didn’t work like human minds. Of that, she was certain. She knew she needed help, which was why she was flying to Kristen Hall right now and why she couldn’t pay any attention to the moths crowding around the streetlights.

      Well…maybe she could check only one of them. A luna moth below was trapped in the fluorescent glow of a streetlight, the poor thing. She honestly had no idea what it was doing out at this time of year.

      Normally, an adult emerged from their chrysalis in spring and had a single week of precious life in which to find a mate and lay eggs before they passed on into the miraculous circle of life pixies so enjoyed watching over. That this one was out, mobbing a light instead of searching for a mate was what she knew Kristen would call a red flag.

      She flew toward the streetlights on the two pairs of dragonfly wings that sprouted from her back. By human standards, her eyes were oversized but compared to the dragonfly whose name she used as her own, she thought she looked perfectly fine. Her dress of woven grass and leaves caught the glow of a streetlight and made it look more like another moth had flown into the glow, albeit one that was slightly larger and lacked the eyespots on its wings that made lunar moths so charming.

      As she flew closer to the creature, she pulsed magic at it in the language of moths—a combination of smells and vibrations. It stopped circling the lamp and came to flutter in front of her for only a moment before it flapped its wings in thanks. No longer blinded by the lights of the city, it flew off into the night.

      Lady Dragonfly sighed in contentment. Another job well done. She could return home and—no! There were vanishing pixies. She had to get to the bottom of this—or, rather, Kristen Hall did.

      Focused again, she vowed to not make another stop—unless there was an animal in serious danger, of course. She darted away toward the Steel Dragon’s base. Unfortunately, she’d barely traveled ten feet before she slammed into an invisible wall with all the grace of a Junebug hitting a screen.

      Irritated, she flew first one way, then the other, and tried to find a passage through whatever force was stopping her. It was like there was a wall between her and the night sky, despite there being nothing there at all. Confused, she turned and flew in the opposite direction. This time, she made it less than ten feet before she struck the invisible barrier.

      “This is ridiculous!” she yelled at no one in particular and proceeded to try to find a way past the strange anomaly. She buzzed from one side to the other and tested a wall she couldn’t see but also couldn’t sense with her magic. What was going on?

      After a few minutes of having little success at the edges, she decided she needed help. She flew to the moths to ask for assistance, only to find that she could no longer fly up the streetlight. Panic seized her tiny beating heart when she realized that the invisible shield wasn’t a wall but a cage—a shrinking cage not built to catch moths but to catch pixies.

      Still, Lady Dragonfly was a pixie, not a simple mage or dragon. She was a being composed almost completely of pure magic and would not be held captive. It should be easy to circumvent the trap by simply opening a gate to the pixie realm and returning to the material plane somewhere else.

      Unfortunately, her confidence was misplaced. Try as she might, she could not open a portal to the pixie realm, the place of void, or even anywhere else on earth. She began to understand why she couldn’t sense the barrier that slowly grew tighter all around her. It was because it prevented magic from coming through it. That was why she couldn’t sense it. Any magic she used to test it simply vanished. And since opening portals required connecting two different locations with her magic, this barrier essentially cut that ability in half and rendered it worthless.

      As the ceiling of the invisible dome she was in drew closer to the ground, she was forced to fly lower. She buzzed madly about the space, now only a couple of feet across, but found no escape and nowhere to hide. All that was left inside the dome was her, the night air of Detroit, a square of sidewalk, and—wait, there was something she hadn’t noticed before.

      Lady Dragonfly flew lower and landed next to an ornate bottle. It looked like it was made of the charming material humans called stained glass and patterned with leaves and vines. She leaned closer and noted that the mouth of the bottle was large enough for her to slip inside. That was when she realized that the barrier was no longer a half-dome but a complete sphere and that it was lifting her by her feet. Slowly and inexorably, it grew smaller and smaller. Soon, it would be too small to fit her and the bottle.

      With nowhere left to go, she flew inside the jar rather than risk being crushed by the anti-magic sphere. When she did, the invisible barrier vanished.

      Pleased with herself for solving this riddle, she was about to climb out when a cork made of maple wood was jammed into the neck of the bottle. It was lifted and she saw that she was being thrust, bottle and all, into a bag by a big person.

      She sighed, embarrassed but also faintly proud. While she might be captured, she might also have discovered what happened to the other pixies.
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      Kylara Diamantine had yet to get used to shopping malls. She knew it was silly but she couldn’t get past the fake plants, the carpeted floor, the stores and the kiosks, and the smells, and the fountains, the escalators, and…well, all of it. It was crazy that she had had an easier time adjusting to a school populated with teenaged dragons and mages than she did navigating a shopping mall, but she had grown up with a dragon. Unsupervised teenagers were like a different species.

      “Are you all right? You have that look again,” Tanya Fastwing asked for the umpteenth time. It was her fault that they were at this shopping mall. Kylara’s home was still under construction, and—much to her chagrin, to be honest—Hester Diamantine had suggested that she spend some of her summer vacation with her best friend in Los Angeles instead of hanging sheetrock and light fixtures.

      “What look?” she asked, trying to wipe said look off her face.

      “The look that says you can’t tell the difference between a pair of jeans from Tabernathy’s and the Split.”

      “I can’t tell the difference between any of the jeans here,” she confessed.

      “I know, Ky. You would think your inability to tell designer from poorly designed would mean that you would listen to my fashion advice, but I guess you can continue to wear frumpy jeans that don’t make your butt look nearly as good as they should.”

      “You’ve been…thinking about my butt?” Kylara asked.

      Tanya reddened and grasped the handle of her parasol tightly enough to make her knuckles turn white. “I certainly have not but I am quite certain that both Sam and Karl will be quite interested when we return to campus.”

      She snorted. “Well, maybe you should get a pair of jeans then, huh? Sam might like it.”

      “I would not be caught dead in denim,” her roommate replied.

      This wasn’t an exaggeration. She’d stayed with Tanya and her parents over the summer and not once had the dragon worn pants in her human form. Currently, she wore a yellow dress, complete with petticoats, lacy gloves that barely allowed anyone to see her knuckles, and a hundred other little touches that she failed to notice most of the time.

      Despite being indoors, Tanya—as always—carried a matching parasol. The girl didn’t look bad, not at all, but to say she was fashionable would be dishonest. The young dragon mage thought fashion involved conforming to popular trends—things like wearing jeans, something Tanya had said many times she would not do.

      Compared to her, Kylara’s clothes were relatively normal. Nicely fitting jeans—or so she had thought—lace-up, black leather boots that were both stylish and sturdy enough to wear on hikes, and a cute blouse instead of a t-shirt because Tanya always said she hated it when she wore t-shirts. That most of the other students at the Lumos School dressed more like her than her friend meant nothing. When it came to fashion, Tanya was a woman who blazed her own path.

      And blaze it they had. Kylara had hoped to fill her time in California exploring the legendary redwood and sequoia trees—which Tanya had let her do for a few days, albeit begrudgingly. Most of their time had been spent on a frenetic race from city to city. Everywhere they went, they shopped, ate at only the finest restaurants, and tried to avoid the press.

      It seemed like they were currently failing on the last part, however.

      “Tanya, I think I’ve been seen,” Kylara said and pointed out a man across from them. He was on the second floor, as were they. Open air above a fountain decorated with fake plants was all that was between them.

      Tanya looked at the man and nodded. He pretended to stare at his phone but it was pointed directly at the young dragon mage. “Come on, we’ll slip into Penny’s. There’s another exit around the corner.”

      “Sounds good.” She followed her companion through the department store. The dragon navigated it with the same practiced gait that Kylara had when she was walking through the desert land in New Mexico where she had grown up.

      Dealing with the press was crazy. The previous semester, after she had defeated a reanimated Lord Boneclaw, the media had been desperate to talk to her—so desperate that multiple trespassing charges had been filed by the Lumos School headmaster. That and being lethally threatened by a dragon had stopped the flow of reporters, bloggers, and selfie-hungry influencers but of course, those protections didn’t extend beyond campus.

      Once word had got out that Kylara Diamantine—the dragon who wasn’t a dragon—had beaten Lord Boneclaw in what the Steel Dragon had called “single combat” in a press briefing, they had traveled with the specter of the press at their heels. Despite the girls being able to turn their bodies into dragons, Tanya’s parents had insisted that two bodyguards go everywhere with them.

      Tanya had pretended she was annoyed, but Kylara had come to realize that she liked having the two muscle-bound men as an escort and sometimes referred to them as their entourage. One was a mage and the other a normal human armed with a taser, two guns—one of which was loaded with dragon bullets—and enough tranquilizers to disable a dragon.

      The bodyguards had been instructed by her parents to keep the media away from the girls and then told that their bonuses would depend on how well they completed this task. As a consequence, Tanya’s desire to talk to the press was more or less snuffed out. Kylara, on the other hand, was more than thankful for the bodyguards’ interest in their personal bank accounts.

      Too bad the media at large seemed to think that bodyguards made the two girls more interesting, not less.

      They hurried through the clothing department of Penny’s and past jewelry that was too expensive for Kylara and not expensive enough for Tanya. As they ventured across an avenue of perfume samples that threatened to choke them, they held their breaths and grimaced at one another. Finally, they emerged through the men’s clothing section into another part of the second floor of the mall.

      “I think we lost him,” Tanya whispered and giggled.

      “What makes you think that?” Kylara asked.

      Tanya pointed at the man with the phone, who no longer attempted to hide his interest in the Penny’s storefront. It seemed he didn’t have the same intimate knowledge of the mall as she did.

      “Quick thinking, Lady Fastwing,” the mage guard said—Sheffield, he’d said his name was. Or maybe he’d said Jeffers. Kylara couldn’t recall. The only person who talked less than Sheffield was the non-magic guard. He had told them his name was Bruce and patted his arsenal when he’d said it as if that was supposed to signify something.

      “Perhaps we should proceed to the Cinna-bun, ma’am,” Bruce added. Both guards had refused to eat the sweets Tanya so liked to share with Kylara, but they knew that part of their job was to keep her happy and they did their job well.

      “Cinna-bun? Seriously?” The dragon scoffed. “Even with my ability to burn off calories with my dragon healing power, that place would make me gain weight.”  Okay, well, maybe they didn’t do their job that well.

      “Of course, ma’am,” Bruce replied tightly.

      “Now if we want cinnamon rolls, there is this divine vegan, gluten-free cinnamon roll outlet we should visit,” Tanya continued blithely. Kylara couldn’t help but smile at her friend. She was as comfortable there as the dragon mage was in the desert.

      A scream of pure rage wiped the smile instantly from her face.

      Without thinking, she raced to one of the banisters edging the second-floor promenades that let shoppers lean against them as they looked onto the first floor below.

      “I don’t care if you do scream at me, Jaylin. You’ll return that sweater,” a middle-aged man with a thick beard said to a teenager with a bag from the Split in one hand.

      “I wouldn’t have had to take it if you weren’t so cheap,” Jaylin shouted in response. “You can buy mom jewelry but you won’t buy me anything.” He was so loud, Kylara could easily hear every word the boy said.

      The father frowned and planted his hands on his hips as he scanned the mall and his face soured in embarrassment. “I bought that ring for your mother because we’ve been together five years. It’s the first piece of jewelry I ever bought for her. Come on, Jaylin, calm down.”

      “I bet that ring cost a hell of a lot more than this hoodie!” the teenager shouted.

      “Well, you stole the sweater,” the bearded man pointed out. “So at this point, a crackerjack ring would cost more than what you spent.”

      “It’s not a sweater, it’s a hoodie for the only college I want to go to,” Jaylin shouted. “You might know that if you cared about anything besides poking my mom.”

      “Jaylin, please, I can see you’re upset,” the man—stepdad, by the sound of it—tried to placate the boy. “Let’s go to the store, return the sweater, and we can go home.”

      “It’s my home, not yours. And not Abby’s either.”

      “Abby is your sister now. You will treat her with respect.”

      “She is my stepsister, not my sister, and it’s not like she treats me with respect.”

      “She’s four. Cut her some slack.”

      “No one cut me any slack when my dad died when I was six!” Tears poured down Jaylin’s face. Now, everyone in earshot on both the first and second floor stared at the exchange. Some people—including the undercover reporter or blogger who had been following the two girls—were shooting video on their phones. “And then, right when I was making friends, you show up and make us move to Los-fricking Angeles and ruin my life!”

      “That’s enough, Jaylin,” the stepdad said and took the teenager—maybe fourteen or fifteen?—by the wrist. “We’re going home. I’ll come back later and pay for the hoodie you stole.”

      “I won’t go anywhere with you,” the boy shrieked.

      The man gritted his teeth and started to drag him toward the nearest exit. Two security guards stood in the perimeter of the crowd and watched the exchange, unsure of what to do but seemingly mollified by the stepdad’s promise to come back later to pay for his stepson’s stolen merchandise. “Come on. We’re done here.”

      “No!” Jaylin screamed. He shoved his stepdad but rather than stumbling or falling, the man careened upward, screaming as he ascended beyond the first floor, past the second floor, and on toward the glass skylight in the ceiling of the mall.
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      Jaylin’s stepfather didn’t shatter the skylight and hurtle into the blue sky. Instead, he pounded into the ceiling next to the window and began to fall.

      Sheffield raised his hands and caught the man in a swirl of telekinesis, then lowered him to the floor across from Kylara and on another part of the second level.

      Below them, the security guards moved closer to Jaylin.

      “Look, kid, give us the sweater and no one else has to get hurt,” the man said. He was barely older than Jaylin and still had a smattering of acne across the bridge of his nose.

      The boy said nothing as he looked from one guard to the other, then at his stepdad on the second floor. He rubbed his head and didn’t look angry anymore. Now, he looked terrified and confused.

      “Drop the damn bag and no one has to press charges!” the other guard yelled, an older woman with a scar across one cheek and a deepening scowl.

      “My dad said he would pay for it,” the boy protested.

      “Fat chance, kid,” the scowling guard said, drew a taser, and leveled it at him.

      Kylara had been raised by a former member of Dragon SWAT and had a good understanding of escalation and de-escalation. She also had some idea of how to recognize when people were out of their depth. These guards were most assuredly that. It was as if they had learned to swim in a public pool that never went deeper than four feet and had now been dropped in the middle of the ocean during a squall.

      Jaylin—predictably—did not react well to seeing the taser.

      “Don’t shoot me,” he shouted and raised his hands abruptly to either protect himself or show that he was unarmed. Unfortunately, magic flowed in his blood and understood his emotions far better than he did. When he threw his hands up, a blast of telekinetic force erupted from his fingertips and upended both the two guards and the people who stood behind them. They tumbled and fell and for good measure, the energy shattered a window display too.

      The younger guard stood first and scuttled behind a kiosk that sold umbrellas—Tanya had already perused the stock twice—for cover. He retrieved his radio and began to yell for backup. “We need police, SWAT, and the Steel Guard!” he shouted and his only recently deepened voice cracked under the pressure. “We have an out-of-control mage terrorist. He almost hurled us through a window.”

      “He’s not a terrorist, he’s my son!” the stepdad shouted from the second floor, but he hadn’t quite caught his breath from his impact with the ceiling and his voice was lost in the screams of those on the lower level.

      “We need to get out of here.” Bruce took Tanya’s arm to guide her toward an exit.

      “What? This is getting exciting!” the dragon replied, aghast. “Plus, they might need our help. I haven’t seen any other dragons.”

      “Our orders are to keep you safe,” Sheffield said and used his magic to lift her an inch off the floor. It was hardly anything and yet it was everything. With no solid purchase, she couldn’t go anywhere except for where he floated her.

      “Put me down!” she shrieked.

      “It’s above my paygrade,” Sheffield replied, unruffled.

      “Come on, Lady Diamantine.” Bruce gestured for Kylara to follow.

      She ignored him. Both men knew she was far more difficult to control than Tanya was. Aside from anything else, she had too many powers and the skill to use them in tandem.

      “I’ll catch up with you later,” she said to Tanya and clambered onto the banister of the second floor.

      “Ky! Ky, get back here. Ky—dang it, this is the job for a mage counselor, not a student!” The young dragon struggled against her magic restraints.

      “I can help him. I know what he’s going through,” Ky replied, pushed off the banister, and plunged to the first floor. She landed in a near-perfect crouch and stood. Her dragon strength and agility had made the jump effortless.

      “Who the hell are you?” Jaylin yelled when she landed near him. No one else was close and most of the shoppers appeared to have fled. She told herself that was a good thing.

      “I’m a friend,” she replied. “My name is Kylara Diamantine but my friends call me Ky. You’re Jaylin, right?”

      “How do you know my name?” he demanded. He clenched his fists at his side and a kiosk of cell phone cases was crushed by his invisible power. She had the fleeting thought that perhaps the cases weren’t quite as strong as the salesmen had claimed they were.

      “I heard your stepdad say it.” She held her hands out with her fingers spread like she was trying to calm a wild horse.

      “Oh, God. Is Pete okay?” The boy looked around wildly. “I didn’t mean to do anything to him. I only wanted him to leave me alone.”

      “I’m fine!” his stepdad shouted from the second floor.

      “He’s fine,” Kylara reiterated. It didn’t look like Jaylin had heard the man at all. He was in shock, likely experiencing tunnel vision and almost certainly dealing with confusion unlike anything he had experienced in his short life. She could understand, even though she had always known she was more than a regular human. Despite being able to change into a diamond-scaled dragon as a toddler, she still remembered how uncomfortable it had been when her fire breath had manifested. “Everything will be fine. All right, Jaylin?”

      “How can you say that?” he demanded desperately. “How can you have any idea what I’m going through? I thought it was only puberty or whatever, but that doesn’t make you slice your TV in half when you lose at a videogame. It’s not supposed to hurl bullies away from me when they bother me.”

      “It sounds like you’ve already had to deal with so much,” Kylara said and wished she had a dragon aura power like actual dragons did. That way, she could use something besides only words to calm this poor kid.

      “Nothing like this!” Jaylin gestured to the destroyed kiosks, the broken display window, and the shopping bags and spilled drinks people had left behind in their haste to get out. She scowled when she noticed that not everyone had left, though. The man she’d first seen across from Penny’s was still filming, although he was now focused on Jaylin and the chaos instead of solely on her.

      And he wasn’t the only one. At least three others seemed determined to capture the drama, two of whom held video cameras instead of merely phones. He was right. If he ran and tried to pretend that none of this ever happened, it would not work. It was likely that the video of what he’d done was already on the Internet.

      “Jaylin, this will probably sound crazy but I know what’s happening to you,” Kylara said. She kept her voice low and calm and her gaze locked on his, which still darted wildly about.

      “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “I know that the power you feel inside of you has a name.”

      “What does?”

      “It’s magic, Jaylin. Like the dragons have—or the mages or pixies.”

      The boy looked more confused than ever. “I’m not a dragon. My parents are regular people. My dad was a truck driver before he died.”

      “Magic shows up in odd places,” Kylara explained calmly. “I want to show you something, okay? Something to prove that I’m like you. Are you ready? Watch my hand.”

      He nodded, although it was so hurried that she wasn’t sure if it counted as an affirmation. Still, whether he was ready or not, she had to proceed. The police could be there at any moment.

      She held out her hand and, slowly at first and very carefully, she made her palm glow. His eyes widened but he didn’t freak out, so she released a few tendrils of shadow energy. They swirled in and out of the light emanating from her hand to create a moving shape of light and dark in her palm.

      It was one of the little things she had spent way too much time working on. Oddly, these carefully controlled manipulations of magic were much more difficult than simply throwing something across a room. Or maybe that was simply life. It was always easier to destroy a piece of wood than it was to carve it into something beautiful.

      “You—that’s magic?” Jaylin stammered. “Do you think I can do things like that too?”

      “I don’t know. Everyone’s magic is a little different. It took me time to learn how to control it and you can learn to control it too.”

      “You mean it's not…bad?”

      “No!” She smiled. “It’s not bad at all. In fact, it’s awesome. All you need is a little practice, and I know the perfect place where you can learn. I understand it’s a little scary right now, but when you have learned a little more about it, you’ll come to see it as a strength.”

      He nodded and took a deep breath. “This place? It’s for people like me? Like us?”

      She nodded. “It is.” She was about to say, “It’s a school,” when the police burst in through the nearest entrance to the mall.

      Jaylin’s reaction was immediate. “You tricked me! This place you’re talking about is a jail.”

      He gestured at Kylara with his open hands and her gravity reversed instantly. As she hurtled toward the ceiling, the boy turned his formidable telekinetic power on the police.
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      Kylara did not experience the relative luxury of pounding into the ceiling. She shattered the skylight instead and careened from the air-conditioned interior of the mall to the hot air of an afternoon in August in Los Angeles. The glass cut her as she broke through it but her dragon healing ability went to work almost immediately, forced the shards out, and closed the wounds.

      Fortunately, it seemed that Jaylin did not want to hurl her entirely off the planet—or perhaps he lacked the strength to achieve this goal—because once she drove through the window, her upward trajectory slowed and gravity reigned supreme once more.

      As she fell toward the roof, she studied the scene playing out beneath her through the aperture she’d created. Undoubtedly, other people would have been scared at the prospect of falling fifty feet onto a barely carpeted surface and into the middle of a fight between armed police and a mage, but she was not. She had been flying since she could remember. Free-falling was a part of that.

      Some of the police had already drawn their weapons. One of them yelled at Jaylin through a megaphone, which did not seem to help the boy’s mental state very much.

      No one there had meant to do anything wrong. Of that, Kylara felt certain. But if she didn’t act, someone might die. It would either be Jaylin at the wrong end of a bullet that she very much doubted he’d be able to block with his powers, or one of the police officers who seemed about as equipped to handle this fledgling mage as he was to stop their bullets.

      Necessity made her do what she thought was best and she became a dragon.

      She transformed in mid-fall and forced the rest of the window out to rain broken glass on the scene below. While it was undoubtedly dangerous, she also knew the sound of a dragon breaking glass was not exactly quiet. The cops all crouched and covered their heads as soon as she plowed through the opening.

      Jaylin, lacking their training, was the only person to look up into the falling glass, but that was fine as she had a plan for him. She launched multiple tendrils of dark energy that wound around him to cocoon him safely as broken glass showered all around him.

      She landed next to him with such force that the glass of the closest dozen or so storefronts all exploded.

      “Okay, so that was my bad,” Kylara told the police apologetically.

      “Stand down,” the cop on the bullhorn shouted. “This mall is not zoned for dragons. You are in direct conflict with the treaty of autonomy that…er…”

      So much for his legal training.

      “I have him under control, all right?” she said.

      “You have no jurisdiction here.” Another cop pointed at Jaylin. “Let him go so we can take him in.”

      “He needs help, not an arrest record.”

      In response, one of the officers squeezed a round off at her.

      The bullet did nothing to her. It would have done little to most dragons, but to her diamond-encrusted scales, it was less than an insect sting. Still, she turned on the man who’d pulled the trigger and her eyes narrowed as an inferno welled unbidden in her gut. She exhaled slowly and let the flames come out of her nose as smoke.

      “If I was almost any other dragon, you’d be dead right now,” she said to the man and hoped it didn’t come across as a threat although she knew it would be taken as one.

      Before any of them could respond, she scooped Jaylin up in one of her claws, opened a portal, and vanished from the interior of the mall.

      She reappeared on the roof, put the boy down, and unwrapped him from her tendrils of dark energy.

      “What the hell happened?” he blurted and scooted back across the roof.

      “I think I saved your life and maybe the lives of those police,” Kylara said once she’d assumed her human form.

      Jaylin watched the transformation, his jaw hanging open in shock. Finally, he managed to speak. “What about my stepdad?”

      “He’ll be fine. I need to make a phone call, all right?”

      The boy nodded, still terrified and confused. The bright sunlight after being wrapped in shadow seemed as much to blame for his disorientation as his powers. She considered that an improvement.

      Kylara took her phone out and speed-dialed the most powerful mage in the world. If anyone could help Jaylin and his newfound magical abilities, it would be the girl who had discovered her powers in a house fire caused by two battling dragons. Compared to that origin story, Jaylin’s seemed downright pedestrian.

      “Kylara?” Amy said, her tone all business.

      “I assume you’re still tracking my location with my phone?”

      The way the mage cleared her throat awkwardly confirmed this.

      “Great. Look, I met a kid whose magic powers manifested in a mall. It didn’t go great. Can you send someone to help?”

      “No problem.”

      “Thanks, Amy. I appreciate it. This kid needs good guidance.”

      “I’ll have someone experienced with awakenings be there in two,” the mage replied.

      Kylara thanked her again and hung up.

      “Why did you bring me up here?” Jaylin asked. “Are you…do you plan to…eat…me?”

      She laughed, unable to resist it. “No way. Humans don’t taste all that great.”

      He paled.

      “That was a joke. Even magical beings like you and me can joke. All right, Jaylin?”

      “So…this place you wanted to take me is not a jail?”

      “Not at all,” she assured him. “It’s a school. Or…well, how old are you?”

      “Almost fifteen.”

      “I’m not sure if you’ll be able to come yet but one day, you’ll be able to. It’s an awesome place. All kinds of dragons and mages go there to learn about our powers.”

      “So you’re saying I’m some kind of freak.” The boy slumped, miserable at this turn of events.

      “Well, you’re not normal, that’s for sure, but a freak? I prefer to think of my abilities as a gift instead. You’re now part of a very special community. You’ll be able to do things precious few people can do.”

      Jaylin sighed. “I can’t believe this. That I’m a…a…a mage.”

      “I had to come to the same realization myself,” Kylara explained. “But it’s not about what you are or even who you are. It’s about what you do and the choices you make. Whatever plans you had for college will change. Heck, everything will change for you.”

      “So, you’re saying my life is over?”

      She smiled. “Nah. I’m saying it’s only kicking off.”
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      The kid asked a few more questions, each one more reasonable than the last. “So you’re saying that when all this started happening, I should have called the Steel Guard?” he asked.

      Kylara nodded. “That’s what they were founded for—to keep the peace between all the different beings on this planet. Part of that mission—a huge part, honestly—is helping mages master their powers themselves. As little as two years ago, mages were routinely captured by dragons and shackled to be used as servants.”

      He shook his head in disbelief. “Yeah, I know about mages. I knew the Steel Dragon beat Lord Boneclaw like everyone else. I only…I don’t know. I didn’t think it would happen to me.”

      “I’m sure it came as quite a surprise. I was raised knowing about my powers so I can only imagine what it's like for you. Or your parents.”

      Jaylin took the hint. “Oh, my God—Pete. Holy crap, is he okay?”

      “I think so,” Kylara said. “Are you ready to check on him?”

      The boy paled but he nodded.

      “Are you worried about him?”

      “Who, Pete? No way. Pete’s fine. He’s a total nerd but he’s fine. I’m more worried about the cops.”

      “I’ll handle them,” she said, not entirely sure what she was promising. “But your stepdad must be worried. After all, he saw you get wrapped in shadow and dragged away through a magic gate by a dragon.”

      He laughed. “Oh, my God. This must be like one of the crappy sci-fi movies he’s always watching come to life. Are you sure you can talk to the police?”

      “What can they do? Shoot me again?”

      Jaylin smiled. “This is insane, isn’t it?”

      “Totally.”

      “All right, let’s go.”

      Kylara nodded and opened a portal that would take them through a sliver of the pixie realm to the first floor of the mall.

      The boy grinned at the magical gate. “Wait—so will I be able to do what you do? Can I open gates and use those weird tentacle powers? Or wait, are those dragon powers or something? I won’t lie. I follow college football more closely than I do dragons and magicians.”

      “Mages,” she corrected and chuckled. “And it’s possible. Every mage is different. I don’t think I’ve ever met two who can do the same combination of things. Who knows? You might have a power hidden inside that no one’s ever seen before. The reverse gravity power you used was cool. I’ve seen any number of mages with telekinetic powers but have never seen someone use them quite like that.”

      Jaylin smiled warmly. It was awesome how much a little context could help. Kylara had felt so much better once she’d learned she was a mage instead of a dragon. He looked like he felt the relief that only knowledge could bring too. He followed her through the gate without hesitation.

      They stepped onto the destroyed first floor of the mall.

      The police were ready for them. They had created a barricade out of two of the kiosks that had been damaged. Some of them had taken position on the second floor and all their weapons were pointed at Kylara and Jaylin.

      She took a few steps forward from the gate and raised a hand to show that she came in peace. When they didn’t respond, she made tendrils of shadow energy emerge from her fingertips to show she wouldn’t hesitate to defend herself either.

      “Lady Dragon, is the mage in your custody?” one of the cops yelled at her through a bullhorn. It was old language from before the Steel Dragon’s revolution. She couldn’t tell if the cop wanted the young mage to be taken prisoner or if the question had been asked out of fear.

      “Everything is under control,” she responded and avoided answering directly.

      In the next moment, someone thrust from cover and raced toward the two of them.

      “Dad!” Jaylin said. He ran forward and let Pete wrap him in his arms, despite them almost being the same height. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s fine, Jay, truly. I’m only glad you’re not hurt. And I’m sorry I didn’t get you the sweater. You did ask nicely.”

      “It’s cool, Pete,” Jaylin said, reverting to his stepdad’s name now that the emotions of their reunion had cooled slightly. “And it’s called a hoodie.”

      “Whatever you say, Jay.”

      Some of the police stood from their positions and holstered their weapons. Others, like the one who had asked about taking Jaylin into custody, still seemed on edge.

      “Everything will be okay,” Kylara said and made her voice loud enough that everyone could hopefully hear her. “I contacted the Steel Guard and they have sent someone to help Jaylin get his magic under control.”

      “I told you he’s a mage,” one of the cops said to another.

      A ripple of chuckles, smiles, and unabashed relief washed through the ranks. The Steel Guard coming to take care of a novice mage was something they were all at least passingly familiar with. It was likely that one of them had even made the call first, but they of course didn’t have Amy William’s cell phone number.

      Kylara understood their relief. Being a mage was no longer a life sentence as a slave to a dragon, thanks to Kristen Hall. Now, it was a chance at power, freedom, and adventure. That was how she saw it anyway, and it seemed like the police had similar feelings.

      Although not everyone in the mall was ready to leave the story with a happy ending. The press who had filmed the initial outburst now circled Jaylin and his stepdad. One of them was checking his hair in an unbroken storefront window. A woman was putting lipstick on. Already, a few of them were talking to the police and one already boldly made his way toward the reunited family.

      She knew no good would come of this. The kid had just discovered what he was. There was no way he was ready to deal with the press. She had no doubt they’d start grilling him about his powers, the stolen hoodie, and the destruction he’d caused.

      But given that she had caused some of that damage, she felt like she owed it to him to head the press off and at least let him and his stepdad have a chance to meet the Steel Guard representative before they drowned in a press deluge.

      She moved to intercept the eager reporter and cut him off from the story that had fallen into his lap while he’d been focused on another.
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      “Can you tell us about the events that happened here at the mall today?” the reporter asked and thrust a microphone in Kylara’s face. She realized that he was not one of the people who had followed her. He had the bemused, eager expression of someone interested in the destruction and not much more.

      “A young boy learned he was something special today,” the young dragon mage explained cautiously, suddenly and painfully aware of how inexperienced she was at public speaking. She had spent the first sixteen years of her life living on an isolated homestead in the desert of New Mexico. Talking to reporters was as far out of her wheelhouse as something could be. Still, something was exhilarating about it.

      “The police told us no one was hurt. Can you confirm that?” another reporter asked and extended the microphone she held. Something gleamed in her eyes that might have been recognition but it was hard to tell because a third cameraman appeared and directed a bright light into Kylara’s eyes.

      “No one was seriously hurt,” she said. “It was a family dispute in which a minor…er, manifested magic powers—anti-gravity, or telekinesis, I guess. It was slick, honestly.”

      Some of the reporters looked confused at her less than professional tone but others laughed.

      Emboldened, she continued. “It was a close call but I was able to talk to him down on the roof of the mall. The Steel Guard will be here momentarily to help him and…uh, do something about all this damage.” She didn’t know if that last statement was strictly part of the Steel Guard’s job, but it was hard for her to ignore the destruction.

      “Will the damages be financially compensated or can we expect mages to help with the mess?” one of the reporters asked.

      But before Kylara could answer that question—luckily since she had no idea—the woman who had seemed to recognize her spoke hurriedly. “What exactly is your power profile, Lady…”

      “Diamantine,” she replied and immediately cursed herself mentally. The reporter who asked the question had already known who she was but now, all of them did.

      “The Kylara Diamantine?” one reporter who had not recognized her stammered.

      She nodded. The police were still talking to Jaylin and his dad and the Steel Guard representative hadn’t appeared. She needed to buy them a few more minutes. She located Tanya and her guards. Her friend was grinning like a fool. The expression on the bodyguards’ faces was the complete opposite.

      “I’ll repeat the question, Lady Diamantine,” the female reporter stated. “What is your power profile?”

      “Do you identify as a mage or a dragon?” another asked.

      “Is it true you can steal dragon powers?”

      “How exactly did you defeat Lord Boneclaw?”

      “Can you demonstrate your powers for us?”

      Kylara smiled, overwhelmed by all of it but not as frightened as Tanya’s parents and Amythist had made it seem like she should be. “I consider myself a mage,” Kylara began. Immediately, all the questions stopped, the cameras focused on her, and the microphones were pushed closer to her face.

      “My mom was a mage,” she told them, “but I was raised by a dragon and thought I was one until recently. And I don’t steal powers but I can absorb them.”

      “What happens to the dragon whose powers you take?”

      “Nothing.” She giggled. “Well, most of the time, they end up being my friend.”

      The reporters who still used pads of paper scribbled madly when she said that.

      “And your powers?” the same reporter pressed.

      “Well, I’m sure all of you saw that I can take the shape of a diamond-scaled dragon. I got that power from my mom—er…well, more like my adoptive mom, but I never met my real mother so I call her mom. I mean biological mom. The mom who raised me is real.”

      More chuckles and scribbles followed. Kylara began to realize that all of this would be plastered over every corner of the Internet. For all she knew, it could be out there already. Should she keep some of her powers secret? She was one hundred percent positive that her mom would scream a warning. Do not tell them everything about you!

      Not one for deception, however, she thought the best she could manage would be a lie of omission. “I’m sure all of you saw that I can use shadow powers and open teleportation spells as well.”

      “Are those shadow powers ones you took from Lord Boneclaw? And a follow-up—if so, do they work the same way?”

      Kylara was relieved to hear that question. Her teleportation ability was far more unusual than her shadow powers. Other dragons could use the dark to fight but no other dragon could enter the pixie realm at will. “I got the shadow powers from a good friend of mine, Karl Midnight.” Kylara knew Karl would soak up the fame. “And no, they are not the same as Lord Boneclaw’s were. He could turn his body into…like, a shadow cloud…er, thingy. I can’t do that.”

      “You only make cocoons around mages that leave them impotent?”

      “Uh…” She didn’t know how to answer. Was that how they saw what she did? She hadn’t tried to make Jaylin impotent but to protect him and the police from each other. Rather than paddle in muddy waters, she decided she’d push past it. “I can also control the weather and have some of the same light powers as the legendary Lumos. I got those from his grandson.”

      Nods followed, which meant they had already known about those. It made sense. Every student at her school knew she could do those. Hopefully, that would be enough for them. There was no need to explicitly tell them about her abilities to control plant growth or to heat her skin to burning temperatures.

      Satiated, the reporters proceeded to a new avenue of questions. “You defeated Lord Boneclaw in single combat, something no mage—not even Amy Williams, the so-called most powerful mage in the world—could do. Does that mean you’re the most powerful mage in the world? And a follow-up, will you publicly admit that Amy is more powerful than you?”

      “Uh…”

      “So you won’t duel Amy for the title?”

      “No! I do not intend to battle her and I certainly hope I’m not the most powerful mage in the world. Honestly, I would hope a more powerful mage could have helped without leaving this mall looking like…well…” She glanced over her shoulder at the wreckage. The reporters chuckled again.

      “As a mage with the ability to turn into a dragon, are you more suited to bring the world together in a long-lasting truce than Kristen Hall, who is solely a dragon?”

      Now that was a discomforting question. Her mouth went dry at the very thought of trying to answer it. Fortunately, she didn’t have to. A gate opened behind her and a team of people dressed in the black-and-silver uniforms of the Steel Guard stepped through.

      “If you’ll excuse us, we need to debrief the little lady,” an older man dressed in a black-and-silver robe said to the reporters.

      “We only have a few more questions—”

      “And I’m sure our media correspondent will be more than happy to answer any you still have.”

      “But your media correspondent wasn’t even here—”

      “And yet you’ll find her answers satisfactory. Why, she once fielded questions at a press briefing we conducted after raising a pirate ship filled with dragon gold. No one had seen how that puppy went down and yet our talented Miss Ramos did a stellar job of answering every single question the reporters had. In fact, there was even one about redistribution that I’m sure you don’t want to get into right now—”

      “Redistribution of what?” one of the reporters who looked more like a blogger than a professional asked. The other members of the press groaned and some of them even started to pack their cameras away.

      “Redistribution of the gold,” the mage replied cheerfully and launched into an extremely long-winded version of what was done with almost every piece of gold—over two thousand and sixty-six in total—that had been found on the ship. By the time Miss Ramos stepped forward to field the remaining reporters’ questions, they were asked with palpable relief.

      Kylara watched all of this with bemusement. She recognized someone who knew how to talk to the media. The mage had spoken a thousand words and somehow managed to say nothing at all. Something about him was familiar too. Had he been in the papers as someone from Kristen Hall’s team? She couldn’t be sure because she was too busy looking around, waiting for Amy Williams to exit the portal.

      After waiting a minute or two, she realized the mage wasn’t coming. She sighed, ready to go find Tanya, when the overly verbose mage sauntered closer to her.

      “You must be Kylara Diamantine.” He grinned before more words flooded out of his mouth. “I knew Hester Diamantine back in the day. She was a hard woman—hard as diamonds, ha!—but even-handed with mages. I can’t think of a better person to raise a mage, in fact.”

      “I’m sorry…you seem to have me at a disadvantage.” She had heard the line in a movie and this seemed like the time to use it.

      “Oh, so you don’t recognize old Larry Brockton? You know, I was essential in the whole revolution to change the way mages and dragons were treated. I mean es-sen-tial. It was me who saw the potential in Kristen. O’ course, she won’t admit that or she’ll blame old Windlock, God rest his soul, but I tell you it was me who saw what she could be. I know we’ve just met, but I see it in you, too.” He winked and drew a breath, possibly in preparation for another barrage of syllables to assault her with.

      Fortunately, Tanya intervened before he could launch forth. “Ky! Ky, we need to go now.”

      “If you’ll excuse me, Mr. Brockton.” Kylara bowed politely and hurried to Tanya and the two bodyguards.

      “It’s not a problem at all!” the mage replied and went to help Jaylin and his stepdad through the portal.

      Bruce looked as dour as ever, if not more so, but Sheffield had a yearning expression on his face. “Did you get his autograph?”

      “No, sorry,” she replied.

      “And we don’t have time to get it now. Come on! We should go before the press circles again,” Tanya ordered.

      The mage looked like he wanted to protest but Bruce agreed with Tanya and they left without further delay.

      “It was awesome how you jumped in there,” the dragon said as they headed toward the car. Kylara had pointed out that they could simply fly everywhere and that the guards could ride on their backs, but all this had done was horrify Tanya’s parents.

      “It was reckless and unnecessary. We called the Steel Guard the moment his powers manifested,” Bruce said curtly. “There was no reason for you to risk yourself like that.”

      “It wasn’t a risk. Kylara has diamond scales!” Tanya told her bodyguard. “What could possibly hurt her?”

      “I know you might feel young and invulnerable, but the world has a way of knocking that out of you,” Sheffield said.

      “Well, I’m sure it would take a considerable blow to knock anything from her.”

      Kylara laughed with her friend but she knew she wasn’t as tough as she might seem. Still, helping a kid in the mall was different than fighting Lord Boneclaw. But he was gone, thrown into the void by her hand. She no longer needed to worry about him, and if he was gone, then what else was there to worry about?
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      Lady Dragonfly was uncertain how much time had passed in the bottle. Pixies didn’t tell time by counting tocks and ticks like humans did. They measured time by how wide a flower was open or how full the honeycomb of a beehive was. To be cut off from all that was supremely disorienting for her.

      She knew that at least a day had passed. It had been dark when she was captured but already light when the big person had put her bottle on a shelf. Now, it was night again but it could have been longer than a single day. Pixies could nap for days if they wished to, and there had been nothing to do. She hadn’t even been able to look at the surroundings outside the bottle. The stained glass obscured all but the vaguest of outlines. She thought she was indoors but didn’t know much beyond that.

      A light flared and shone through the glass. Was it dawn or one of the electric lights humans were so fond of? She couldn’t guess, but when the bottle was lifted and began to move, she realized she didn’t have to.

      She was carried for barely a moment before she was put down again, this time directly beneath a light. The cork at the top of the bottle eclipsed the glare from above until—with a little jostling motion—it was removed.

      Lady Dragonfly wasted no time. She streaked out of the bottle and spread her wings. After a quick study of her surroundings, she decided that since there were no windows, she’d simply turn the human standing there into a newt or something slimier unless he told her how to get free.

      Before she could reach his face—she had learned from working with humans that they respected pixies best when they addressed them eye to eye—she impacted with an invisible barrier that felt identical to the one that had gotten her into this mess.

      “Oh, ho, ho. We’re a feisty little thing, aren’t we?” The big person stood a few inches away from her and a little beyond where the invisible barrier had stopped her.

      “I am not a thing. I’m a pixie and an ambassador to the Steel Dragon herself! Release me and I promise I won’t turn you into anything too slimy.”

      The man chuckled. “No threats, little pixie. We’re in this together. I’m your master now. Mortimer Smith. You will call me Master Smith.”

      “Pixies have no masters. Have you not read your history? Now release me at once, Mort.”

      “Everyone calls me Mort. I hate that name,” he said and scratched his large stomach as his face soured. “My parents thought that with such a plain last name, something prestigious like Mortimer would be a good thing. They were idiots. I was teased mercilessly as a kid and it even made my hair fall out.”

      Mort had indeed lost much of his hair. What was left was long and grew in a ring that seemed to stretch from one ear around the back of his head to his other ear. Lady Dragonfly had never seen this particular hairstyle on a person before. She wanted to view it from all sides but was reminded of the impossibility of this wish when she once more encountered the invisible wall. He also had glasses, a stubbly face that looked scratchy and unpleasant, and wore a dirty garment made of faded blue cotton. It was called a sweater? A hoodie? She understood less than little about human clothing, but she knew it was cotton from the smell.

      “Oh, ho, ho. No more of that. Like I said, we’re in this together now.”

      “How are you doing this?” Lady Dragonfly demanded. “Are you a mage? You don’t smell like a mage.”

      “That’s essentially my story,” Mort said as if Lady Dragonfly and he were at a picnic dining upon blackberries instead of in a windowless room lined with shelves and odd instruments. “I was born a mage but with so little power that the dragons never even noticed my existence.”

      As he droned on, she tried to discover a clue that might tell her where she was. The shelves were filled with all kinds of manmade objects. The particulars of such things had always escaped her, but she knew enough to recognize some of these. Knives rested on the shelves, and many jars alongside spools of string. Or wire? She did not know the difference. Besides these, candles and a hundred other things whose name or purpose a pixie could only guess at filled every available space.

      “I was never shackled or even noticed, so I’ve lived my entire life outside the dragon world. It’s not much of an existence, though.”

      Mort seemed to want her to respond to this.

      “Many people do not have magical powers. It was my understanding that until recently, this was a good thing as the dragons rounded the mages up and imprisoned them.” Lady Dragonfly said this last part pointedly, but he did not seem to understand the parallels, as obvious as they seemed.

      “I always wanted more to life than being passed over,” he said wistfully and turned away from her. “When my powers manifested, slight as they were, I almost longed for a dragon to find me.”

      “But Master Smith, your powers are not slight,” she said and tried a different tack.

      Mort turned to her and his broad face split into a broad grin. “That is much better, little pixie. You are already doing better than the others. Together, we will bring security and safety to a world of chaos and uncertainty. When people see what I am capable of, they won’t have to worry so much. Not with Master Smith to stand up for them.”

      “Those are admirable goals…Master Smith. How can I help? You are already powerful so surely you don’t need a pixie like me.”

      “Oh, ho, ho, that is where you’re wrong, little pixie.”

      “My name is Lady Dragonfly.”

      “A title and an insect are not much of a name, small one. And you are neither the first nor the last of your kind I will need. I will put my hand inside your enclosure and give you a little gift, all right, little pixie? If you try to escape, you will fail, and if you try to hurt me, you will fail. Is that clear?”

      “As a mayfly’s wing,” she responded acidly.

      Mort nodded, mumbled some kind of incantation, and proceeded to push his hand through the barrier that kept her imprisoned as if there was nothing there at all.

      Lady Dragonfly wasted no time. She summoned the vast reserves of magic present in every pixie body and threw them at Mort’s arm. Her plan was to turn his bones to wood and his skin and meat to moss. She decided she’d turn his fingers into mushrooms and knock them off if he so much as looked at her wrong.

      Unfortunately, none of it worked. Her magic bounced off the man as if he were a magical creature of the pixie realm.

      He chuckled. “I told you not to try anything, little pixie.”

      “How can you resist my magic? Only pixies can resist.”

      Mort chuckled. “I told you that you would help me. Now, will you hold still or will I have to resort to force?”

      “Tell me what you have done to withstand my magic,” Lady Dragonfly demanded. “Tell me or I will…that is, I’ll...”

      “That’s quite enough, little pixie,” he said and a gesture from his other hand collapsed the wall of force that kept her trapped. It shrunk, jostled her about, and forced her into his hand. In only a few seconds, he had shrunk the field so it was a hair’s breadth above her skin. She couldn’t move at all.

      With her now restrained, Mort carefully and almost tenderly, took her wrist and slipped a tiny thread with a loop at the end over her wrist. He pulled it tight until it closed around her and cut into her skin.

      “Copper wire,” he explained. “You would never believe how long it took me to find out about that.”

      In the next moment, the forcefield was gone. Lady Dragonfly fluttered her wings and launched herself at his face, but the wire held her fast. When she reached the end of the strand, she was yanked back like an overzealous dog on a leash. She tried to cast magic at him, but instead of flowing out of her, she felt it flow through the wire.

      When this happened, she felt Mort’s power grow. “What? What is this?” she demanded. She had never felt anything like the pain of the copper wire digging into her wrist.

      “A strange quirk of your biology,” the man explained. “First used hundreds of years ago by a mage to take pixie power for himself.”

      “I have heard of the mage you’re speaking of. He was turned into a tree for his crime,” she said furiously.

      “Indeed. It was his failure that inspired me to proceed as carefully as I have. But I have mastered the technique.” Mort lifted her by her wrist and the pain was excruciating.  “You are difficult creatures to catch, especially since I couldn’t risk you finding me. But once I caught the first one, I was able to learn.”

      “You…you’ve been killing pixies?”

      He chuckled. “No, no, little pixie.” He dangled her over a bowl filled with some kind of liquid. “The first one of your kind I found resisted and that was its undoing. But since then, I have learned that you are more resilient than I could have imagined.”

      Before she could even begin to consider what this might mean, he dunked her in the fluid. She had expected more pain but instead, she felt only the cool touch of fresh, clean water.

      He hooked the other end of the wire on her wrist to a copper loop fastened to the table. Then, he retrieved a tiny metal spike, also copper, and thrust it into his forearm. He grunted from the pain but she thought he looked as if he had expected it. And indeed, he must have. She counted a row of five little copper spikes in a neat little line. The one he’d driven in made a sixth.

      “It must be fresh the first time,” Mort said as if that explained anything.

      His expression one of concentration, he unfastened the end of the copper wire from the loop and tethered it to the little spike now protruding from his forearm.

      “What are you doing?” Lady Dragonfly demanded as panic rose in her chest.

      “Now, this will tire you out.” Mort poured salt into the fresh water and immediately, she felt a great weight pressing in from all around her. It was as if the water attempted to crush her, drown her, or simply consume her, and the only way to prevent it was with the wire digging into her wrist.

      As much as she didn’t want to, she poured her magic into it. The relief was immediate. The water no longer felt like it was crushing her. It was merely regular water again. She tried to stop the flow of magic coming from her and moving down the wire but couldn’t.

      “Not yet, little one. You’ve only begun,” Mort said. He smiled and breathed deeply as if he experienced great pleasure from the bloody spike in his arm and the energy that flowed from his captive into him.

      By the time he was finished, Lady Dragonfly could barely hold her head above the shallow water. She was completely drained as if she hadn’t slept in a hundred days or drunk nectar for a week. When Mort lifted her out, she couldn’t so much as flutter her wings to dry them.

      “What… happened…” was all she could muster the energy to say.

      “We shared our first bond.” The man smiled and the bald top of his head was slick with sweat. “You did well.”

      “So…you will release me?”

      Mort laughed loud and hard. “So you can tell a hundred of your kind and come after me? I don’t think so. You’ll live here with me.” He picked her up and carried her to another jar. This one was larger than the one she had been captured in.

      He opened the top and put her in. “I’ll bring you nectar tomorrow. I’ve learned that after a bonding, you creatures can be feisty. You’ll get very hungry, pixie, and I am the only person who will feed you. Do you understand?”

      Lady Dragonfly scowled at him.

      “Ah. I have been unclear. Let me remedy that.” Mort gestured at her hand with the raw, injured wrist from the wire. The skin turned into moss.

      She screamed, horrified. Only pixies could do this, and even they could not do it to each other.

      “So you see, I have your magic now. Not to worry. You will recharge and as you do, your skin will return to its normal condition. If you fight me, I will drain you so completely that you will succumb to whatever magic I do to you.”

      “But…how?”

      “Your kind is easy to trick,” Mort confided in her. “And it only gets easier as I accumulate more of your magic.”

      “I will end myself rather than help you,” she retorted, not even sure if she could.

      “If you do, I will kill two others of your kind who I have already imprisoned and capture another four. You understand numbers, right? If you suffer, no one else has to. If you escape or vanish, many more of your kind will.”

      “How many?”

      “You are my sixth.” He beamed. “With a few more, I should have enough to finally make a secure future for us all. With your help, I will become the strongest mage in the world. The dragons will overlook me no more and the mages will no longer ignore me. Soon, everyone will know the name of Master Smith and the world will be better for it.”

      Exhausted Lady Dragonfly, turned partly to moss and alone, collapsed at the bottom of her jar and wept. She only cried harder when she thought of her brothers and sisters trapped in other jars in this room. They were so close but because of the magic bottles, they might as well have been in another world.
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      Back at Tanya’s house, Kylara decided she was finally adjusting to the idea of hiring help. They relaxed on a sandstone patio that was crowned with lush grapevines, heavy with clusters of purple fruit. A man—not a mage—served them cucumber sandwiches and glasses of iced tea.

      Tanya’s mother emerged from the house. The Fastwings insisted that it was a house and not a mansion but this was a dragon standard, not a human one. She came to sit with the two girls.

      “I just finished speaking with Bruce and Sheffield. It seems like you had quite an eventful afternoon at the mall,” Lady Fastwing said.

      “It was awesome, Mom. This poor mage kid freaked out and she stepped in and helped.”

      “And it turned out all right?” the dragon asked. Kylara knew what she meant—was the kid all right? The Fastwings were progressive for dragons. They treated mages and regular humans with respect and paid well too, at least if the vehicles the help owned were any indication. It might have been because they were not special dragons but the more common vanilla variety. Tanya was the first Fastwing to do anything more than blow fire and fly.

      “It did. I called the Steel Guard and they came and took Jaylin and his dad somewhere to help them.”

      “Very good. Do you think he’ll be at the school?” There was no suspicion in her voice and no jealousy. Kylara had learned that was unusual. Most dragons looked down on mages and resented them for taking spaces at the Lumos School that they felt should belong to dragons. Lady Fastwing, though, seemed merely curious.

      Again, this was likely because Tanya should not have been allowed at the school either. A few years before, only the most pedigreed special dragons were admitted. It was a small irony that Kylara—a mage who had grown up in the middle of nowhere—would have had a better chance at gaining entry to the Lumos School before the Steel Dragon’s revolution than Tanya ever would have, even if she was a dragon.

      “He looked young, don’t you think, Ky?” Tanya asked.

      She nodded. “I bet we’ll see him there in a few years.”

      Lady Fastwing nodded and flashed a tight smile. “There are times when I wish you would wait that long before going back,” she said to Tanya.

      “Oh, Mom. Hush. You’re only saying that because of what I’ve done for the garden.”

      Her mother reddened. Kylara knew that if she could sense dragon auras, she would have detected embarrassment. “The groundskeepers can keep the grapes alive until you get back. I’m simply saying I’ll miss you. And you too, Kylara. It has been lovely having you here.”

      There was no “even though you’re a mage” implied. Not all the students at the Lumos School could manage even that much respect.

      “Thanks, ma’am. I had a great time here but I thought of heading out a few days early.”

      “What? Ky, no!” Tanya protested.

      “We can discuss this over dinner,” Lady Fastwing said and gestured for the girls to follow her inside.

      The dining room was no less beautiful than the garden. With a crystal chandelier and a wooden table from the Spanish royal family, the plates of tacos and beans seemed much more like cuisine than even the fancy restaurants they had dined at for the last two weeks.

      Dinner was only Kylara, Tanya, and Lady Fastwing. Tanya’s father was away on business. It seemed the world had already found out about his daughter’s ability to grow plants and he was trying to manage all the people who wanted her to do something for them. “We can’t have you flying off to every drought in the world,” he had said before he left. “But perhaps you can help with a couple.”

      Now, though, the conversation was squarely focused on Kylara.

      “So, where did you think you would end your summer? Might I recommend Baja California?” Lady Fastwing suggested.

      She smiled demurely. “I hadn’t planned anything so elaborate, Lady Fastwing.”

      “Then why are you ditching me?” Tanya asked.

      “Tanya!” Lady Fastwing chided. She never liked it when her daughter was too casual with her guest. Kylara found that comforting given that most dragons would prefer her shackled.

      “I wanted to visit my mom,” she said. “I know the house isn’t finished yet but I miss her.”

      “Of course you do, sweetheart. What with all that unfortunate business with the kidnapping and your aunt and…er…well, as I said. It was all rather unfortunate, wasn’t it?”

      Lady Fastwing didn’t know how to broach the subject of her parentage any better than anyone else did. At least she was kind enough to not talk about it. There were already corners of the Internet devoted to debating who was more of an influence on Kylara—her mage aunt or the dragon who had raised her. Defeating Lord Boneclaw had turned her into a minor celebrity. She wasn’t super-famous or anything but she didn’t have to dig very deeply to find people talking about her like she was nothing more than a character from a soap opera.

      “I’m merely glad it’s behind me, ma’am,” she said before she picked up a shrimp and sweet corn taco and shoveled it into her mouth. She had never known someone to take avocado as seriously as Tanya’s mother did. The guacamole on the taco was perfect and brought the corn and spicy shrimp into flawless balance. Although much of the work at the house was done by hired help, Lady Fastwing always cooked the tacos.

      “We would be more than happy to send you on the family jet. It’s not as prestigious as some but private is private,” she offered.

      “You never let me take the jet,” Tanya protested.

      Her mother chuckled. “That’s because you always want to take it to Las Vegas or Milan to go shopping, darling. If you asked for us to send it to school so you could come home and visit us, the answer might be different.”

      Kylara laughed, which earned her a scowl from her best friend. “What is so funny?” Tanya demanded.

      She grinned. “Only that you told me that we should go to Vegas yesterday.”

      “Well, yeah! Vegas is awesome.”

      Although she smiled, she could not see the allure. The desert was austerely beautiful. She could not imagine spending time inside a brightly lit, obnoxiously loud casino when she could wander the wide, desolates spaces for a few hours.

      “Anyway, Kylara dear, when shall we have the jet take you?”

      “I appreciate the offer but I can simply gate there,” she responded.

      Lady Fastwing spilled her glass of wine and knocked it to the floor, where it shattered. “Excuse me.” She was obviously flustered.

      “Are you okay?” Kylara asked.

      “Mom is freaked that you can travel through the pixie realm, is all,” Tanya explained.

      “I am not freaked,” her mother said as she blotted the wine from the table and gestured for someone to help with the floor. “It is an unusual power, that’s all. No dragon can do such a thing.”

      “I’m not a dragon,” Kylara said, perhaps a trifle too snappishly.

      “I intended to say neither can any mage.”

      “Amy can teleport,” Tanya pointed out. “So could the old fella who showed up at the mall today.”

      “But only a handful of mages can open a portal on their own. Most require a group working together and none of them move through the pixie world.” Lady Fastwing shuddered.

      “Mom!” It was Tanya’s turn to chide her mother.

      “Forgive me, Kylara, I meant no offense. The world is changing so fast these days that sometimes, my age betrays me. I had never thought I would have a guest in my house who can do the things you can do. It’s amazing, of course, but I am still…adjusting.”

      “Well, you’d better adjust faster, Mom. There’s no saying what mages and dragons will do next. For all we know, even the weakest mages might start to manifest new powers.”

      “Quite,” Lady Fastwing said and looked rather uncomfortable at the idea of it.

      “I get it, ma’am,” Kylara said. “I never thought I’d be able to do any of this either. No dragon has ever had a power like Tanya’s either. My mom used to tell me all these stories about Dragon SWAT. So many of them were about her anticipating what the dragons she was after could do. It feels like those days are over.”

      “Indeed,” Lady Fastwing agreed.

      A moment of silence followed during which it felt as if each of the three women considered the full implications of this change to the world. But then tres leches cake was brought out and the conversation moved on to lighter topics. The table was cleared, and Kylara went upstairs to get ready to leave.

      Her clothes, a few books, and some jewelry that Tanya had insisted she buy—plus a parasol she planned to “lose” in the pixie realm—were soon packed. It was time to go and she straightened and turned. Tanya stood in the doorway.

      “Are you sure you have to go?” Tanya asked.

      “It’s only for a few days, Tanya. I want to see my mom.”

      “I get that. Your mom is an ex-cop which is totally rad. Can I come with you?”

      She laughed. “Oh, you’re serious?”

      “I’ll be bored without you.”

      “It’ll be boring there. There’s no shopping and no restaurants and my mom’s tacos are much lousier than your mom’s.”

      “Ugh. Fine.” Tanya gave in. “You make it sound worse than school.”

      Kylara shrugged. “We’ll be roommates again, right?”

      “Of course! I even got us our old room.”

      “Then I think you’ll survive.”

      “Barely.” The young dragon wrapped her in a hug. She returned it using some of her shadow tendrils to squeeze her super-tight.

      They walked out onto the patio and Kylara opened a gate to take her home. She knew her mom was supposed to be there, but she couldn’t help remembering the last couple of times she’d gone home. One had resulted in a chase across the country to find a dragon bone necromancer and the other had culminated in her battling Boneclaw.

      While she knew there shouldn’t be anything crazier than a construction site when she got there, she couldn’t help but brace herself for battle before she stepped through the portal.
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      Kylara traveled through her portal from the west coast to east of the Rocky Mountains in less than a second. She could go to the pixie realm if she wished and in fact, each time she opened a gate, she traveled through it. Since discovering the swamp Boneclaw had used to build an army of skeletal revenants, however, she didn’t want to spend extra time there if she didn’t need to.

      It was merely simpler to open a gate from her world to theirs and open another only millimeters from the first. The effect was that she passed from the late afternoon of California to the sunset of the eastern foothills of the Rockies.

      The exit of her portal opened high above the land where she had grown up. Quickly, she caught a thermal of hot air rising off of the sunbaked stones of the mountains and let it push her higher into the rays of sunshine still peeking over the curve of the earth.

      She loved it there, high above the desert. The smells of sand and heat and the resinous odor of desert scrub made her feel at home.

      It was a pity she hardly recognized the landscape. A year before, the land had been razed by her aunt’s fire spirit and it had only now begun to recover. Between the charred stumps of cacti and the woody plants that those who lived in the desert would call trees, plants had started to grow. They were desert varieties so they hadn’t grown much and would take years to reach maturity, but at least it was a start.

      The slope directly below the house looked healthier, although only because it was where Kylara had battled Boneclaw. She had summoned a rainstorm to help her fuel the plant growth she and Tanya had needed to drag the skeletons under the earth and put them to rest.

      The ancient shadow dragon had also helped—albeit unintentionally—by opening his portals to the pixie realm and flooding the land with swamp water in an attempt to choke it with swamp plants. That unnatural vegetation, all magical and from the pixie realm, had died when the portals had been closed but their decay had given the land below her more organic matter than would have naturally accumulated in a century.

      The plants on the hill had taken this water and compost and used it to fuel what—for the desert anyway—was an impressive flush of growth. Some of the shrubby plants that had survived had pushed two or three feet of fresh green shoots. That would have normally taken years.

      It was still little more than a remnant of what it had been, however. There was hardly any cover thick enough for rodents or lizards to hide in, which meant those animals stayed away. Ironically, the lack of cover also made it a worse environment for hawks and other desert predators. Food that was hiding was easier to catch than food that simply did not exist.

      As she descended to her home, Kylara summoned a rain cloud to soak the land again. She decided that the last time it had rained there, she had been the one to make it happen so might as well help things along a little more.

      She landed on the gravel driveway in front of her house. There were no workers visible at the moment but the evidence of them was everywhere. Piles of lumber, sheetrock, and other assorted materials were scattered about and a little lean-to shed had been constructed to keep tools out of the blistering sun.

      It looked like her mom had chosen the same basic design in that the house was being rebuilt inside the mountain as it had been before it was burned to ash. But the pattern of the windowpanes was different, as was the layout of the rooms inside. The front door had to be replaced and Kylara felt oddly apprehensive as she approached the new wooden door painted a shade of red far too ambitious for the old house. She wasn’t sure if she should knock or walk in. It wasn’t exactly her home anymore and she hadn’t called Hester to tell her she was coming.

      Still, she couldn’t stand in the rain all night so she knocked nervously.

      “Yes, I know there wasn’t rain in the forecast but that doesn’t mean we don’t have to cover the supplies,” her mom shouted as she stormed through the house to the front door. She swung it open, her face the picture of impatience until she recognized her adopted daughter.

      “Kylara! What on earth are you doing here and why on earth are you knocking?”

      “I wanted to see you before I went back to school, and I don’t know…uh, the door was a weird color.”

      Hester rolled her eyes. “You are too much, young lady. This is your home as much as it is mine. Do you think I’ll rebuild it without a room for you?”

      She smiled. “No, I guess not.”

      “Will you give me a hand with the tarps? I didn’t expect this rain.”

      “Oh, that was me. I thought the plants could use a shower.”

      Her mother shook her head. “These plants have already grown more this year than they normally do in a decade. They need to harden up, not put on any more fresh growth. Turn the water off, if you don’t mind.”

      “I can do better than that.” Kylara summoned a great gust of wind to blow the rain clouds away. She didn’t dissipate them but sent them to the neighbor’s land. Rain was so infrequent and sporadic in the desert that one homestead could get an inch while the land next door didn’t get a drop.

      She didn’t make the wind stop when the clouds were gone, though. Instead, she made it intensify and blow hard across the slope beneath the house to whip the fresh sprigs of growth. After spending time with Tanya in Lady Fastwing’s garden, she had a better feel for her plant powers. She could feel microbreaks in the stems when they bent. Plants naturally used these to guide where they would strengthen their stems with thick bark. She accelerated that process to make the stems thicken and grow woodier in response to the wind.

      Hester watched impassively, her hands on her hips until her daughter was finished. She then approached a mesquite tree that grew at the edge of the driveway, rubbed her fingers on its wooden stem, and raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “You’re amazing, Kylara. Now, come inside and tell me about your time in California.”

      Kylara followed her indoors. The construction had progressed far more than she had realized from the outside. Most of the house was already framed and much of the sheetrock was hung, although there was a space above that had an unfinished look.

      Diamantine followed her gaze to the odd space. “Your room will be in the same place, but I thought the rest of it could be a loft. It should give better views of the landscape. Do you like it?”

      “Yeah,” she said, not sure if it was a lie. “It’s different.”

      The woman shrugged. “I didn’t see why I should rebuild it identical to the old one. I thought it was time for a few upgrades. You should see the aquaponics set-up. The entire biofilter system has been redone and is much easier to clean now. I’ve been mostly working down there and leaving the crew to work on all this.” She gestured at the living space, kitchen, and bedrooms tucked into the back area.

      “I like the new windows,” Kylara said. That much at least was true. The rest of it made her feel conflicted, though. She had already accepted that her mom was gone and her home was no more. But Hester had been freed and reconstruction had begun on their burned house. It had seemed like everything would go back to the way it was, albeit with a few more people in her life than only her mother.

      Now, however, it was obvious that her old life would be no more. She would never return to the home she had left in terror almost a year before. It was gone forever. This new house would become a home, but how long would that take? She had school on the horizon and wouldn’t be there to see it finished. Every time she came to visit—if she even had time to visit—it would be a little different.

      “Are you hungry?” Hester Diamantine asked. She’d never been one to pry into long silences. They were her favorite part of a conversation.

      “I just ate, actually,” she said. But when her mom went into the kitchen and opened a pot of black beans, she let herself be convinced that she wanted a bowl.

      They sat at a chunky table made of unvarnished wood and ate. The beans, at least, tasted the same as they always had. Slightly oversalted, slightly too much chili powder, and maybe one in ten was undercooked. That much hadn’t changed. Hester Diamantine saw food as fuel. She was about as different from Lady Fastwing as another dragon could be.

      “So, tell me everything. Was it as bad as I told you it would be?” her mother asked.

      “You said it would be fine.”

      “You know what I meant.”

      Kylara snorted. Her mom’s recommendation to go to Los Angeles had been lackluster, but the woman had only ever gotten excited about sparring and—to a lesser extent—fixing pumps. She wondered if her mom had tried to tell her with her aura. It was the one dragon ability that remained elusive to her.

      “It was…an education. I didn’t know people did so much shopping. Sometimes, we would go to multiple stores that all sold the same things. It seems jeans are far more important to how the world works than I had realized.”

      Diamantine laughed and Kylara relaxed. As she told her mom more about her time with Tanya’s family, she gradually grew comfortable in this new space created inside her old home. Hester was delighted that she had tried sushi. Both agreed that it was bizarre for a dragon to pay handsomely to eat raw fish when they could simply fly out over the ocean and catch it themselves.

      Eventually—and after some determined prying—the conversation turned to what her mother had been up to.

      “The reconstruction has taken up most of my attention, but I have been thinking about the future.”

      “Oh, really? I thought all you needed was a pump to clean and cactus to watch grow,” Kylara teased.

      “When I had you to take care of, that was all I had the energy for. But now that you’re out there in the world, there’s not much point in me being a hermit.”

      “I thought you liked being a hermit.”

      “I do,” Diamantine admitted. “But I don’t want you to start thinking it’s a choice I would want you to make. We’re not regular people, Kylara. We’re dragons.”

      “I’m a mage.”

      “Whatever.” Her mother waved the distinction away. “The point is we can do things many people cannot. It’s irresponsible for me to spend all my time here, even if I do like watching the cactus grow.”

      “Were you thinking of reapplying for SWAT?”

      Hester shook her head. “No. There were pockets of good in the organization but so much of it was toxic.”

      “The Steel Dragon changed all that, though.”

      “I know, I know. There are hardly any Dragon SWAT teams left. All the good ones went to work for the Steel Guard.”

      “Have you considered joining up?”

      “The Steel Guard? No way,” her mother said ruefully. “I’ve spent too much time protecting others.”

      “You always said protecting others was the best thing we could do with our powers.”

      “I know, but that was before you started at the Lumos School. Now that I’ve seen all you’ve learned, I realize that I shouldn’t have protected you. I should have taught you to protect yourself.”

      “You did teach me to protect myself. Ask Kor.”

      “Well, that’s more or less my point. I’m decent in combat and I think I could use my skills to help train some of the new dragons. Plus, I used to work with Lara, and dragons and mages will need to cooperate as we move into a future with new threats.”

      “New threats? Everything we faced last year was old news. My aunt had held a grudge for years and Boneclaw for centuries.”

      “Both of them represented new forms of magic, though,” her mother pointed out. “Your aunt’s mastery of the elementals and Boneclaw’s ability with pixie gates and resurrection were magic no one had seen in a long time. It would be naïve to think that we won’t see additional new threats emerge. The world is a different place than it used to be. That means there are new dangers.”

      “Is this all you ever do, Mom? Try to predict new threats?”

      “What can I say? I have diamond skin. Defense is what I think about.”

      Kylara laughed. “I can grow plants. Does that mean I should obsess about growth?”

      “There are worse things,” Diamantine said before she glanced at her phone. “But it’s late, Kylara, and I have an errand to run in the morning. Let’s go to bed. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Ok, Mom. Good night. I love you.”

      “I love you too, my little stolen mage.”

      “You know that’s creepy, right, Mom?”

      Hester merely drew her daughter into a hug and squeezed.
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      Kylara woke before dawn. She loved to be up before the sun in the desert. It was the coldest part of the day which, even in August, meant something. She clambered out of the pile of blankets her mom had given her and hurried to the kitchen. She found half a pot of coffee on the counter, still hot, and that her mother’s truck was still there.

      There was no sign of Hester, though. She poured herself a cup of coffee, threw some beans into a tortilla, and went outside as she warmed her food with her ability to heat her skin. With a deep breath, she stepped into the predawn light.

      Even though she had been quick to stop the rain she had summoned the day before, enough had fallen to evaporate and condense into dew. The thorns and waxy, tiny leaves of the desert plants collected these tiny droplets and directed them to run down their stems and trunks to water their roots. Even this tiny trickle was a huge boon to the plants at this time of year.

      Animals also seemed to appreciate the breath of moisture. Spiderwebs, highlighted in drops of dew, began to glow as the sun rose. A hawk sat atop the tallest shrub around, its breath making steam as it surveyed the landscape beneath it for suitable prey. Judging it empty, it flew on, keening into the cold morning.

      Kylara walked to her mom’s truck. It was a new one, not the old dilapidated vehicle she had fled to the Steel Guard outpost in. She honestly had no idea what had happened to that truck. It seemed like part of a different life. This new one, jacked up on suspension that would allow it to drive over all but the tallest cactus, was a worthy update in her mind.

      She told herself that simply because her mom was updating her life, it didn’t mean she’d forget about the past.

      To make herself feel the truth of this, she went into her old warm-up routine. She had done it a thousand times if not ten thousand. First, she focused on her breathing. She loved the way the air went into her lungs cool and dry and came out as hot steam. With those complete, she sank into a crouch and moved her arms through a variety of poses that stretched not only her biceps and triceps but her back, chest, and shoulders as well.

      Next was some light cardio. She ran down the hill in front of her house and let the familiar stones, boulders, and arroyos of the landscape guide her through the new vegetation.

      As she ran, she thought about her upcoming school year. Daring to hope that it would be normal, she thought about what she hoped to learn. It seemed that she had absorbed as many dragon powers as she could.

      Honestly, that was fine with her. She already had more abilities than any dragon, and more than many mages. She wanted more control of all her powers, though. Tanya was still more adept with plants than she was and Karl was more skilled with his shadow powers. She was more than fine with her friends being better than her, especially since they had a single power and she had multiple, but it did motivate her to do more.

      She couldn’t wait to learn from them and her professors and to push herself to new limits. Heck, at this point, she was even excited for history class. It sounded better than another delve into a mall—although if she was honest, she had rather liked saving the day with Jaylin during her last visit to one.

      A dragon appeared at the top of the mountain behind her house. The sun was still low enough that the mountain was in darkness, but Hester Diamantine was high enough to catch the sun. Her diamond scales sparkled as her daughter’s had the night before.

      She coasted downward, out of the sun and into shadow. In her talons, she held the body of a mountain goat. She landed, careful with her fresh kill, and turned into her human form.

      “I thought you said you had an errand to run,” Kylara accused her.

      “Hunting meat is an errand,” the woman replied matter of factly.

      “Not to other people,” Kylara said and thought of what Lady Fastwing would have called an errand. A quick outing to pick up the last ingredient for a meal, perhaps, or maybe a run to a store to buy a few plants to pop in the garden. She doubted that Tanya’s mother had hunted for herself at all in the last century. It was a reminder of how differently she had been raised.

      “Other people have weird priorities,” Diamantine said, hefted the goat onto her shoulder, and went to hang it by its back feet in the garage. It had already been gutted and her mom would want to butcher it soon.

      But she could possibly be tempted into something her daughter had a sudden longing to do. “Mom, do you want to spar a little? The loser has to butcher the goat and make lunch.”

      Her mother rarely smiled but she did now. “How could I say no to an offer to finish my chores and make lunch?”

      “Ha, ha, ha, Mom. No, I won’t go easy on you.”

      “You’re already warmed up then?”

      “I just finish—”

      Diamantine raced forward and threw a quick uppercut into Kylara’s chin to knock her back and almost off her feet.

      “You should be quicker,” the woman said as she pressed forward with her attack. She threw a punch at her daughter’s gut, then another, but the girl was ready for the third.

      Shadow tendrils erupted from her skin where Hester tried to punch her. They wound around her hand and held her tightly.

      Her mother’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “Oh, sorry, should I not use new powers?” she asked and released her.

      Diamantine scoffed. “Are you asking if you should go easy on your old lady? Because I never went easy on you.”

      Kylara smiled wickedly. She had beaten Lord Boneclaw because of the fighter her mom had trained her to be but that didn’t mean it had always been easy.

      It was obvious Hester wouldn’t hold back any more this morning than she had in the past. She launched herself forward and thrust out a foot that crystalized with diamonds as she surged toward her daughter.

      In response, the young dragon mage flared her light powers. Blinded, Diamantine tried to land the kick but misjudged her aim. Kylara caught her by the leg, spun her, and tossed her down the hillside to tumble through the brush.

      “Finally. My girl can put up a decent fight,” Hester said as she pushed from the dirt and ignored the cactus spines sticking out of her face. She raced up the slope and moved as quickly and easily as if she ran through a grassy meadow instead of up a steep incline that was more rock and thorns than anything else.

      But even with her speed, Kylara was ready for her. She sent tendrils of shadow across the earth to create a web underfoot that was practically invisible in the long shadows of the early morning. Her mother managed to hurdle the first grasping tendril and the second, but that was part of the plan. When Hester touched the soil, a hundred threads of shadow bound her leg. She immediately changed the fingertips of her scarred hand to diamonds to claw herself free but the girl was ready for this too.

      Quickly, she sent another mass of tendrils out that bound Hester’s hand. It wasn’t easy but she was able to yank her mom to the ground.

      “We’ll call that one a tie,” the dragon grunted, the words somewhat muffled from her face being pulled into the sand and grit.

      In the next moment, she became a dragon. When she transformed, she briefly became insubstantial so the bindings Kylara had lashed her to the earth with came loose. Instantly, Hester flapped her wings and took the fight to the air.

      “Impressive!” the diamond-scaled dragon commented. “And you held the plant powers in reserve the entire time as well.”

      “I don’t want to damage the landscape for a practice match,” she shouted in response.

      “Then you’re a fool!” Diamantine dove at her in her dragon form. She flashed her mom with another flare of light, but the dragon had senses beyond vision. She could no doubt hear where her daughter was as well as feel something of her essence with her aura. It meant that when she opened her mouth and a great ball of fire launched, it was perfectly aimed.

      But again, Kylara was ready. She wove a net of shadow and put it between her and the approaching wall of flame. It swallowed the heat and fire, dissolved as it took away the excess energy, and turned the dragon’s breath into nothing more than a warm breeze.

      “You can’t beat me from down there,” Diamantine taunted.

      “Oh, I know. I merely wanted you to know that I won’t get burned like you did.”

      Her mother grunted in reply. In a duel, that was high praise. The girl used her dragon strength to leap up thirty feet and transformed into a dragon at the very apex of her jump. Her dragon form looked incredibly similar to her mother’s. It was understandable that she had never wondered about her true parentage. Her ability to absorb dragon powers had started with Diamantine, and she still shared her color and diamond-encrusted scales.

      Hester was ready for this, though, and powered into Kylara. The two dragons thrashed and clawed at each other and their diamond-tipped claws scored shallow gashes and wounds on the other’s scales. They had decided on a series of safe words since the early days. If either thought they had injuries too severe for their dragon healing ability to heal in a few minutes, they would stop. This was the first time the young dragon mage wondered if Diamantine would need to end the duel before her daughter did.

      Just before they made impact with the earth, Hester positioned her feet against Kylara’s belly. She pushed off and thrust her into a boulder with such force that it clattered down the mountainside as if it were nothing but a small stone. The older dragon did the opposite and used the push to send her higher and give her elevation.

      “Your human fighting has greatly improved but you’re still no match for my dragon form,” she said with a disapproving tsk of her tongue. “You’re still too quick to cede the high ground, so to speak.”

      Kylara launched skyward and wondered how long her bruised ribs would take to heal, but she didn’t much care at that point.

      Diamantine—never one to waste an advantage—dive-bombed her daughter long before she could gain any kind of speed to escape.

      Right before she powered into her, the young dragon opened a gate and vanished through it.

      She reappeared high in the sky and filled every one of her diamond scales with light. Her mother circled below and tried to gain height but she was unable to travel as fast as her daughter could teleport.

      The young dragon mage tucked her wings and plummeted toward her mother like a desert hawk after a sparrow. She drove into her with superheated claws. Hester screamed in pain but didn’t cry mercy. Instead—predictably—she fought back and lashed viciously with her tail.

      Kylara turned off the light that emanated from her as quickly as she had turned it on. In its place, dozens of shadow tendrils wound around Diamantine. She wrapped her mom in the world’s most savage hug and as they began to fall, her superheated claws still stabbed into her mother’s ribs.

      “Cry mercy. I win!” Kylara shouted.

      “Never!” the older dragon retorted. “You don’t have what it takes to beat me.”

      She knew better than to argue with her. Rather than waste the effort, she kept her entangled in the dark energy until they were barely above the ground. Then—exactly like Hester had taught her—she pushed off and drove Diamantine into the ground as she soared skyward.

      The older dragon struck the mountain with such force that it triggered a minor avalanche on the neighboring peak. A great plume of dust and sand erupted to obscure the scene below until Kylara called the wind to blow it away. Not one to ever underestimate her mother, she summoned a rain cloud. She knew from personal experience that diamond scales didn’t protect from lighting.

      But when the sand and dust cleared, she saw something that she had never seen in her life and never even imagined she would see.

      Her mom was seated in human form, her arms wrapped around her knees, crying.

      “Oh, my God, mom!” She swooped low and landed beside her. “Are you okay? Why didn’t you say anything? Were the heated claws too much?”

      “No, no, Kylara, I’m fine,” Diamantine wiped tears from her eyes but they continued to flow. Kylara could not express how supremely weird this was. It was like watching a black bear eat scrambled eggs it had cooked over a frying pan while wearing an apron.

      “You’re…uh, emoting,” she stammered. She too was breathless from the fight. Using so many of her powers in quick succession like that was not easy. “I’m sorry I beat you.”

      “No! Kylara, don’t you see? It’s all right that you beat me. It’s better than all right. All I ever wanted was for you to be strong enough to stand up for yourself. And now that you’ve proven that you can, I…I’m so proud.” More tears fell. It was as if the bear had moved on to putting the eggs into a croissant while talking about the advantages of a variety of cheeses to pair with the sandwich.

      “Mom, I beat Lord Boneclaw and my aunt Cassandra plus her four elementals. I think it’s clear that I can handle myself.”

      That seemed to knock Diamantine back into her old self, at least a little. Kylara wanted to infuse her with light energy in hopes that this would make her mom’s dragon healing power wash her red, puffy eyes away. “Those two losers don’t count for anything. Now that you’ve beaten me…” She shook her head. “Parents want better for our kids than we had. We want you to be stronger than us and smarter than us. We’re always looking for it but it can be hard to see because all our experience gets in the way. But you proved yourself today. You gave me more than I ever hoped for, Kylara. I am so, so proud of you.”

      Hester wrapped her in a sweaty, breathless, tear-streaked hug.

      “Thanks, Mom. You’re weird, though. You know that, right?”

      “Not as weird as you, sweetheart.” Diamantine only hugged her daughter tighter.
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      A few hours—and a couple of goat meat and black bean tacos—later, Kylara said farewell to her mom and opened a gate to take her to school.

      She entered the sliver of the pixie realm as she always did, then opened one to the Lumos School grounds. Excitement fluttered within as she stepped into the gateway. A new year with new friends to make, new classes, and—hopefully—no new enemies. She entered the portal, ready to see her friends and wondering what the school had made of her actions at the mall.

      But she didn’t manage to step through the portal to the U on campus. In fact, she didn’t go anywhere at all. Instead of emerging into the airspace above the Lumos School, she seemed stuck somewhere between her point of origin and destination. She struggled in vain like an insect in a spider’s web, but she couldn’t move. Panic seized her.

      Being stuck like this was like being back in the void with Boneclaw. Had he reached out for her? Had she failed to defeat him and he was coming for her? Kylara didn’t know. She couldn’t fight back and she couldn’t move. Worse, she didn’t even know where she was stuck.

      In the next moment, the place that wasn’t a place vanished and she was in the middle of the U. She tumbled and landed on the grass with a thud. Trembling, she tried to stand but found she couldn’t. She felt as if every one of her muscles had been through a cheese grater. Her breathing was labored and her heart pounded. What on earth had happened?

      Kylara finally managed to stand on shaking legs. She scanned the U. No one else seemed to be going through what she had experienced. Dragons flew in undeterred. Cars pulled up and unloaded mages who carried their luggage inside with their telekinesis. None of the people seemed to notice the mage of unusual abilities barely holding it together in the middle of campus.

      The only exception was a woman who rode a flying skateboard and wore a hoodie with a print of a gecko spray painting a wall to match his camouflage.

      “Kylara! Are you all right? I’m so sorry. I didn’t know when you were supposed to get here.”

      “Amy?” she asked, her breath still ragged enough that talking took effort. “Something happened to me. Something bad.”

      “Yeah, so…that was me,” the mage explained. “I put a shield up to stop mages from gating into the school. I felt it when you arrived and got stuck, so I shut it down as fast as I could. Were you stuck long? I hope it didn’t hurt.”

      “No. I’m fine,” she said hastily. She didn’t want to admit she’d all but gone into shock thinking about a fight she’d already won. “It was a surprise, is all. What did you say it was?”

      “Amythist and Kristen want a normal year, so we’re trying to secure the grounds more. There’s no point in doing that, though, if mages can simply teleport in. Now that mage gating is becoming more common, we can’t take chances. The last thing we want is a repeat of all the crap that happened last year.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” she conceded, still trying to catch her breath.

      Amy studied her. “I’m very sorry you were snagged in it, Kylara. I should have paid better attention. Next time, call me before you want to use a gate and I’ll let you through.”

      “Wait, so now I need permission to leave campus?” Kylara tried to make the question sound innocent.

      The mage raised an eyebrow. It seemed she had failed to conceal her intentions.

      “Staying on campus is the expectation. At least, that’s what the headmaster told me. I’m sure she’ll make an exception for you, though, if you want to visit your mom or whatever. Again, I’m sorry. Let me know so it doesn’t happen again.”

      “Right. Sure. Thanks, Amy,” she said, aware that her tone wasn’t at all genuine.

      Amy nodded, hopped on her skateboard, and flew toward the perimeter of the campus. Kylara wondered what other defenses had been put in place. It made sense to lock the campus down better after everything that had happened the previous year, but porting in was hardly the only way the campus had been breached. While Boneclaw had used gates to get into the Lumos School, Cassandra never had. Both of them were dead now, but surely new threats would come in the form of mages, not back-from-the-dead dragons, right?

      That meant other defenses would be all the more important and that this defense against gating wouldn’t be much use. Unless, of course, the purpose of it was to keep students safe by keeping them at school. Students, she thought irascibly, like herself.

      She had earned the ire of Kristen Hall last semester for running off without telling anyone. Was this the Steel Dragon’s way of ensuring that she didn’t do anything like that again? What would her mom say about it? Was Hester in on it? After all, she had mentioned wanting to share her skills at training people in combat. What better place than this school? She could imagine Diamantine and Amythist conspiring against her, both wanting her to be safe and thinking that limiting her freedom was the way to achieve their shared goal.

      But maybe she was simply being paranoid. It made sense to increase security, for her safety and everyone else’s. And yet, she couldn’t help but feel like more was afoot and that she was once more in the midst of something so large she couldn’t see the edges of it.

      Unfortunately, there was nothing she could do about it now. She set off across the U and toward the dormitories, hoping that Tanya’s private jet had already delivered her.
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      Kylara entered her room to find a mess of elaborate dresses, parasols, and accessories. From somewhere within the chaos, Tanya called out “Who is it?”

      “Hey, Tanya, it’s me,” she replied and dropped her bag on her bed. It was weird that coming back to this dorm room felt like coming home. She didn’t know how a built-in desk, a bed, a bureau, and not much else could feel comforting, but it did.

      “Oh, my God, Kylara! I’ve missed you.” Tanya exploded out of her mess of clothes and wrapped her in a huge hug.

      “Tanya, it hasn’t even been twenty-four hours,” she said but she returned her best friend’s hug all the same.

      “You’ve been counting, too?” The young dragon released her and took a step back.

      Kylara shook her head and chuckled. “How long have you been here? Have you seen anyone else yet?”

      “No, I wish. I’ve been here for a few hours and was getting unpacked. I sure could use Jasmine’s help. Do you think she can do the enchantment they used on the library to make the inside of my bureau bigger? I swear all my clothes fit before.”

      “Did you get rid of any of your old clothes or did you simply add everything you bought this summer to your existing wardrobe?”

      “Jeez, Kylara. There’s no need to be so accusatory,” her roommate teased. “Let’s finish this later. I’m sure Sam is already here.”

      “Sam, huh?”

      “And Karl too,” Tanya said hurriedly and flushed.

      “But Sam’s the one you want to see.”

      “I will not be teased by the most oblivious girl on campus. Now, will you come with me or will you stay to organize your off-brand jeans?”

      Kylara knew she could unpack in less than five minutes, so she left her bag on her bed and followed Tanya out into the U. The boys weren’t there but that didn’t surprise her. She hadn’t seen them when she’d come in, plus the space was currently overrun with new students. Karl and Sam—second-years—knew there were other places to go.

      They walked out of the U and headed through the forested area to the training fields.

      “Do you think they’re already fighting?” Tanya asked.

      “Honestly, I hope so. Them dueling is more constructive than merely arguing with each other,” she answered.

      They didn’t have to go very far toward the fields before they heard their two friends.

      “Light is not faster than shadow. That doesn’t make any sense,” Karl sputtered and cords of inky black tendrils identical to Kylara’s swirled around his fists. His hair looked like it was made of the same magic but it was simply how he wore it—long and greasy.

      “Of course it makes sense,” Sam Lumos said. In appearance, he was the polar opposite of Karl Midnight. Instead of pale skin, he was perfectly bronzed. In place of a mouth that tended toward a sneer or a scowl, he had a breathtaking smile. His hair was blond, well-kept, and gorgeous. It was a pity he was as stubborn as Karl. “A human proved that light is the fastest thing in the universe. That means it beats shadow.”

      “For starters, that human didn’t know anything about mages who can teleport, so I don’t exactly see how that is relevant. Second, when you turn a light off, the shadows appear instantly,” Karl explained as if he were talking to a child.

      “It gets dark because of the light.”

      “It gets dark in spite of the light.”

      “Hey, boys,” Kylara interrupted politely.

      “Kylara!” Sam blurted before his signature smile lit his face up. “How are you?”

      “It’s good to see you back.” Karl’s scowl gave way to a smile. It didn’t look quite as out of place as it did on Diamantine’s face, but it came close.

      “Can you let her answer before you cut her off?” Sam reprimanded.

      “Can you even hear your hypocrisy or do your light powers make you deaf as well as blind?”

      “You’re calling me deaf when you’re the one not listening for her answer.”

      “I see you two have already caught up and are back to business as usual,” Tanya said sweetly. Kylara hoped that she was using her aura to make it clear that she thought the boys were being ignoramuses.

      “I got in three days ago to help with orientation,” Sam said.

      “My parents were sick of me so they made me come early,” Karl explained, although he didn’t sound bitter about it.

      “It’s very sweet of you to spend part of your summer vacation helping new students,” Tanya said to Sam. The young dragon mage studied her friend, intrigued by her odd expression. She looked like Sam had melted all the muscles in her face.

      “You didn’t want to help the new kids?” Kylara asked Karl in an effort to keep the conversation moving.

      “Are you kidding? A horde of dragons desperate for new powers and scaredy-cat mages? I would rather hide under a rock.” He grimaced.

      “A dragon of your power should never do such a thing, even if you do have the ability.”

      They turned toward Jasmine Patel who hurried through the woods from the U.

      “Jasmine!” Kylara said and moved to hug her friend. Before she could embrace her one-time roommate, she ran into an invisible barrier.

      “It’s nice to see you too, Diamantine.” Jasmine smiled politely. “But there’s no reason to emote needlessly.” The magic barrier vanished. It seemed the mage had judged that the threat of being hugged had passed.

      “I hear that,” Karl agreed. “The only physical contact I want is in the dueling field.”

      “Creep,” Sam said.

      Jasmine looked at Karl with the same glazed expression that Tanya had fixed on Sam. Kylara frowned. What was going on? And why were Sam and Karl both staring at her with a similar look?

      “What are you doing here, Jasmine?” Kylara asked. “We were looking for Karl and Sam, but I kind of doubt you wanted to catch up.”

      “No. Not really,” Jasmine said and made no effort to hide her feelings. The young dragon mage supposed that was an improvement. The girl was comfortable enough with them to be honest, despite them all being dragons—or, in Kylara’s case, close enough to count for one. “I was looking for you all, though.”

      “You were?” Tanya asked and her eyes glittered. She was always eager for friendship.

      “The assembly will start in five minutes and I didn’t see any of you there,” Jasmine explained.

      “Assembly?” Kylara asked.

      “You haven’t heard?” The mage sounded both astonished and disgusted. “Headmaster Amythist will address the entire school. We’re all supposed to be there.”

      “Oh yeah! It’s about the security stuff, I think,” Sam said. She was hardly surprised he was in the loop. To call Sam a goodie-goodie would be a serious understatement.

      “It sounds boring.” Karl snorted.

      “You should sit with me. We’ll see who can mess with the most first-years without being caught,” Jasmine said to him.

      His eyes gleamed. “I guess that doesn’t sound too bad.”

      “We should be going, then.” Jasmine moved toward the campus and the others followed.

      They reached the dining hall with barely a minute to spare. Kylara wasn’t exactly thrilled to hear more about the magical barrier that had snagged her like a moth in a web, but she was glad to have made it there before Amythist began. The dining hall was her favorite place on campus and not only because the food was always decadent and delicious.

      The room itself was amazing. With a marble floor mosaic patterned in the shape of a dragon, wooden pillars carved into vines and plants and all painted and decorated with gold leaf, and a ceiling of frescoes that displayed famous dragons throughout history, it was impossible to ever see the same detail twice.

      Even better than the physical space was how people used it. A hundred snippets of conversations floated to her ears. She heard students catching up or showing newcomers around. Here and there, couples sat in close proximity and made no effort to hide their shameless flirting. A dragon was even making out with a mage, her tongue reverted to its dragon form to give new meaning to “French kiss.”

      They found one of the round tables and all of them crammed in together. Kylara sat first and was immediately flanked by Karl and Sam who took the chairs to her immediate right and left. Jasmine sat next to Karl, who proceeded to ignore the mage as he sent tendrils of dark across the floor. Tanya cleared her throat until Sam remembered his manners, stood, and pulled her chair out, then pushed it in for her as she sat.

      “One point,” Karl whispered to Jasmine as he knocked a new student’s drink over with a tendril of darkness that vanished long before the kid even knew he was wet.

      “Shh…” she replied and gestured to the front of the room where Amythist stepped up to a podium that had been placed in front of a buffet. It was a little before noon and the smells of fresh bread, mustard, and succulent meats meant it was a sandwich day. Kylara had no problems with that. Her stomach grumbled and reminded her of the duel she had fought with her mom that morning.

      “All right, boys, girls, mages, dragons, and those of you who don’t fit neatly in any of those binaries, please take a seat,” the headmaster said. A few chairs scooted into the backs of students who didn’t hurry to find a seat, knocked them down, and caught them in one motion. The old dragon smirked at them. She was one of the first to ever master abilities beyond those she was born with and was also the only elder dragon who liked to use her supernatural abilities for jokes.

      “Good morning!” She addressed the room in ringing tones. “I am your Headmaster, Lady Amythist Skyjewel. Yes, that Amythist Skyjewel, though I can assure you those days are long behind me. As my returning students know and my new students have no doubt heard, this is my second year in this position, which means last year was my first.”

      Some of the staff chuckled at that but most of the students did not.

      “As all of you have most certainly heard, last year was far more…” Amythist paused a moment to choose her words. “It was far more exciting than it should have been. This year, as some of you have likely already noticed, we are taking steps to ensure our campus is much safer.”

      This drew a few good-natured groans from the students. Despite their youth, they were all old enough to know that safe meant boring.

      She chuckled at them as if their reaction was exactly what she expected. “Now, I could go into all of the systems we have in place to make sure no one leaves our campus without permission but quite frankly, I’m hungry and don’t want to waste all your time when the rules are simple. Don’t leave campus. Don’t invite anyone to campus without receiving written permission from me and stay out of trouble.”

      This last rule was stated with a pointed stare at Kylara. Amythist held it long enough that the girl had time to redden and her friends were able to see that she was the target of the headmaster’s statement.

      “However,” the old dragon continued, “despite the excitement, we were also extremely successful with our first year of dragon and mage cooperation. It is fact, not rumor, that some of the dragons on our campus learned new skills, some of which have not been seen in thousands of years, if ever. It is also true that this is only possible because mages and dragons have been working together under the tutelage of my fine staff of mages, dragons, and pixies. Our diversity has already proven to be successful in helping all of us accomplish our goals and is a cornerstone of the Lumos School under my management.

      “This is the kind of progress that inspires me and will inspire future generations. You all represent the next generation of mages and dragons, and I am proud to help us all see the other as friends we haven’t gotten to know yet. I hope all of you continue to work together and in time, make my mission of diversity something we all live with instead of something that must still be strived for.”

      Loud applause followed this and no one cheered louder than Kylara and her friends. Even Karl clapped and whistled.

      “Well, that’s quite enough of all that, don’t you think?” Lady Amythist smiled warmly. “Classes begin tomorrow and I expect everyone to get a good night’s rest. Now, my tea is getting cool and I’m sure you’re all hungry. Let’s eat.”
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      For the first couple of weeks of school, Amythist’s promise of a boring year held true. Kylara and her friends settled into a routine and she took great solace in this. Something about doing the same thing day in and day out appealed to her. As a kid, her education had been far more erratic. Weeks would be spent on one topic before it would be forgotten for months.

      The previous year had also been extremely chaotic, what with multiple campus attacks and going to the pixie realm to learn new powers. Compared to all that chaos, she found the predictability of school enjoyable.

      She had the same classes as the year before, merely more advanced. She still had Dragon Law, although thankfully a new professor had been appointed to help make it more exciting. Dragon and Human History would cover the last few centuries instead of the millennia that came before, which she thought was more interesting and relevant anyway.

      Professor Sharra was still teaching Magical History, which the young dragon mage counted as a huge win. She could have wished for someone besides Kor—the Silver Bullet—to teach her Practical Dragon Powers class, but she had to admit that he was as effective as he was abrasive.

      Instead of the Geography of Dragons, she now studied geography in general and how it pertained to dragons, mages, and humans, plus dwarves and pixies. It was still at the end of the day, though, which was a bummer because after her hands-on classes, she was always tired, which made sitting still and studying maps feel like a great time to take a nap.

      With geography finally finished, Kylara headed to her dorm. She scanned the other students as she went, hoping all the new faces would wake her up.

      During the previous year, she had barely noticed anyone besides the kids seated directly beside her in her classes. It had all been so much to process. She had never met a dragon or mage before she’d come to the school, which made all the new faces overwhelming. It meant she hadn’t noticed the cold looks from the third- and fourth-year students—and at the time, the second-years—who were all dragons and were not as enthused by Amythist’s integration plans as the younger students were.

      She noticed them now, though, along with the way they watched her from afar and the way they joked about the mages. It was annoying, but she also knew it was a relic from the past. The first-year dragons were already more comfortable with the mages than her grade had been at this point in the year. She got the sense that by the time she graduated, the Lumos School would feel as if it had never been separate at all. It was a pleasant thought. She liked to think it would have made her Aunt Cassandra proud.

      Still not fully awake and somewhat funky from practical dragon powers, Kylara dropped her bookbag in her room and hurried to the showers. She had just adjusted the water temperature to where she wanted it and hung her robe outside the stall when a pixie appeared in front of her in a flash of sparks.

      “Ahhhh!” she shouted.

      “Ahhhh!” the pixie echoed. “It is very nice to see you, Kylara.”

      “Lady…Petalwing?” she asked and shielded herself from the prying eyes of the tiny being.

      “Indeed. I need your help, Kylara Diamantine.” Petalwing furrowed her brow over her oversized eyes. “Are you injured?”

      “No,” she replied, as confused by the question as the creature seemed to be for asking it.

      “Then why are you covering yourself?”

      “Because I’m not wearing any clothes.”

      “Ah! This is embarrassment, yes? We pixies rarely feel this emotion. Perhaps this will help?” With a flash of sparks, Petalwing’s flower petal dress vanished and the pixie was as naked as the day she was born…er… created? Her skin was as fair as lilac petals and blended into the two pairs of large, dragonfly wings sprouting from her back that were the same color.

      “No!” The last thing Kylara wanted to see was a teacher naked. Unfortunately, it was too late for that.

      “Kylara, please, this is very urgent,” Petalwing entreated.

      “Right, sure. It can’t wait five minutes,” She turned the shower off, then thought better of it, turned it on, and scrubbed her armpits in water that would have been scalding hot had she not possessed the ability to change the temperature of her skin to match.

      Thirty seconds later, a mostly dressed Kylara with wet hair sat on her bed across from an agitated Petalwing. At least the little pixie had magicked her dress into existence again.

      “So…uh, what seems to be the problem, Professor?”

      “Please, Kylara, we are as sisters. You do not need to refer to me as Professor right now.”

      “Sure, thanks,” she said. “You were saying?”

      “One of my friends is missing.” Petalwing let the meaning of the words fill the silence that followed.

      “Missing?” Kylara tried to clarify. “Are you sure she’s not somewhere fun? I know you all like your waterfalls.” She didn’t mean to be rude but she was also fairly familiar with how pixies could be. Even Petalwing herself, a professor at the Lumos School, didn’t always honor her obligations. More than one Magical Theory class had been spent copying notes from the board because she had failed to arrive on a day when she was supposed to take students to the pixie realm.

      The little pixie folded her arms and stamped her foot on the desk. “That is not the case. Lady Dragonfly is a very important pixie—our ambassador to the Steel Dragon, in fact—and she would not simply wander off. Something bad has happened to her. I can feel it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely certain,” Petalwing said. “Plus, other pixies are missing too. Lady Dragonfly’s disappearance makes it six.”

      Kylara nodded. The little being seemed extremely earnest about all this and she couldn’t imagine she would lie. “All right, so pixies are missing including your ambassador, who I will assume is more…consistent than most of you.”

      “Most of us,” Petalwing stated and nodded.

      “Sure,” she responded, not knowing quite what she was agreeing to. “Was there something in particular you hoped I could do about it?”

      The pixie looked perplexed. “I thought you would know what to do.”

      Kylara smiled warmly. “I’m only a student and I’m not sure how to track a missing pixie. I know I can travel to the pixie realm but so can all of you.”

      “All of us, Kylara.”

      “I’m sorry, what do you mean by that?”

      Petalwing quirked an eyebrow at her as if she had missed something obvious. “You are a pixie too, of course.  A Big Pixie—a very Big Pixie, but a pixie all the same.”

      She couldn’t help but chuckle. “This is getting ridiculous. First, I was a dragon, then a mage, now you’re telling me I’m a pixie?”

      “Indeed!” Petalwing beamed despite her distress. “You feel of pixie. It is a part of you now, a part of your magic. I like it, honestly. It smells of fresh grass and orange blossom. That is why I came to you. I know I am your professor or whatever, but you being a pixie is much more important than the student-professor relationship or whatever you might call it.”

      “Sure.” Kylara felt flattered by the odd roundabout compliments from this tiny creature. “How can I help?”

      Petalwing’s big eyes took on a pained expression. “I do not know, Kylara. Investigations are in the realm of humans. I thought that since you live in that world, you would know what to do.”

      “I’ve never investigated anything,” she said and realized even as she said it that it wasn’t true. She had followed Galen halfway across the country last semester. “I don’t know if I’m the right person for the job.”

      The pixie slumped.

      “But I certainly want to help. Maybe we should talk to Amythist about it? She likes pixies and has connections to the Steel Dragon if this turns out to be something more serious.”

      “Yes. Lady Amythist—of course!” Petalwing darted off the desk and buzzed around the room, leaving trails of sparks that smelled of fresh-cut flowers. “Brilliant! Absolutely brilliant! Why didn’t I think of that?”

      That was an impossible question to answer, of course, so Kylara merely smiled. “Hey, what are sisters for?”

      “Indeed! Come, quickly. Let us seek out the headmaster. Why do you tarry, Lady Kylara?”

      “Because I’m still wearing a bathrobe.”

      The pixie looked confused, but at least she left the room when the girl asked her to so she could get dressed.
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      A few minutes later—despite her hair still being half-wet—Kylara knocked on the door of the headmaster’s office.

      “Who is it?” came the sing-song answer, followed by the shuffling of the headmaster putting on a cup of tea.

      “It’s Kylara Diamantine and Lady Petalwing,” she answered. “We were hoping to have a few minutes, Headmaster. It’s urgent.”

      The door opened and she experienced a moment of surprise when she saw Amythist seated at her desk instead of standing on the other side of the door. She had used her telekinesis to open it, of course, and likely to put the tea on as well.

      “Please, come in and have a seat,” the old dragon said and gestured at a chair for Kylara while she retrieved a tiny little chair that would have fit in a dollhouse for Lady Petalwing. “I hope this isn’t about Kylara’s performance in class.” A quirked eyebrow said that she didn’t think this had anything to do with it and she was simply trying to set the two of them at ease.

      “No, ma’am,” Kylara said, and Petalwing nodded agreement. “Lady Petalwing says some pixies are missing.”

      “Anyone I know?” Amythist asked, lifted her teapot with her telekinesis, and poured three cups.

      “Lady Dragonfly, among others,” the pixie said. She fluttered to the cup that Amythist had poured for her. It was human-sized but that did not seem to bother the little pixie. She simply climbed inside the hot liquid as if it were a herbal jacuzzi.

      “Lady Dragonfly, you say?” The old dragon’s fingers went to her chin. “That is troubling.”

      “Is it?” Kylara asked. “I thought pixies were essentially pure magic. I didn’t know anything could hurt them.”

      Amythist’s expression made her answer clear before she said a word. “Few things can, but there are always exceptions. I have never heard of a pixie intentionally severing themselves from the rest of their kind. If any are missing—and especially if Lady Dragonfly is among them—that’s real cause for concern.”

      Petalwing sighed with relief. “So you’ll help?”

      “Of course we will,” the old dragon replied.

      “Again, I don’t mean to be rude, but how can we help? What could someone be doing to hurt pixies?” Kylara asked. “My mom didn’t know much about them and last year…well, they helped some of us get new powers but Petalwing was the first one I ever met. I didn’t even know anything could hurt your kind.”

      Petalwing looked at Amythist with an expression of pure dread. It was as if a storm was about to break loose in the room and until it did, they were all stuck in the stifling humid air as the electric charge built to release a bolt of lightning.

      “There was a man…” the headmaster began and chose her words carefully as she looked at the little pixie, who now shivered despite being submerged in a cup of hot tea.

      “A wizard. That was what he called himself,” the creature whispered, her eyes dark.

      “In the aftermath of the Second Mage War, he set out to capture pixies. They were invented by mages, so many mages felt a certain…right of ownership over them.”

      “What? Seriously? That’s gross,” Kylara said.

      “Exactly, sister,” Petalwing said.

      “He found a way to capture pixies,” Amythist explained. “It had something to do with a jar or an urn. This much we know, but the rest has been lost to history.”

      “Thank goodness,” Petalwing added.

      The old dragon nodded in agreement.

      “What did these jars do?”

      “Somehow, they siphoned the energy from the pixies into this wizard. He was able to use their energy for his own. Some of the jars were recovered by dragons. They wished to understand his powers, but something was missing and eventually, the artifacts were destroyed as the dragons didn’t want them to fall into the hands of mages.”

      “And the pixies?” Kylara asked and although she didn’t want to know the answer, she understood that she must.

      “They eventually broke free and had their revenge,” Amythist said matter of factly.

      “We made an acorn grow through that horrible wizard. Roots crawled through his veins and a trunk pushed out of his heart. Every time he tried to hurt us after that, he made that oak tree grow. It lives still, infused with our magic and his blood.”

      The young dragon mage swallowed. She found the tea had grown bitter on her tongue. “And you think someone is doing this again?” she asked Petalwing.

      “I don’t know. I hope not but I’m so scared it might be another wizard. Please, you must help me find our missing brothers and sisters.”

      “I’ll call Kristen Hall and tell her to expect you two.”

      Before Kylara could ask what exactly the headmaster meant by “you two” given that it was still the first six weeks of the semester and no one was allowed to go anywhere, the dragon was speaking to someone on the other end of her cell phone.

      “No, I want to speak to Brian…then why did you say you were Zed? I don’t care about codenames. Put Brian on. He used to be a chunky young man but he’s slimmed down nicely. Well, why didn’t you say you were him?”

      Amythist pointed at the phone and made the gesture for crazy. “Uh-huh. She’s not there right now? Okay, that’s fine. She’ll want to hear this when she’s free. I’ll send them over, all right? I need confirmation when you have them. Is that clear? You will say, ‘yes ma’am.’ I don’t care if you’re the Steel Dragon’s brother.”

      She hung up with a huff. “That boy thinks just because he knows his way around a computer he’s good at everything.”

      “Headmaster, when you said two of us, you meant the two of you, right?” Kylara asked.

      “Most certainly not. I can’t simply abandon my position here. Kristen would be livid. But we can’t send Petalwing by herself, not with pixies disappearing.”

      “Very true,” the pixie agreed.

      “Which means I would like you to escort her to the Steel Dragon’s base. You can still teleport there, I trust? Unless there’s a problem?”

      “Yes—I mean, no! Yes, I can teleport and no, there’s not a problem.”

      “Kylara I cannot read your aura because of that pendant you wear, but the shock on your face is as plain as day.”

      She swallowed the last of her tea. “I would love to go to the Steel Dragon’s base. I’ve always wanted to. I had merely thought that with the semester barely started, you wouldn’t want a student to leave.”

      “Oh, pish-tosh,” Amythist waved her hand dismissively. “The point of this school is to hone your powers. Your defeat of Boneclaw more than demonstrates your proficiency. My other major goal is for you younglings to work well with other species but you’ve already proven yourself quite cosmopolitan in this regard. That fact that Lady Petalwing came to you for help more than proves this.”

      “So…you’re saying I’m ready to graduate?” Kylara asked.

      The headmaster’s chuckle became a snort. “Of course not. Your geography grades are abysmal and your last essay on Dragon Law… Well, let’s call it passable and leave it at that. There will be homework when you return, but homework is not nearly as important as whatever is happening to Petalwing’s people.”

      “Our people,” Petalwing corrected the headmaster with a bow that dunked her head under the surface of her tea bath.

      “Sure, yes. Whatever you are this year, I think it’s best you take Petalwing. If you object, I won’t force you, but you are uniquely suited to help.”

      “I would be honored, ma’am,” Kylara said.

      “Very good. Now do be careful to step off the grounds before you gate there. I don’t want you to get snagged again like you did when you arrived.”

      The young dragon mage didn’t fail to notice that the headmaster was taking a personal interest in both her grades and her comings and goings. She supposed it was possible that the old dragon was this interested in all her students, but she doubted it. It seemed more likely that Kristen Hall had told her to keep an eye on Kylara after all the trouble she had gotten into the year before.

      Amythist nodded as if she had expected this was how the conversation would end since the moment it began. She took out a piece of parchment instead of paper—which was unusual, to say the least—and pricked her finger with a quill. With these, she scribbled a message in a language the girl recognized most but not all the letters of—Greek perhaps?—handed it to her, and sent her on her way.

      Kylara and Petalwing returned to the U and turned up the road toward the main entrance to campus. It was somewhat ironic that this was the part of campus she had used the least. Sneaking out had become something of a habit.

      “Do you truly think Kristen Hall will help?” The pixie fluttered nervously around Kylara’s head.

      “I’m sure she will,” she said. She knew the Steel Dragon had allowed pixies at the peace talks during the end of the Third Mage War and pointed this out to her companion, but it did little to calm the being’s nerves.

      The entrance to the school was marvelous. A large brick wall had been built across the road and between the crenellations at the top were stylized statues of some type of gargoyle. The dragon mage did a double-take when she noticed that one turned its stony head slowly to follow their progress. It made no motion to stop them, however. She wondered if that would change once they tried to cross the boundaries of the grounds.

      The gate itself was brass and massive. It looked like it could stop a dragon and was so intricately wrought that she wondered if any dragon would even attack it.

      As they approached it, a mage stepped out from a small alcove in the wall. “Do you have a pass?” he demanded. She glanced around and saw that Petalwing was nowhere to be seen.

      “I turned into a cricket,” the pixie whispered in her ear. “I don’t like the feel of this wall.”

      “It’ll be fine,” she said patiently and noticed that a cricket crawled around in her straight black hair. She took the pass out and showed it to the guard.

      He took it from her without thanks or acknowledgment and ran a hand with tattooed fingers over the top of it. The words seemed to move as if the blood Amythist had used to write it was still alive and being pumped by an unseen heart.

      “Everything appears to be in order,” he said. “Hold onto this for when you get back. Understand?”

      “You’ll recognize me, won’t you?” she asked.

      “I might not be on shift,” he replied before he narrowed his eyebrows and leaned closer. “Besides, there’s magic that can disguise appearances. Take a look at the gates once you’re on the other side.”

      Kylara nodded, took the note, and put it in her bag.

      The guard opened a small section of the massive gate large enough for a human to walk through, and then—with a single step—they were no longer under the protection of Lumos School.

      Petalwing sighed with relief, took her mostly human form again, and stretched on her shoulder. “Ah, that’s better. Funny. I can hardly sense it at all from this side. Only because I know it’s there, I guess.”

      The dragon mage felt the change too. It wasn’t anything major but the air did somehow feel different—like how the desert felt different an hour before a storm. She wondered if other dragons or mages would have been able to sense it or if this was a pixie ability.

      She was about to open a gate when she remembered the guard’s tip to look from the other side of the wall. Curious, she turned and what she saw left her nothing short of speechless.

      Instead of a powerful brick wall and a magnificent gate, a long, rusty barbed wire fence stretched in front of a cluster of thorny brush and cactus. A mostly derelict sign on the front proclaimed the location to be the home of nuclear waste and to not enter unless one wished to experience radiation poisoning. The illusion was more convincing than a solid wall of rock would have been. It made the school grounds look both dangerous and derelict, a clever way to keep out prying eyes.

      “Are we ready?” Petalwing asked.

      She nodded, called to mind the hundreds of images she’d looked at of the Steel Guard’s Detroit base, and focused on every detail she could remember. Carefully, she channeled those memories into her magic and opened a portal that would take them to Detroit via the pixie realm, and the two stepped through on her first field trip of the year.
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      A moment later, Kylara stepped out of the desert and into a bustling urban center.

      She had known where the Steel Dragon’s base was from way too many hours spent looking at maps of it on the Internet, but none of those searches did it justice. Most of the images she had seen must have been taken when Kristen had purchased the abandoned warehouse to use as the first training facility for humans, mages, and dragons. The dragon mage had mistakenly thought she would appear in front of a nearby abandoned lot but instead, they stood in front of a chic coffee shop that looked new.

      It wasn’t alone either. All kinds of restaurants, eateries, and shops around it looked like the paint had yet to dry. Some of them could have fit in any revitalized downtown, but some—Body Armor 4 All, for example—could have only existed near the Steel Dragon’s base.

      “Which way?” Petalwing asked as she flitted around a tree and a planter filled with herbs that had yet to grow in. “I always get so lost in cities.”

      “It’s that way.” Kylara pointed to the biggest, most impressive building at the end of the street they were on.

      “Right. Okay.” The pixie looked visibly flustered by the idea of having to travel in a straight line.

      “If you want to keep riding on my shoulder, that’s fine.”

      “Thank you, sister,” the creature responded and settled into her previous position. Despite being about a foot tall, she weighed next to nothing. Kylara imagined sparrows probably weighed more than the pixie. But sparrows were not mostly made of magic like these little beings were.

      Despite her passenger’s nervousness, the young dragon mage could not help but enjoy the walk toward the Steel Dragon’s compound. The appeal wasn’t only the trendy shops and the rows of young trees still flush with the summer’s growth. It was that all this hadn’t existed a few years before.

      This part of Detroit had been abandoned and yet to be revitalized by the rebirth of the Motor City. Kylara—desperate for entertainment when she had still been living on her mom’s property without another soul to talk to—had spent arguably too much time researching the history of her hero’s city. The area she walked through now represented an urban renewal that would not have existed without the Steel Dragon. It was anyone’s guess how long it would have taken for this area to change if not for Kristen Hall and the cash her organization pumped into the community.

      Also missing were the signs of the many battles fought in this very city. She knew that holes had been knocked in numerous buildings by the brawls between Boneclaw’s dragons and Kristen’s more diverse team. Those that had not been destroyed had been burned by the tornado of flame that had scorched much of this part of town during the penultimate battle with Boneclaw. But now—like the forest floor after a fire—that city was being reborn.

      As they approached the compound, it demanded more and more of her attention. At the center of it all was a skyscraper unlike any she had ever seen. It was so unusual that she doubted even the far more metropolitan Tanya would have been able to guess at its purpose. The bottom thirty stories were all steel and glass, reflecting the colors of the late afternoon sun. The top was what made the building so unusual, however.

      Kylara didn’t know how to describe it other than to call it a castle made of steel instead of stone, one built on top of a skyscraper like a crown. It towered over everything, complete with towers, crenellations, and a reinforced drawbridge that must have also served as a landing pad for dragons, and looked both ancient and modern—like an architect of the renaissance had been given the ability to build with modern materials but none of the sensibilities. Other buildings were scattered about the green space at the foot of this central structure, but it was the crown jewel of the complex.

      At the end of the street, they reached a gate framed on either side by a hedge that was still coming in. It was odd to think that the entire perimeter of this base was defended by a well-groomed row of bushes, but she remembered that if anyone wished to attack the Steel Dragon, they would either fly in breathing fire, teleport and use magic, or come by fighter jet and tank. An electric fence or even a brick wall would do nothing to stop dragons, mages, or the army. It also made her realize that one of the main purposes of the wall around the Lumos School was camouflage. The difference was that Kristen Hall did not have the luxury of hiding.

      Kylara approached the gate. It was smaller than the one at the school, finished in chrome instead of bronze, and featured stylized humans, dragons, and mages holding hands. Honestly, it was almost obnoxiously friendly.

      “Tours are closed for the day, ma’am,” a guard said to her with a polite nod. He stepped out of a small booth built into the brick structure that the gate’s hinges were attached to. “Come back tomorrow at nine for the first one, although I’d recommend the ten-thirty. It’s usually less crowded.”

      “Oh, I’m not here for a tour,” she explained and retrieved the note from Amythist. “I’m here to see the Steel Dragon.”

      “Is that right?” The man smiled indulgently. “Do you want a signature or something? I tell you what. Drop it off and I’ll make sure she signs it before you come back tomorrow.”

      Irritated, she pushed the note into the guard’s hands. He frowned as he read it and didn’t seem to have any trouble with the language it was written in. After scanning it once, he ran a hand over it and the words pulsed as they had when the first guard had examined it. Kylara was surprised at that. He didn’t look like a mage. His hair was short but not shaved into patterns. He had no visible tattoos and wore a drab black and grey uniform instead of a mage’s robe. With a brusque nod, he picked a radio up.

      “Zed? Is the boss free?”

      Feedback issued from the radio and drowned out the response. Before Kylara could decide what that indicated, someone called a loud, “Hello!” from the other side of the gate.

      A youngish man approached—older than her but she could only guess by how much. A lifetime spent in isolation and a year with ageless dragons had forever ruined her ability to estimate ages. He had a broad grin, broad shoulders, and a thick middle that looked like it might have been a remnant from a less healthy period in his life.

      “You must be Kylara Diamantine,” he said through the gate.

      “That’s me,” she replied.

      “I’m Zed.”

      “I authenticated her note, Brian,” the guard said to the young man. “She is who she says she is.”

      “Excellent, and for the last time, my codename is Zed.”

      “Right. Sorry, Bri—Zed.” The guard returned to his booth and opened the gate.

      Brian clenched his jaw but he didn’t look too annoyed. It seemed more like he knew his place in the grand scheme of things but would continue to push to move up for as long as he could.

      “Welcome, Lady Diamantine. I was told a pixie would come as well?”

      “That’s me!” Petalwing zipped off Kylara’s shoulder and flitted around his head, trailing sparks as she did so. She seemed much more chipper as he gestured for them to follow him inside the grounds, but that made sense. The area inside the hedge was a beautiful if slightly overgrown space. A hundred different kinds of plants threw blooms toward the sky, desperate for the summer’s last pollinators to help them go to seed before the fall.

      “This is beautiful!” Petalwing proclaimed before she circled an oak tree and made it grow a few feet in the process.

      “I would say thank you but I had nothing to do with it,” Brian admitted. “If you two would like it, I’d be more than happy to take you on a tour.”

      “I think it would be best if we talk to the Steel Dragon as soon as possible,” Kylara said firmly. “I don’t know how much you’ve been told but pixies are missing and we need her help.”

      Brian nodded but his eyes were regretful. “She’s in a Council meeting at the moment,” he said and gestured to the chrome castle at the top of the skyscraper. “There’s a mess brewing in Antarctica.”

      “Antarctica?” she asked incredulously. It seemed like a blatant fake excuse.

      He shook his head and his annoyance was plain. “Some dragons seem to think that because Antarctica doesn’t have a government, they can set up their own system of rule there, complete with indentured mages and human servants. If that wasn’t bad enough, they’re clearing the ice with their damn fire breath, which of course is not at all good for climate change or the freaking penguins. Sorry,” he said when he noticed her wide-eyed expression. “That was too much detail and it’s not why you’re here, of course. I already texted her. She’ll let me know as soon as she’s free.”

      “So that’s what the chrome castle is for?” Kylara asked when she realized that a tour was the best way to spend her time while she waited for the Steel Dragon to be available.

      The young man smiled. “The chrome castle? Oh, my God, I love that! We’ve called it the Steel Meeting Hall, which does not have any kind of ring to it. I will tell Hernandez to call it the Chrome Castle now.” He seemed to remember himself. “But…uh, yes. With so much of Krissy’s time spent in meetings, it only made sense for her to build a meeting venue here. The bottom of the building is all offices and administrative sections but dragons can be traditional to a fault. You should have heard the complaints when she packed them all into a retrofitted warehouse.”

      “They don’t mind the chrome?”

      “Nah. It’s as gaudy as hell but that seems to be the primary dragon aesthetic. Most of them think it reflects the Steel Dragon’s power and see that as a good thing. Those who don’t like it…well, they are the same bastards trying to justify the fire-blasting of the south pole.”

      “Did the Steel Dragon build all this?” Kylara gestured to the other structures tucked into the explosion of plant life around them.

      “She wishes. Okay, that’s not fair. She paid for all of this out of her vast fortune, but it’s not like she’s an architect. Or a gardener, for that matter. She wanted the green space so it would be inviting to pixies, but my sister would let a cactus die of thirst if she was in charge of it. Oh! Speaking of which, I’ve heard you have plant powers.”

      “She does, she does,” Petalwing interjected.

      “Totally rad. I think that’s like the only superpower my mom would be jealous of.”

      “If there’s anything I can do to help the plants, let me know,” she said.

      “Don’t worry about it. It looks like your little buddy is doing a good job.”

      The pixie seemed to be quite happy to dart around and make branches thicken and leaves burst forth as she moved. Kylara had never seen such a clear indication that the plant power she’d gotten from Tanya was a pixie power.

      “In answer to your question, though, all this is new. That’s the barracks and the place I call home sweet home these days. That’s a training arena, the rec center—there’s a movie theater in there with an awesome sound system by the way.” Brian pointed to each building in turn. “Oh, that one that looks like it’s a boulder but it’s a prison. She did not want to put that here, but it was the one thing both dragons and mages insisted on. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer and all that.”

      They stood at the foot of the main building now. Part of Kylara wanted to continue to wander the grounds. She had never seen a place like this. It made her wonder why anyone would want to live in the horrible, concrete sprawl that was Los Angeles when they could as easily design places to be both functional and beautiful. Going inside a building—even one as shiny and new as the one in front of her—didn’t sound nearly as pleasant as staying outside.

      “Oh, hey, she’s done!” Brian said and texted a message rapidly on his phone. “Are you ready?”

      She nodded and the three of them went inside.
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      Elevators weren’t entirely unfamiliar. Kylara had seen them in movies and even in person at a few of the malls she had been to in California with Tanya. However, she had never been in one. When the doors slid shut and the floor lurched upward, she dropped into a fighting stance without even thinking about it.

      “Whoa, hey now. There’s no need for that,” Brian said and threw himself against a wall to get as far away from her as possible—which, in the tiny box of burnished metal walls, wasn’t much.

      “It is all right, Kylara. This is how those who cannot fly go upward,” Petalwing cooed reassuringly.

      She straightened and her face turned hot with embarrassment. “Right. That’s because we’re going up. Sorry.”

      “You know what? It’s cool,” Brian said quickly although his body language suggested that he was relieved she hadn’t put him through a wall. “I’ve seen dragons freak out when they first ride an elevator. Okay…most of them are like a thousand years old or whatever and you’re, like, what? Eighteen? But whatever. It’s cool.”

      The elevator came to a stop—more like lurched in her opinion—but she had expected a change in motion this time so at least she wasn’t surprised. The doors opened.

      The view was designed to impress. Immediately across from the elevator was a long hallway paneled in well-aged and impeccably cared-for wood. At the end of the hallway, a pair of double doors were open. Beyond them was a solidly built desk and beyond that was the entire city of Detroit and a lake—she didn’t know the name but thought it might be Michigan—stretched to the horizon.

      Brian started down the hallway as if this was all to be expected and she supposed it was for him. But she had never been this high before. Well, that wasn’t true. She had flown at these heights in her dragon body but she’d never stood at the top of the world before. The view out the window was so impressive that it almost showed the curve of the Earth. It wasn’t the kind of thing she noticed in flight, simply because so much of her attention was focused on the act of flying.

      Before she could ground herself—she wondered if that was even possible at this height—the Steel Dragon strode toward them with a broad grin. She wore an exquisitely tailored black suit and her signature locks of curly red hair were pulled into a tight bun.

      “Kylara! I haven’t seen you since the aftermath of the battle with the undead version of Boneclaw. I gotta say, you look much better now than you did then.”

      “Thank you, Lady Steel,” she replied, suddenly painfully aware that she wore jeans, slightly dirty sneakers, and a t-shirt to meet the most powerful dragon in the entire world. If Kristen minded, however, she didn’t show it.

      “And Lady Petalwing. You know you’re always welcome in our gardens. I haven’t seen you in a few weeks, but I know the school only recently started. If you’ve found a more beautiful place on the continent than our gardens, you’ll have to tell me about it.”

      “Of course, Lady Steel.” The pixie bowed so low that she turned it into a mid-air somersault.

      Kristen Hall’s smile faltered only slightly when she looked from one to the other. “Is everything all right? Brian hasn’t had a chance to fill me in yet, but I assume neither of you is here on a social visit.”

      “I’m afraid not, my lady,” Petalwing said. “Pixies are missing. And not merely any pixies but Lady Dragonfly herself. I’m worried something is wrong. It’s not like our kind to simply vanish.”

      The Steel Dragon did an admirable job of trying to control her expression but she still fell short. “Well, now, Lady Petalwing, I don’t intend to be rude but I have to ask. Is there any chance that the pixies aren’t in trouble? Is there somewhere they might have gone where you can’t sense them? Some other dimension perhaps?”

      Petalwing folded her arms in a huff. “That is not the case, I assure you. There is no realm pixies can go to that I have not checked myself. I know where to find the others…usually. But I can’t locate them. They’re unreachable and undetectable to other pixies, which can only mean they're in trouble. I cannot sense them anywhere and besides, Lady Dragonfly takes her job very seriously. She would not have simply wandered off on walkabout without at least letting someone else know.”

      Kristen sighed. “All right, Lady Petalwing. That’s good enough for me. I do apologize for asking but part of my job is to exhaust all possibilities and sometimes, we get lucky. You have my word that the Steel Guard is on the case. Pixies are very important to me and given how few problems your kind causes compared to the others… Well, let’s say we owe you. And if Lady Dragonfly is missing, I will find her. She helped me once—saved my whole existence, honestly. I never thought I would get the chance to return the favor but I will take the opportunity to set things right.”

      “Thank you very much, Lady Steel,” Petalwing said with another bow. “I knew I could count on you, Kylara.”

      The Steel Dragon raised an eyebrow at that.

      “She came to me and I went to Amythist, who sent us here,” the girl explained.

      “Ah, of course.” Kristen nodded. “Thank you both for bringing me the news and demonstrating the urgency of the problem. If there’s nothing else, you must excuse me. I’d like to get a team on this and follow a few leads myself before I am pulled into another Council meeting.”
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      Mort didn’t know what it was about Detroit that made it a great place to find pixies, but he didn’t need a reason to enjoy the fruits of his labors.

      He wondered if it might be all the dragons and mages around. To a regular human, dragons and mages would no doubt be terrifying. They were monsters out of fairy tales made real, horrible things that had plagued humanity since its very inception. He hoped to change all that one day soon. But in the meantime, he would work around them if only because the pixies seemed to like to share space with them.

      That meant he had to be exceedingly cautious. He was getting stronger all the time. The sixth pixie—she constantly insisted that her name was Dragonfly and he couldn’t help but think of her by it, even though he didn’t consider pixies to be sentient beings—had pushed him past a threshold he had worried he’d never quite exceed.

      He was stronger now than what his studies said most mages were. Sometimes, he thought that if he fought the untrained and reckless Amy Williams, he might even be able to hold his own against her. But he also knew she wouldn’t hesitate to call on her cabal for help. If she, any other mage, or especially the Steel Dragon found out what he was doing, he knew the repercussions would be dire.

      Even with all her talk of equality, Kristen Hall and her team still ruled by force. Mort wouldn’t make the same hypocritical decrees they did once he had the power to make the world a safer place.

      But until he had that power, he had to be very careful, especially since he was hunting in the Steel Dragon’s home turf. With a few more pixies, though, none of this would matter. His power would soon eclipse any dragon or mage. He would be able to topple any of them in single combat, but he had grander ambitions than using the existing laws to take power for himself.

      The entire system had to be torn down. Only then could a truly just and secure world be built. That had been the Steel Dragon’s greatest mistake—thinking she could work within the paradigm that already existed. Incremental change wasn’t enough. It never would be.

      Mort would explain all this to her when he took her throne and set the world right but in the meantime, he had pixies to catch.

      Up until now, he had worked a kind of double role. He had caught pixies, yes, but he had only been able to do so by luring them in with the oddest methods. Catching the last one had involved first finding the caterpillar of a lunar moth, feeding it and caring for it until it encased itself in a chrysalis, then releasing it beneath the streetlight after he’d set his pixie jar up. It was a long and exacting process.

      Caring for insects was not something he particularly wanted to waste time on, nor was it easy. Usually, the stupid bugs simply died and he had to start over. To catch the six pixies he had already must have cost him hundreds of butterflies, moths, and beetles to use as bait.

      Fortunately, those days were over.

      With Dragonfly and the other five pixies’ power coursing through his body from the copper studs he’d put in his arm, he could feel abilities available to him that hadn’t been there before. He’d been able to do simple magic ever since he’d captured his first pixie and could summon the wind or augment his strength, for example. But now that he had six, there were more options.

      With Dragonfly’s magic, he could feel a tinge of pixie to the magic inside him. He hoped that he could use this to attract more of them and had noticed that they often traveled together. Where one was, others often appeared. To test this, Mort sprinkled a trace of pixie magic into the air—not much as he didn’t want it to be too obvious. He had noticed that pixies left a kind of trail about them, probably because they had so much magic that losing a little of it to the air didn’t bother them.

      As he walked farther from the Steel Dragon’s grounds, he continued to sprinkle pixie magic. He had gone on the morning tour and had indeed seen quite a few of the creatures on the verdant grounds. While he wouldn’t risk catching one there, of course, no dragon or mage would notice a hint of pixie magic in there.

      A mile or so away, Mort set up one of his bottles in a back alley, opened a can of pop, and hunkered down to see if his trap worked.

      In no time, a pixie buzzed into the back alley, humming as it flew.

      “Hello! Helloooooo! You must be new in town,” the creature said and followed the pixie trail perfectly. Mort had made a point of zigzagging across the alley to see what the pixie would do. It made each turn exactly as he had.

      “You don’t need to be scared,” it said. “The Steel Dragon’s grounds are a great place to stay. There’s no reason to leave them.”

      The little creature paused. It was directly above the jar now and looked around in confusion. Mort knew that this was because the magical trail of breadcrumbs he’d left stopped cold right there. The pixie didn’t seem to realize that anything nefarious was afoot at all, though.

      Calling the capture of these things nefarious was a bit much, of course. An animal couldn’t think such thoughts. He smiled at the simple creature’s confusion.

      Quickly, he formed a shield around the pixie, exactly like he had the last victims.

      Immediately, it tried to vanish into a blaze of sparks but preventing them from teleporting out of this dimension was the first trick Mort had learned. It was to the pixies’ disadvantage that simply disappearing was their go-to strategy. If they had been smarter than a normal animal, they would have stuck around to investigate. The fact that the first ones had all vanished and none had come to investigate justified his view of them as lesser creatures.

      Now, though, there was no escape. The pixie understood this, even if its conscious mind hadn’t quite caught up to the truth of its situation. It buzzed frantically and bounced off the invisible walls of the shield as he shrunk the space above the bottle inch by inch.

      This was yet more evidence that the pixies simply weren’t as smart as humans. If the pixie was clever, it might have stayed in one place to find out what would happen. Mort had trouble condensing the field if he had to bump a pixie to do so. When they buzzed about, they made his task that much easier.

      He shrunk the sphere above the bottle and squeezed in one part, then another, until there was nowhere left for the creature to go except in the jar. Exactly like all the others, it barely weighed its options before it dived into the perceived safety of the bottle.

      Mort approached, dropped the shield, and popped a cork in. The process was as simple as that. He smiled and wondered if this was how fishermen felt.

      The pixie banged on the glass, but there was nothing they could do to it. He had spent years gathering the requisite ingredients to make the bottles. They weren’t much stronger than glass. If he dropped one on the sidewalk, it would break, but they nullified pixie magic until he was ready to harvest. It was a perfect system.

      He only wondered if the wizard who’d first learned all this had used the same system of copper wires and studs that he did. That part had been the most difficult part of the tale to uncover. The rest had been allowed to survive the ravages of history to serve as a warning to not mess with pixies. He had seen through all that, though, to the truth that the power could be his if only he had the patience to get to the bottom of it. It hadn’t been easy, but he’d done it.

      Get to the bottom of it, he thought with a chuckle. That was something no one had managed yet. Since he’d begun to capture pixies, he’d paid very close attention to the Steel Guard. Honestly, it was another benefit of being in Detroit, one that far outweighed the risks. There were pixies there and he could watch the movements of the Steel Dragon’s henchmen. The local news was always eager to report on the comings and goings of the Guard, especially of its most prestigious members.

      No one had reported a thing. All the media was focused on the travesty of foreign policy happening in Antarctica. No one had noticed that pixies were missing and no one would. Mort grew stronger all the time. With each creature, new things were possible and he was one step closer to remaking the world into a better, more secure place.

      Now to take this one home so he could harvest its energy and put it inside him.
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      Over the next few weeks, Kylara all but forgot about her visit to Kristen Hall. She still saw Petalwing in her magical theory class, but the pixie was less distressed than she had been. Both were confident that the Steel Dragon would get to the bottom of the mystery of the missing pixies.

      Knowing that the Steel Guard was on the job freed the young dragon mage’s mind to focus on school, which was necessary as it seemed it took up her time this year in a way it had not before. The lack of magical or skeleton attacks let her focus on the day-to-day of academics and her social life. From one or the other, it seemed like every day was full, although the trickiest days were when the two collided.

      Today, for example, Kylara was in her Dragon Powers class, waiting for what was now a rare opportunity for a duel. With her bevy of powers and her experience with fighting a diverse cast of opponents, it was rare that Kor let her duel at all these days. She was too experienced for it to be fair to the other students. She understood his reasoning. It wouldn’t do for her to continue to get stronger while the other students didn’t learn to protect themselves, but it could get boring. That was why today was better. She would face the winner of a single elimination bracket.

      For the last few weeks, every dragon in her class had squared off against each other. Winners proceeded to fight winners, while losers were forced through grueling exercises at Kor’s command. Today was the final and the winner would fight Kylara.

      The two final contestants were none other than Sam Lumos and Karl Midnight. The light and dark dragons flew above the training field and circled each other in a fire-breathing yin-yang symbol.

      “All right, boys, I want a clean fight. We’ll play this to the mercy. If we spill a little blood…well, you’re dragons. You’ll heal fine. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sir!” both boys shouted from the sky.

      “Begin!” Kor boomed and the two combatants engaged. Claws glowed with inner light and sliced through tangles of inky-black web. Cords of darkness eclipsed wings that radiated golden energy.

      “Do you want to make this interesting?” Sam roared, broke free of the shadow ropes, and swiped the dark dragon across the face with his tail.

      “That’s not a word I think you know the meaning of, golden boy.” Karl lashed his adversary’s feet to prevent him from flying away. The golden dragon cut through the cords of shadow easily enough, but Karl had known he would. He drove into his back and used the classic dragon attack of simply ripping into his opponent with his teeth.

      “The winner gets to ask her to the homecoming dance,” Sam declared. A titter of excited gossip issued from Kylara’s classmates at this challenge.

      “Do you think she’s a prize to be won at some human-style state fair?” Karl scoffed.

      “So you decline?”

      “You wish. I’ll accept simply to keep you from blinding her with those horse teeth of yours.”

      Sam grinned. His teeth looked decidedly more predatory in his dragon form than they did as a human and he sank them into Karl’s wings.

      The dark dragon screamed in pain and plummeted from the sky. Sam crowed in triumph, but his moment of success was short-lived. Karl lashed the dragon of light with his tendrils of darkness and pulled him with him. The championship fight descended from a duel between two equal but opposite sets of powers into a good old-fashioned brawl in the dirt.

      “What are they even talking about?” Kylara muttered to Jasmine. The mage class had taken place alongside the dragon class during the entire playoff system to get ready for the next semester when all of the duels would be two on two—mage and dragon versus mage and dragon.

      “Uh…Homecoming?” Tanya said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world and her roommate had committed an egregious sin by not knowing this.

      “They want to invite someone to the tournament?” Kylara asked but she knew that didn’t make sense. The Homecoming Tournament hadn’t taken place last year amid all the chaos. This year, it promised to be a major event. Teams of up to five could participate, which sounded perfect to her. Usually, only third- and fourth-year students competed but there was no rule that prohibited the younger students from entering. It was generally considered good entertainment to watch them soundly defeated.

      “Oh, my God, how can you be so dense?” Jasmine snapped huffily. Her gaze never left the duel—or, rather, never left Karl. She bit her lower lip as he emerged from the brawl and soared skyward.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Seriously, Ky?” Tanya said although she wasn’t looking at her friend. Her gaze was locked on Sam, who raced after Karl and blasted beams of light at him.

      “You know she’s better with my powers than yours,” the dark dragon teased as he dodged a barrage of light attacks.

      “Only because she needs to keep you at bay.”

      Kylara felt like the boys were speaking a different language. It almost sounded like they were talking about her but that didn’t make any sense. Why would they fight over asking her about the tournament? If they competed, it would make sense for the five of them to fight together. “Do you think they both want to be captain?” she asked the girls.

      It was the first time Tanya and Jasmine had ever given her matching scowls at the same time. Usually, the two were on opposite ends of the what-bothered-them spectrum.

      “It’s more like Karl wants you to be his captain,” Jasmine grumbled.

      Tanya sighed. “Light powers and plant powers are perfect together. I’m not crazy for thinking that, right?”

      “You’re crazy for thinking that a boy would ever want to settle for what makes sense instead of going after more than he could handle,” the young mage responded tartly.

      “Wait, do you think they’re talking about the ball?” Kylara asked with a frown.

      This only soured their expressions further.

      “I don’t know what’s worse—the fact that they both want to go to the ball with you or that you don’t even want to go,” Tanya snapped.

      “Boys! Boys!” Kor roared. Karl and Sam had once more plummeted to earth, this time in the forest that was still struggling to regrow after the attacks of the previous year. They unleashed fire at each other and burned what plants had managed to start a comeback.

      “Damn it, you idiots. I wanted a clean fight! Drop the fire breath. You two have been breathing fire since you were old enough to roast your steaks.”

      His orders to cease combat fell on deaf ears. The two combatants thrashed through the forest and knocked down the few trees they didn’t manage to set on fire.

      “Kylara, Tempest, call up a storm and douse that blaze. Mages, if you have control of water, I want you to use the rain to extinguish the embers. Tanya, I want that forest regrown down to the last leaf,” Kor ordered and took to the air.

      He flew over the wild, boorish brawl, flicked his tail, and rained silver spikes on the two young dragons. His accuracy was one of the reasons why he was known as the Silver Bullet. His tail spikes punched through their wings, the tips of their tails, and the palms of their clawed hands to pin them in place.

      It was insane to think that in human school, hitting kids was unacceptable but there, shooting a couple of spikes through a dragon was a necessary part of a class. Of course, a huge part of that was the fact dragons would be fully healed from the puncture wounds in a manner of minutes. There would be no scars and compared to what the two boys were doing to each other, it was practically a mercy to end the fight.

      “I had you!” Karl declared as the rain began to fall on him.

      “You wish.” Sam sneered and his golden scales glittered beneath a thousand droplets of water.

      “Both of you morons are disqualified,” Kor told them sharply. “The dragons who lost to you will duel tomorrow and the winner of that fight will face our multi-talented mage. I only hope neither of you is dumb enough to think this plan of yours would make anyone think that either of you maggots is the least bit romantic.”

      Romantic? What was everyone talking about? Yet again, Kylara felt like she was from a different world. All these dragons had grown up in dragon society. Hester Diamantine had done her best to teach her the social graces she would need to survive in dragon society, but her lessons had not gone any further than mere survival.

      She had never faulted her mom for it. To call Hester cantankerous would be a kindness. The dragon had become a member of Dragon SWAT and took pride in her career policing other dragons. She wasn’t exactly the paragon of manners and she had passed her disinterest in social niceties on to her daughter. Normally, this didn’t bother the girl in the least, but now that Tanya, Jasmine, and the Silver Bullet all seemed to be speaking a language she was not fluent in, she wished her mom had paid more attention to what qualified as romance.

      Karl and Sam grumbled as the rain fell on them and the mages sloughed it off to use it to extinguish the fire the two dragons had started.

      Tanya marched away and went to work making the forest grow.

      “Are we all right?” Kylara asked Jasmine.

      “It’s not your fault, Kylara. But that doesn’t mean it doesn’t suck.”

      “What doesn’t suck?” she asked, desperate to understand what everyone was talking about.

      “Never mind,” the mage said and gestured at the two boys who limped toward them in human form. She made a gesture and a shield appeared above her, a magical umbrella that protected her from the rain. Kylara did not fail to notice that the umbrella did not extend far enough to keep her out of the rain as well.

      Both boys straightened as they approached and smiled confidently despite their limps and bruises.

      “Hey!” Sam shouted as he stumbled, then tackled Karl to the ground.

      The shadow didn’t even fight him. He merely laughed as his adversary pounded dragon-powered fists into his chest. “Ow! Hey! I try to trip you all the time. Don’t be pissed that I got you for once. Cut it out! Ow!”

      Jasmine launched a blast of telekinetic energy at the two and separated them. “If you don’t cut it out, you won’t be able to go to the Homecoming Ball at all.”

      Both boys straightened at that and put aside their differences. For a dance?

      “Wait…do you two care about that?” Kylara asked incredulously.

      “Of course!” Sam grinned. “We didn’t get to do it last year because of…well, everything, but the Homecoming Ball is legend! There will be all kinds of alumni there. It’s a great place to network, at the very least.”

      “Network? Seriously?” Karl scoffed.

      She smiled. At least she could understand this. “You’re not going to go, right, Karl?”

      “I won’t go to network like a corporate human cretin, but yeah, I planned to go. Tuxedos are usually black, and black is my color.”

      “It truly is,” Jasmine said and her gaze lingered on Karl’s mane of slicked-back black hair that fell to his shoulders. Kylara looked from one to the other. The way Jasmine looked at Karl…she looked positively smitten. But she had the same look plastered on her face when she looked at him that both Sam and Karl had when they looked at her, which meant—

      “Oh no,” Kylara said and put a hand to her mouth, finally having an inkling about what this was all about.

      “It’s going to be fine, Ky,” Jasmine explained and tried to hide the feelings the dragon mage had seen on her face. “No doubt some of the alumni will be less than thrilled that mages are now welcome at the ball instead of merely being expected to serve, but I’m sure you’ll be treated like a dragon all the same.”

      “Everyone will be dying to meet you,” Sam said. “Especially after what happened with Boneclaw. Half the dragons don’t believe you defeated him. I’m sure you’ll blow them out of the water.”

      “Which is lame because you’re totally rad,” Karl said in a saccharine sweet tone that seemed bizarre coming from him—like a snake making birds calls.

      “I don’t care about the ball,” Kylara blurted. Both boys’ faces dropped.

      “You don’t?” Jasmine asked, still focused on Karl.

      “Not at all. Not when there are bigger issues going on. I couldn’t have beaten Boneclaw or Galen’s skeletons without all of you. Now you say people don’t believe I did it alone? Let’s show them that I didn’t do it alone and that a team of second-years—three dragons, a mage, and whatever I am—can beat anything they throw at us.”
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      A few hours later, the five friends were crowded around a dinner table cracking lobsters open. Kylara hadn’t known you could get lobster in the desert, which earned laughs from the others. Everyone else had been to Las Vegas, a city that disproved the notion that the desert was a place of scarcity. She hoped to use the moment of good humor to bring the conversation back around to the tournament.

      “So come on. Why don’t I sign us up and we see how far we make it? Sam and Karl, you guys made it to the end of Kor’s bracket and Tanya, your plant skills are out of this world. With Jasmine’s telekinesis and my versatility, we’d crush it.”

      “I don’t know, Kylara. It’s a lot to ask given that you already take up all the oxygen in the room,” Jasmine said. “You’d get most of the credit.”

      “Which is fair,” Karl said.

      “Oh, come on! Can you even hear yourself?” Jasmine yelled loudly enough to silence the neighboring tables. “You hate that Kylara gets all the fame and now you’re into it?”

      “I don’t hate it,” he said meekly.

      “Ugh!” The mage picked her tray up and stormed away.

      “Okay, I can see that Jasmine is pissed for some reason, but let’s say I can get her to come around and join us. If I can, are you three in?”

      “No way will I join the tournament with Midnight,” Sam declared. “He’d pull some cheap trick and get us disqualified and I’d have a blemish on my record because he can’t control himself.”

      “More like you know that if everyone saw the shining golden boy and yours truly on the same team, they’d realize who the tougher dragon is,” Karl retorted sharply.

      “We’d be working together,” Kylara tried to explain. “That’s the whole point.”

      “All Lumos wants is the spotlight. He wouldn’t know teamwork if it slammed him through a mountain,” Karl grouched.

      “Sorry, Kylara. If you want to go to the ball as friends or whatever, I’m down, but I will not enter the tournament with this slimeball.” Sam stood and marched toward a trash can to dump his food.

      “Idiot!” Karl yelled behind him. “Slime-ball? What does that have to do with shadow magic?” He turned to Kylara with his new smile plastered wide and held it for a few seconds before he realized that it wasn’t doing what he wanted it to do. “Whatever. I’m going to train. If you want to have fun at the ball, let me know.” Then, he too stormed off.

      “So…” Kylara turned to her best friend. “Let’s say I can somehow convince Karl, Sam, and Jasmine to join the tournament, would you be in?”

      Tanya shrugged weakly. “I guess so? Honestly, combat is not my thing.”

      “But Tanya, you rule in combat. And just think—no dragon has ever seen your powers before. This is your chance to show the world that Tanya Fastwing is no longer a vanilla. You have powers that could change the world.”

      The dragon smiled at that. “Well, when you put it that way, I guess it would be cool. Plus, if we’re on a team, you can always make it rain so I can almost guarantee that I can make my plants grow.”

      “So…” Kylara drummed her knuckles on the table while she dragged the single syllable out into a question.

      “So, I’m in. If it helps, you can tell the others I agreed to do it.”

      “Awesome.”

      “But Ky, it won’t work, not with…everything everyone is feeling.”

      “Yeah, what is the deal? I thought I understood but now, I’m more confused than ever,” she confessed.

      Tanya stared at her in disbelief. “You’re…serious?”

      “Yeah. Why is everyone freaking out?” she asked, reluctant to voice her theory out loud.

      Her friend merely stared at her in silence as if waiting for her to laugh and say she was joking.

      “You don’t think they… No, it would be ridiculous but—they don’t like me, right? I mean like, like me?” Kylara managed finally.

      Tanya’s sigh was longer and more tragic than a Greek play. “Kylara, they both asked you to the ball and you think they might like you?”

      “No!” She grinned at the absurdity of it all. “I guess they both did technically ask me to go to the ball, but Sam said it would be as friends and Karl said it was so he wouldn’t be bored.”

      “They’re boys, Ky. That’s practically an admission of love for their kind. Plus…well, you’re freaking intimidating.”

      She shook her head. Tanya was reading into things, wasn’t she? “But why would they like me? I grew up dirt poor while they had buckets of wealth.”

      “Oh, hush, Ky. Hester Diamantine is very well off. You grew up on an estate so large that you had to climb to the top of a mountain if you wanted to see anyone else’s land.”

      Ky felt her smile slip. “Well, yeah, I guess, but she pinched pennies like we were poor.”

      “You’re the most famous dragon in the world right now, Ky. Plus, they’re both wealthy. It’s not like going to the ball with you will bankrupt them or anything.”

      “But Tanya, I’m not a dragon. I’m a mage who can take the form of one.”

      “Oh, like that’s any different.”

      “It’s completely different! It’s the opposite,” she whined. “I honestly don’t see why they would like me. I absorbed both their powers. That made the entire school treat me like I was a vampire for most of last year.”

      Her roommate shrugged. “Last year was last year. You’ve proven yourself to be powerful and capable and have helped to break barriers down. It’s no surprise they like you instead of some other vanilla dragon.” Tanya sighed. Kylara was about to ask what that was about but the girl spoke first. “Plus, it’s not like a dragon can’t have a crush on a mage—or visa versa for that matter. Look at Jasmine.”

      “You think she likes Karl, right?” she asked.

      Tanya nodded as if there was nothing to think about. “Of course she does. They have the same whole broody aesthetic.”

      “Do you think that’s why Jasmine doesn’t want to be in the tournament?” she asked.

      “I don’t know, but it would make sense. And she’s not wrong. You’re famous now, Ky, and the rest of us are…well, we’re merely people you’ve rescued. That’s fine with me—truly, Ky, I don’t blame you for rescuing us, but it’s hard to see you have that same effect on your friends.”

      “But I didn’t mean to.”

      The other girl nodded and sighed. “I know. And I don’t hold it against you either but Jasmine’s right. It sucks.” She dabbed the corners of her mouth with a napkin, excused herself, and left.

      Kylara slumped against the table. At least she could agree on one thing. It certainly sucked.
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      To Kylara, the Lumos School campus felt small. Tanya had been right in her assertion that she had grown up on a large piece of land. The campus grounds were not as large and while there were places she could be by herself, nowhere felt like she was alone. Being in the woods didn’t feel like solitude when she could still see the three main buildings that framed the U.

      The only place where she felt like she could be truly alone was in flight.

      She left the cafeteria with the smell of lobster on her fingers and a bad taste in her mouth, changed to her dragon shape, and took to the sky. Her powerful wings drove her higher until the buildings were tiny blocks in the desert and the students who moved between them were all but invisible. She eventually had to stop when the air grew too thin to support her weight. Even at that altitude, the magical shielding that surrounded the school grounds reached higher overhead than she could easily fly. It was a thought for another day.

      For now, she tried to think about nothing except the wind under her wings but her mind constantly returned to the love triangle she was now unwillingly involved in. Or…wait, triangles had three parts. With Jasmine, this was more of a love square. But there was also the way Tanya had looked when she had spoken about Sam. Did that mean Kylara was in a—a what? A love pentagram? She certainly felt like a demon was the only thing that could have twisted her social life up so much.

      The problem was that she didn’t know what to do about any of it. She liked Sam and Karl but she wasn’t interested in the Homecoming Ball or a boyfriend right now. Why would she be when there was a tournament to focus on?

      “You’re feeling very loudly right now.”

      Kylara flapped her wings in surprise and lost a couple of hundred feet of elevation in the process before she righted herself. Despite her plummeting dramatically, the pixie who had spoken fluttered in front of her like they were doing nothing more acrobatic than sitting on a couch.

      “Lady Petalwing? What are you doing up here? Is there news about your friends?”

      The little creature sighed. “No, nothing yet. Me and some of the others have managed to identify some of the other missing pixies, but that doesn’t help much.”

      “Do they have anything in common?” Kylara asked, uncertain how to approach an investigation like this and feeling terrible for not trying to answer that question sooner.

      Petalwing shrugged. It was a weird gesture to see at this elevation. In the thin air, she had to do everything in her power to simply stay airborne. The pixie didn’t seem to be at all bothered, however. In fact, she got the sense that even if the little creature stopped flapping her wings, she wouldn’t fall.

      “They were all last seen near Detroit, I think. The last one was seen on the grounds of the Steel Dragon’s base where we visited shortly before her disappearance.”

      “More pixies have vanished, then?” she asked and again felt awful for not asking sooner. She had told herself that Petalwing would have told her if anything else happened. But of course, she was a pixie and they were unpredictable at best and downright inscrutable most of the time.

      “Yeah. Three more.”

      “All near Detroit?” Kylara asked.

      Petalwing nodded.

      “But Petalwing, that’s good news. Well, not them vanishing, obviously, but that they were all last seen in the same place. It means whatever is happening must be in Kristen's back yard so to speak. That should make it easier to get to the bottom of this. Have you told her about this yet?”

      “That’s my next stop. I wanted to see you first and I could tell you aren’t doing very well.”

      “Yeah. You said I was feeling loudly? What does that mean? For that matter, how did you know to find me up here?”

      “Your aura, of course,” the pixie said with a twinkle in her eye.

      Kylara shook her head but it threw her aerodynamics off so she stopped. “I don’t have an aura, Petalwing. Only a pendant that makes it seem like I do.”

      Her companion’s laughter was like the sound of a waterfall running over wind chimes. “Of course you have an aura, my silly giant sister. All living things have auras. Humans, trees, mages, butterflies, fireflies, roly-polies…lobsters too, by the way.” She grimaced at that and made it clear she could smell the lobster on Kylara’s breath.

      “Yeah, I guess I remember that from Magical Theory, but most dragons can’t read mine because of the pendant. It even blocked Boneclaw. But you’re saying you can read it?”

      “Of course I can.”

      “But how can you and not the dragons?”

      “Maybe because it feels more like a pixie aura than a dragon one? That’s why I could feel you here. It was like you were yelling sadness. Whenever a pixie feels that way, we try to check in on them.”

      “To make them feel better?”

      “Not really, no. Pixies don’t feel sad often. When we do, we try to find out why. Your feelings are so loud right now it’s like you’re yelling. It was easy to find you here. I merely had to go up and up and up.”

      Kylara chuckled mirthlessly. “So I’m a mage… kind of. And a dragon… kind of. Now you’re telling me that I’m almost a pixie too?” She’d been told this before, of course, but Ky had difficulty believing it all the same. It was easier to think of the pixies’ words as allegorical. She began to get the strong impression they meant what they said literally, though.

      “Yes, exactly. A sad kind of mage, kind of dragon, almost pixie. Or…lonely. It’s very healthy to be specific with emotions and you seem more lonely than anything else.”

      “I guess that’s because I don’t know what I truly am. The dragons think I’m a dragon, the mages think I’m a mage, and the pixies think I’m a pixie.”

      “That is much too complicated, don’t you think?” Petalwing asked. “What you are doesn’t matter. Think about pixies. What we are is a magical experiment gone wrong. But that is not who we are at all. And the who is what matters.”

      “How can you know the difference?” Kylara asked.

      “It’s not so complicated. What someone is only tells the very beginning of their story. It’s where they came from and how they were born. For some folks, that’s simple—like pixies. We are experiments gone wrong. Like cute little Frankensteins. For others like you, it’s less simple.”

      “How do I escape what I am?” she asked.

      “You cannot. No one can. But what you choose to do with your life? That’s what determines who you are. And on that score, I think you are doing a very good job.”

      Petalwing fluttered closer and hugged her dragon face.

      “There. You feel better already.”

      Kylara let herself smile. The little pixie was right about that.

      “I’m off to visit Kristen. I’ll see you soon, Kylara Diamantine, kind of dragon, kind of mage, mostly pixie.” And in a flash of golden sparks, the pixie was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Petalwing’s gate—as a member of staff, she had authority to portal in and out of the campus—took her through the pixie realm but for once, the diminutive magical being didn’t linger there as she was on a mission. It had taken a fair amount of work—and more concentration than she had thought herself capable of—to determine the last place most of the pixies had been seen.

      The problem, of course, was the gate she currently used to travel. Pixies could open them at will, so trying to pin down the specific location of any individual pixie was difficult given that they could move from continent to continent and indeed, from realm to realm as easily as a bee moved between flowers.

      From the pixie realm, she opened a gate to Detroit and stepped into the material realm. She emerged in the same place where she had arrived last time with Kylara. Now that the young dragon mage had explained how the geography of the street worked—and more importantly, the straight row of trees humans had recently planted along it—she knew she could reach the base from there.

      She fluttered along the road toward the chrome castle in the sky while she thought about how she could convince Kristen Hall that she had done actual research into where the pixies were last seen. The issue was that even though pixies were mostly magical, they were still a little animal too. This meant they had habits and preferences and even territory they preferred.

      Any pixie could go anywhere in the world whenever they wanted, but some loved the blooms of desert yucca, while others found the penguins of Antarctica to be more interesting. She hadn’t even been able to pay any attention to the mess in the Antarctic right now. Her search was more pressing.

      Because of these connections to the material realm, Petalwing felt reasonably certain that the pixies who had last seen her missing friends in Detroit were a good source of information. She thought it was implausible—she had learned the word in the last few weeks—that many of the pixies local to Detroit would have all vanished to the corners of the globe. As much as it made her stomach churn, she believed that all the pixies being from a single region—as far as she could tell, anyway—was strong evidence that something sinister was afoot.

      But oh, it was all so terribly difficult to think about for a pixie. Most could not sit through a movie, let alone read a book. They did not think in chains of events the way humans did. They could, as Petalwing’s research had demonstrated, but it was not their way any more than it was the way of the butterfly.

      Fortunately, none of that would matter for much longer. Petalwing trusted Kylara, and Kylara trusted Kristen. That was the kind of chain of thinking that her kind were much more comfortable with. She was confident that she could share her information with Kristen and no longer need to worry about it. The pixies were vanishing from the Steel Dragon’s backyard. Who better to solve the mystery than the Steel Dragon herself?

      She reached the end of the tree-lined boulevard and debated whether she should simply enter the Steel Dragon’s grounds or if she should check in with the person standing at the gate the way that Kylara had done. As she hesitated there, she sensed something that put her entire theory in jeopardy.

      It was Lady Dragonfly.

      Well, it wasn’t the missing ambassador in the flesh, but there were faint traces of her magic. For a pixie, that was a great sign. The little creatures exuded magic and left little trails of it everywhere they went. If Lady Dragonfly’s trail was there, she couldn’t be far.

      Smiling in delight, she hurried away to find her and see where she had been this entire time.

      She followed a path through the streets of Detroit that a human might have called twisting, or roundabout, or inanely illogical, but she saw the thought process behind it. From Kristen’s grounds, she first flew toward a shop selling flowers in pots for people to take home and plant in their gardens. While she didn’t understand much about shops and selling, she knew that some people were better at tending plants than others. She liked that they used their skills to coax seeds into seedlings and grew those to be strong enough to plop in the ground.

      From there, the trail of magic went through an abandoned lot that was positively choked with plants. All kinds of flowers and insects were there. Not many of them had the large blooms and well-groomed foliage the plants in the shop had possessed but to her, they were equally as beautiful if not more so simply because of their tenacity.

      At the end of the lot, the trail crossed a street and moved to a person’s front garden. These were Petalwing’s favorite kind of people. Whoever lived inside the house wasn’t content to slice the tops of grass off with a roaring machine of death that killed way too many grasshoppers. No, the person there was a plant person.

      The yard overflowed with blooms and herbs planted in tight groupings so they almost grew into each other. Plant people—or dragons, she supposed—were the reason she had accepted her post at the Lumos School. Amythist was a plant person despite being a dragon. She had already begun the time-consuming process of converting the school grounds into something more diverse and beneficial for the local wildlife than what had been there before—mostly mowed, overwatered grass, and carefully pruned trees.

      Petalwing flitted about the garden, reveled in it, and urged some plants to grow or bloom or go to seed. She often lost herself in this kind of work and she lost herself now. She darted about like a hummingbird and visited every plant she could, moving quickly as if the plants would run away.

      She might have forgotten her job—not completely as pixies always remembered the things they deemed important. It was merely that sometimes, it took hours and at other times, it took days. Finally, she stumbled across the trail of Lady Dragonfly again.

      “Oh! Silly me!” she blurted aloud. “I almost forgot my mission to…uh, find Lady Dragonfly?” There had been something else she had set out to do, but then she had stumbled across the missing ambassador’s trail and become somewhat distracted.

      And solve the mystery of the missing pixies she recalled a moment later.

      That was what it was. And that was why she was following Lady Dragonfly’s trail in the first place. She was the key to the whole puzzle and she had almost caught up to her.

      She sniffed the trail— with her antennae, not her nose—and darted across the street. It took a moment to remember that she had already come this way, and she reversed and traversed the beautiful garden to exit the other side as it seemed like Lady Dragonfly had done.

      There, however, the trail became less obvious. It seemed to wander down a back alley that ran between the rear of a row of houses, but for the life of her, Petalwing couldn’t understand why. A few tangled weeds poked out of the cracked pavement here and there, but it was nothing compared to the profusion of life that had vied for dominance in the abandoned lot. Perhaps there was another beautiful garden ahead that was hidden behind a human’s fence?

      The pixie pressed forward intrepidly, not understanding what drove Lady Dragonfly down this path. All she knew was that she had come this way and that she needed to follow her.

      Onward she went and proceeded down the alley until she came to a stretch that looked more run-down than the first section and the trail ran cold.

      Petalwing had sensed Lady Dragonfly as strongly as ever but suddenly and instantly, her magical leavings ceased to be. She had never sensed anything like it before. Even when pixies vanished, their pathway through the pixie realm gate was marked by a certain tinge of magic. Trails could dissipate over time, of course, but the rest of the trail had seemed fresh and now, there was nothing.

      Bewildered and with a sense of unease where her stomach would be if she had one, the creature flew up out of the alley to get a better look at the surrounding area. Perhaps there was another garden nearby that Lady Dragonfly had doubled back to visit or something.

      Before she could clear the tops of the houses, however, she collided with some kind of barrier. She frowned, flew down a few feet, and made another attempt.

      Again, she bumped into something she couldn’t see or sense. She moved her large eyes to study her surroundings, searching for understanding. It could only be a mage. Professor Sharra could make shields that resembled this and often did so in the class Petalwing assisted with. But why would there be a shield here? Could there be something above that was dangerous to pixies? Had Lady Dragonfly somehow discovered what was hurting the other pixies and taken action to prevent it from hurting anyone else?

      Petalwing decided to find out. She descended quickly and streaked out of the alley in the direction from which she had come. Yet again, before she could reach the end of the street, she encountered the shield. Its existence there was weird. She had just come this way and nothing had blocked her path.

      If she could enter this alley but not leave, that meant something. Humans would know what it meant, she was certain. She turned and zipped down the alley in an attempt to shoot out the other side but was yet again denied. When she tried to go up again, she was stopped long before she reached the roofs of the houses.

      Humans, she recalled frantically, would call the situation she was in a trap.

      Fear clutched her as she fluttered about the diminishing space. The walls were shrinking quickly now. Every time she went in a different direction, she could go less distance before she met a barrier. Soon, there was only a tiny space above a pile of trash in the alley she could flit about in.

      She looked at the refuse, not at all sure what to make of any of it aside from the fact that it was awful. Pixies detested litter but one piece was different than the rest. The mouth of a large bottle tucked in a paper bag protruded into the shielding sphere that threatened to crush her. If she went inside it, could she perhaps break the bottom of it and escape? It was worth a try.

      Petalwing flew into the jar and struck the bottom with such force that she stunned herself. She was still blinking away the birds circling above her head—illusions she had taken to making ever since she saw a human’s children’s cartoon—when the shield at the top of the jar vanished and was replaced with a cork made of maple and inundated with magical wards.

      She knew instinctively that the spells were there to block her escape. That didn’t stop her from pushing and shoving against the cork as a big person lifted the jar and removed it from the paper bag.

      “Help! Please!” she pleaded and banged on the walls of the jar.

      It was hard to hear through the thick, multicolored glass but she thought the big person was laughing. How lucky she was. Laughter meant they were in a good mood, probably because they had found a trapped pixie and hoped she would bequeath a magical enchantment to them once she was free.

      “Don’t waste your strength, pixie,” the big person said and drew the jar close to his face. “Your attempts to escape are futile. If the others couldn’t get out, you won’t be able to do so either. But don’t worry, I don’t intend to kill you, merely borrow a little power, all right? I am Master Smith, but you may call me Mort. Everyone else does.”

      Lady Petalwing slumped and slid down against the wall of the jar until she sat on the base, her arms wrapped around her knees as she cried and lost herself in despair. She could not believe how stupid she had been. In her naïve enthusiasm, she had walked into a trap. It was exactly like a pixie to fall for something so obvious. She should have realized. After all, she had proved her ability to investigate over the past few weeks.

      The thought of her detective work brought a smile to her face despite the fresh tracks of her tears. She had been captured, this was true, but on the bright side, she had finally solved the mystery of the missing pixies.
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      Kylara had no idea what to do about her friends and their romantic interests. She tried to push it from her mind as she headed to class as she was excited for Magical Theory today. Petalwing would take the class to the pixie realm. It was the first time the entire class would all go at once since the debacle that gave Tanya and Galen their powers the year before. The last few field trips had gone extremely well, so Professor Sharra, Petalwing, and the other pixie assistants wanted to bring the entire group through.

      She stepped through the door into her class. Even after spending two semesters in this classroom, the effect of the spell on the space never ceased to boggle her mind. The door looked like any other. Brown, made of wood, and spaced maybe thirty feet from the doors to the classrooms on either side, it was not particularly remarkable.

      But when she opened it, she looked into a room that was sunk twenty feet below the hallway with a ceiling that reached thirty feet up. The walls—all fifty vertical feet of them—were lined with shelves that were crammed with enough odds and ends to decorate fifty haunted houses. There were books, of course—thousands, if not tens of thousands, bound in everything from the heartwood of ancient walnut trees to the tattooed human skin of dead mages. Between these were an assortment of candles, jars, dried flower blossoms, skulls, and collections of other knick-knacks that she knew they would never have time to explore, let alone learn the actual function of.

      It could be too much to take in, but as she descended the stairs that led from the door to the floor of the classroom, her gaze searched for Petalwing. The pixie had said the night before that she intended to see the Steel Dragon. Kylara knew that with her powers, she would have already arrived there, told Kristen what she’d discovered, and had time to return. She hoped the little magical had an update about the missing pixies.

      She found her seat, still looking for Petalwing with no success. Professor Sharra was there and mumbled some kind of enchantment that wrapped her arms in tight bands of golden energy. It was a protection charm, most likely, for the pixie realm. Usually, the young dragon mage would have paid more attention to the weaving of this intricate spell—she loved watching mages at work, even if she couldn’t yet perform the same types of magic they could—but she couldn’t stop her search for Petalwing.

      The other pixie assistants had already begun to trickle in. One entered through the same door she had, although he flew upside down and headed to the ceiling instead of the floor. Another burst out of a bunch of drying herbs, sneezed, and sent browned fragments of leaves everywhere.

      Kylara’s friends arrived next. After her talk with Tanya, what was going on between them was more apparent. In fact, she felt foolish for not noticing sooner. Her roommate walked next to Sam as they descended the rickety metal staircase together. She walked close enough to hold hands with him—and looked like she desperately wanted to—but she refrained from reaching out.

      Jasmine had arrived earlier and was already seated with some of her mage friends, but when Karl entered, she stopped her conversation and watched him hurry down the stairs. The look in her eyes said that his long hair was worthy of a rock star or a professional wrestler.

      Karl and Sam—foolish boys that they were—both turned their gazes to Kylara. She paid them no attention, though. Even the drama of her friends was only a temporary distraction compared to her worry over the whereabouts of Petalwing.

      By the time class had started, all the pixies were there except for the one she was the most worried about.

      Professor Sharra clapped and the golden bands on her arm rang like chimes. “All right, dragons and mages, we’ve gone over the rules all week. Who can remind me of the most important one?”

      A few hands went up and the professor called on a mage. “Stick together? Er…no, stick with the pixies.”

      “Very good.” The woman nodded. “Stay with the group. We’ll be moving around the perimeter of the field we usually visit today, so it’s essential that you pay attention to where the rest of the class is. If a pixie asks you to linger for a moment, you may do so but other than that, I want you with me or—”

      “Or we’ll be kicked out and won’t be allowed back,” Karl said without raising his hands.

      “Midnight’s right, even if he is rude,” Professor Sharra said with a glare that rolled right off the boy’s perpetual sneering features. “Other than that, make sure you follow my instructions,” she continued. “As long as we stay in the meadow, we shouldn’t encounter any of the beings that live there but if we do, I’ll give orders to defend our flanks as we leave. If you have special powers, expect to help. Do you have questions, or are we ready to go?”

      No one raised a hand. Everyone was ready to leave and the grins on their faces betrayed their excitement. Despite everyone having already been to the pixie realm at least once this semester, no one had unlocked any particularly unusual powers. No doubt everyone was hoping that this field trip would change all that.

      As a result, Kylara drew quite a few cold stares and clenched teeth when she raised her hand, thus delaying the start of the field trip.

      “Yes, Kylara?” the professor asked.

      “What about Lady Petalwing?” she asked.

      “What about her?” Professor Sharra raised an eyebrow.

      “Well, she’s not here. Is it safe to go without her?” That wasn’t her actual concern, of course, but it didn’t seem to be the time to bring up the pixie’s investigation into the missing pixies.

      “There is nothing to worry about,” the pixie who had been seated on the ceiling said as he streaked down and thunked into the surface of a table in a great shower of sparks.

      “We’ll be all right.” The professor favored the tiny creature with a smile. “I don’t want to delay because of a pixie’s schedule. It’s migration season for the monarchs, after all. She likely lost track of time chasing them through the sky.”

      “It’s migration season?” The pixie who’d crash-landed on the table darted toward the door but was stopped by his sneezing counterpart who must have spent the night in a bunch of dried flowers.

      “Pixies can be flighty.” Professor Sharra raised her voice to be heard over the din of the two pixies who now scuffled near the door. “We’ll be all right without her.”

      The woman launched into her safety protocols speech. Kylara’s mind raced as she half-listened. The idea that Petalwing forgot their field trip sounded plausible enough until one considered that only the night before, she had left campus to go talk to the Steel Dragon. Worse still, to see Kristen, she had to pass through the very area where she said the pixies had vanished from.

      That idea drained the blood from her face. She should have made that connection last night. If someone was hunting pixies in the Steel Dragon’s hometown, the last person who ought to travel alone through the area was a pixie. It was possible that Petalwing was off chasing butterflies but given their conversation the night before, she highly doubted it.

      She tried to focus on the class after her woolgathering. The pixies had already opened a gate and through it, she could see the verdant meadow dotted with pools of spring-fed water. She knew she could push all these concerns about missing pixies from her mind and that no one would notice. It was very tempting so simply let it drop and enjoy herself in the pixie realm, for which there would be no repercussions.

      But that was not the kind of person Kylara wanted to be. It didn’t matter what other people thought or if there was a risk of her getting in trouble. One of her friends—her weirdest friend, but still—was missing. She could not in good conscience ignore her absence but didn’t want to cause a panic either.

      She raised a hand and cleared her throat to get Professor Sharra’s attention.

      “Yes, Kylara, what is—oh dear! Ky, you don’t look well.” Professor Sharra said and turned to her when she noticed her hand out of the corner of her eye.

      In all honesty, she didn’t feel well either. Her face still felt ashen and a knot in her stomach tied itself tighter with each breath. “I don’t feel great, Professor.” It wasn’t even a vague fudging of the truth. “Can I go to the infirmary?”

      “Yes, of course. But Kylara, are you sure? We won’t make another big trip like this for a while. If you like, I can whip you up a tincture of mallow. It should settle your stomach.”

      “I think it might be better if I see the nurse…” She rubbed her stomach convincingly.

      “Ky! Are you crazy? We won’t go again for who knows how long?” Tanya protested.

      Kylara merely shrugged. She didn’t want to ruin this for her friend, especially if she was wrong and Petalwing had simply forgotten.

      “I don’t want to spoil it for everyone else,” she said weakly.

      Tanya looked aghast. “If you think that’s best,” she said with a glance toward Sam.

      Inwardly, the young dragon mage sighed in relief. Maybe stupid crushes were good for something.

      “You have fun. Maybe you and Sam can work together on a new skill or something.”

      “Yeah, totally,” the girl said and the excitement of the long-awaited field trip overpowered her concern for her best friend.

      “Can I get a pass, Professor?” Kylara asked.

      “Go ahead,” Professor Sharra said with a wave of her hand. She was also excited about the trip.

      She thanked the woman, excused herself, and climbed the stairs to the exit. When she closed the door behind her, she didn’t go to the infirmary, however. Instead, she headed toward the headmaster’s office.

      She knocked, heard the now-familiar sound of Lady Amythist putting a pot of tea on, and was told to enter.

      “Oh—Kylara.” Amythist smiled and the ever-present wrinkles at the sides of her eyes crinkled. “I wasn’t expecting you. Still, the tea is on. Would you care for a cup?”

      “I don’t think so, Headmaster. I think I have bad news, I’m afraid.”

      “Take a seat.” The ancient dragon scooted a chair closer for her. “There is no bad news that is not more palatable with a cup of tea.”

      Kylara sat and let the headmaster pour her a cup but that was about all the time she felt she could afford. She made no effort to sip the beverage before she voiced her concerns. “I think something’s wrong with Petalwing,” she explained hurriedly. “She didn’t arrive for class today even though we have a huge field trip planned.”

      Amythist smiled behind her dainty porcelain cup. “Now, Kylara, you said you had news. Speculations about the whereabouts of pixies during the butterfly migration season are not exactly news.” When she saw these words did nothing to bring the color back to the girl’s face, she furrowed her wrinkled brow. “Would you care to explain what you think is so urgent?”

      “Yesterday, Petalwing came to talk to me about the missing pixies.”

      “Ah. Yes. It’s troubling, is it not? Kristen’s team hasn’t found out much either. This mess in Antarctica is sucking up all the political oxygen.” The old dragon shook her head in annoyance.

      “Petalwing told me that she discovered something.”

      “Did she?” The headmaster sipped her tea and waited for her to continue.

      “She thinks all the pixies have vanished from Detroit. Most of them—including Lady Dragonfly—were last seen there.”

      The old dragon’s lips puckered and not from the tea. “From Detroit, you say? And that is where Petalwing intended to go last night?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I hope I’m only being paranoid but it doesn’t seem right to me. Her not coming to class today is too much of a coincidence given that she planned to go exactly where pixies have vanished from.” She choked out a sob. “And I let her go. I’m supposed to be a Big Pixie, and I let her go!”

      “Kylara, sweetheart, it’ll be all right. Let’s call Steel Guard HQ and see what’s going on. Petalwing might be part of a larger investigation. It’s not unthinkable that she got involved and forgot to check in.”

      “Do you honestly think so?”

      “I think we need to find out as soon as possible,” Amythist said, retrieved her phone, and dialed.

      “Brian, yes, it’s me. Have you seen Lady Petalwing at the base? She’s supposed to be delivering intel for your sister’s team… Yes, I know it’s your team too. No, I don’t think it’s unfair that I call her Lady Steel and you Brian. Have you seen her or not?” A long pause followed. “Uh-huh. Okay. Well, you’ll let me know, won’t you? Okay, thanks, Zed.” Lady Amythist hung up and took a deep breath.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “Kylara, I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but—”

      “But what?”

      “Lady Petalwing never arrived. They didn’t know she was coming—which is hardly surprising as pixies rarely call ahead—but no one has seen her.”

      “Oh no.”

      “It’ll be okay,” the headmaster reassured her.

      “How can you say that?”

      “Because Brian—despite his obsession with codenames—is a very bright young man. He said he would run a full scan of their entire security system. If any of their cameras caught Lady Petalwing, even for only a moment, he’ll find out.”

      “But what if she never reached Detroit at all?” Kylara asked frantically.

      “That is the best-case scenario. If pixies have been vanishing from Detroit, her being somewhere else is ideal. I know this will be hard for you, but I want you to go back to class.”

      “And simply forget about all this?” she demanded as her anxiety made her temper get the best of her.

      “No, sweetheart, not at all. I need to run investigations of my own, is all. I think you’re right and that there is cause for concern, but until we determine the last place she was seen, we can’t do much.”

      “The last place she was seen was right here.” Kylara was annoyed. She’d already explained that.

      “I know, which is why you need to stay on campus. If there’s a sign of something nefarious on the school grounds, I will need your help. Do you understand, Kylara?”

      The young dragon mage clenched her teeth. She didn’t like it, but Lady Amythist had a point. “Can I come again before dinner to find out what’s happening?”

      “Of course you can. In fact, I insist you come back for daily updates until this is all resolved. All right?”

      Kylara agreed somewhat begrudgingly. She didn’t like the idea of daily check-ins with the headmaster, but it was the best way to stay in the loop with what was going on with Petalwing and the rest of the missing pixies, so she acceded.

      She only hoped they weren’t already too late.
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      As she left Amythist’s office, Kylara began to regain a sense of calm. The headmaster was taking this seriously, at least. She did not know the full extent of Amythist’s powers, but she knew she had more powers than most dragons and was confident she could help.

      Except she also knew that the old dragon could not teleport using either the mage-style gates or the pixie ones. Nor could she sense the pixies the way they could sense each other. And then there was the Homecoming Ball and Tournament to consider. Both were happening this weekend. Would Amythist simply forget all about them as investigating the missing pixies would surely require?

      Honestly, she doubted it.

      The more she thought about it, the more she began to see that it was impossible for the headmaster to follow up in any kind of meaningful way. There was simply too much on her plate. Kylara felt reasonably assured that Amythist would call the Steel Guard, but so what? Kristen Hall had made it no secret that whatever was happening in Antarctica was taking up most of her attention.

      Did that mean that the B-team would investigate the pixies? Even if it was the very best B-team, they had yet to discover that all the pixies had vanished from Detroit. And if they’d missed that, it was possible that they’d miss more.

      Kylara stepped out of the main building and into the U. As she walked toward her Magical Theory class, her stomach churned with unease. Petalwing had proven herself to be far more than merely a casual friend. She had helped her more than once and in many ways. If she was in danger—and it seemed very obvious to her that she was—she had to help.

      She was about to open the door to the classroom, but the thought stopped her in her tracks. After everything that happened last year, she knew she should enlist her friends. Tanya had all but insisted she do so, but did that still apply?

      They were acting so weirdly and it was all her fault. Maybe if she was gone for an evening, they could all hang out with each other and stop trying to make her decide which one of them she would take to the stupid ball. She didn’t even want to go to the ball, but they had all said how important it was that she was there, given what she was.

      But that brought her back to Petalwing. The pixie had said she’d sensed pixie energy in her and had even called her sister. Kylara did not always know what to do with her unusual place in dragon and mage society, but she had come to realize that embracing every part of herself was the best option. That meant embracing her pixie-hood too. Which meant she couldn’t ignore the fact that Petalwing was missing.

      She could wait until class was over and talk to her friends or she could go now. The thing was, her powers were such that she could slip away and be back before dinner. Tanya wouldn’t return to their room until her classes were over, which meant she had time.

      After a moment, she decided it was best to do a little reconnaissance. She would visit Detroit, see if she saw or sensed any sign of Petalwing, and be back in good time to tell her friends what the situation was. Depending on what she saw, she could contact the Steel Guard B-team, or—if she felt it necessary—she and her friends could go together to help Petalwing.

      They had certainly proven themselves as an effective team, even if they had all neglected to join the tournament. But right now, they were in class on a field trip that would distort their sense of time. It was the perfect moment to slip away without them having to worry about her.

      Kylara didn’t open the door. Instead, she hurried down the hallway and into the U. She started toward what would be her next class if everyone wasn’t in the pixie realm. It was common for students to practice in the fields before Practical Dragon Powers—but once she was alone in a part of the woods between the main part of campus and the training grounds, she left the trail.

      “Kylara!” someone shouted at that precise moment.

      She turned as one of the first-year mages hurried to catch up to her. She could tell he was a first-year because he looked at her with wonder instead of disdain—like the third- and fourth-years usually did—but she vaguely recognized him. Despite her not being close with anyone beyond her friends, she still knew the faces of the other students. The Lumos School did not exactly have a huge student body. He was not a second-year yet he seemed more familiar than most of the first-years.

      “Oh, hi there… Have we met?”

      “Yes! Well, no, not here, but it's me—Jaylin.”

      A rush of memories from the mall flooded over her. She had forgotten about the kid whose powers had manifested in a shouting match with his stepdad. “Hey, Jaylin. How have you been?”

      “Awesome, thanks to you. The Steel Guard turned out to be totally rad. Larry was great and pushed hard for me to come here even though I technically had a year left of high school. You changed my life, Kylara. Thank you so much. If it hadn’t been for you, I have no idea where I’d be right now.”

      Jaylin’s gratitude only confirmed that she needed to go find Petalwing now. “Jaylin…look, I hate to do this to you, but can we do this later? I have something I need to do.”

      He looked her in the eye, then at her feet, which were decidedly not on the trail. With a grin, he looked at the woods around them. “You’re sneaking off campus.”

      “No. No, I wouldn’t. I’m, uh…”

      “You’re sneaking off. I read all about what happened last year. You’re all about sneaking off. Do you think you can still do it with this shield? Professor Sharra explained some of how it works. It’s awesome! See, it interferes with both this dimension and the others, which means—”

      “Okay, yes, I’m sneaking off.” Kylara cut him off, pleased to see he had become not only a mage but a nerd. “But Jaylin, I’ll come back soon, all right? I need you to keep this secret for me and…wait. You know what? I have a job for you.”

      “Anything.”

      “If I’m not back for dinner, I want you to tell my friends I went to Detroit, all right?”

      “As in Detroit, Michigan?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “You got it. But…uh, why?”

      “Jaylin, I would love to catch up but right now, I need to go, all right? If you see anyone else, I want you to lead them away from here. Got that?”

      He looked doubtful but he nodded. “I’ll look for you at dinner.”

      “Thanks.” She slipped into the woods before he could protest further. This was less than ideal but he would hopefully do as she had asked. Still, she wouldn’t trust him completely. As she moved through the woods, she called on the plants to grow into the path she had taken. If he was following, he would find thick branches in his way and tangles of brambles would pull at his feet.

      Not confident that this was enough, she also wove a web of darkness around herself. She used her dragon speed to dart from tree to tree. If Jaylin were following, all he’d see was a form of darkness moving here and there as the forest grew ever thicker. Finally confident that he was gone, she returned her attention to sneaking off.

      Kyalara was near the edge of the valley between the two mountains that framed the Lumos school. The way had become much steeper. Somewhere soon, she would leave the school grounds and be able to open a gate to take her wherever she needed to go. No one seemed to be following her, and if someone was, Jaylin would hopefully cover for her.

      She wasn’t exactly sure where the school grounds ended and she didn’t want to be caught in the anti-gating shield again, so she pressed on uphill. Before too long, she found a clue about where the defensive protection ended.

      It was a stone statue, similar to the one she’d seen atop the wall at the front of the school, although this one was in the shape of a griffin instead of a gargoyle.

      Cautiously, she approached it. Its lifeless eyes didn’t move, nor did its head twitch to follow her as the gargoyle at the front of the school had. She stepped close to it and waved her hand in front of its face. When nothing happened, she patted it on the head but not even a twitch resulted.

      The young dragon mage grinned. She had expected something like this after she’d seen the gargoyle. That was probably why Amythist had put them there in the first place—to deter students from sneaking out. But this statue was of a griffin, not a gargoyle. It couldn’t move any more than the boulders around there could. It was a clever ruse and a great way to give the appearance of the entire perimeter of the campus being protected, but it was still merely a ruse.

      Kylara—proud of herself for deducing this—stepped past the statue and off the school grounds.

      The moment she did so, its stone wings flapped and it lunged on top of her to knock her down and pin her under its front eagle-style talon.

      She tried to push it off and failed. It was too heavy for her, even with her dragon strength. But of course, strength was only one of her powers. She called on the trees behind it to aid her. They reached out with branch and root, snared the griffin, and pulled it off for a moment before its weight broke it loose from their branches.

      For good measure, she tried to wrap it in shadow tendrils but they slipped off as if it was greased instead of rough and pockmarked. Still, she was past it. All she had to do was fly away and escape. As she geared herself to launch into flight, something drove into her back.

      She was knocked down the hill and past the griffin. Another statue had come to aid the first one. This one was in the shape of a topless woman with a serpent tail instead of legs and a snarl of thick curls for hair—snakes, she realized.

      “Medusa?” she murmured aloud before the statue wrapped her with its tail. She tried to thrust it back but she couldn’t. It was like dragon strength didn’t work any better on the statues than her shadow tendrils did. She tried light next and blasted the medusa with a bright flash of blinding energy, but rather than hurting the snake woman, the flash only made its eyes glow.

      Medusa raised a hand and made an arcane gesture, and Kylara felt as if the world’s heaviest weighted blanket settled on top of her. She had managed to push to her hands and knees when the weight doubled. The griffin was casting an identical spell.

      Kylara struggled against the magic but it was as stubborn as the statues were and didn’t respond to her bevy of powers.

      Infuriatingly, she could do nothing to escape but she didn’t have to wait long. In a manner of minutes, the mage security for the campus arrived.

      “Lady Diamantine, leaving campus is against the rules,” one of them grouched.

      “I was only—”

      “Save it for the headmaster,” the mage said.

      “We don’t need to go to her office, do we?”

      “No, you don’t,” Amythist said, landed in her dragon form, and told the two guardian statues to return to their posts. “We can talk about your punishment right here.”
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      “It’s funny but I feel like I’ve already had this conversation,” Amythist said between gritted teeth. It was amazing how a tiny, wrinkled woman could look so intimidating. “Please tell me this is some kind of pixie-magic-induced déjà vu?”

      “Ma’am, I know this looks bad—” Kylara began.

      “What it looks like is that you’re skipping class. Unless by some miracle the Silver Bullet canceled practice only days before the beginning of the tournament? You are supposed to be in class, correct?”

      “Yes, I should be.” She knew from her mom that authority figures liked it when she agreed with them.

      “Then why aren’t you?”

      Explaining herself to one could be trickier to accomplish. “Well, my friends don’t want to join the tournament, for starters, so class sucks right now.”

      “Does it?” Amythist did not seem impressed with her vocabulary.

      “But it's not only that,” she explained hurriedly. “It’s Petalwing. I can’t sit still in class while I know she’s missing.”

      “Kor doesn’t exactly make you sit still.”

      “He does when you’re not competing,” she pointed out, thankful that it was true. “I couldn’t sit around and do nothing. It seemed wrong.”

      “So you decided to sneak out?” The old dragon’s tone was as sharp as crystal.

      “No. I wanted to go for a walk in the woods. I thought that maybe everyone was right and Petalwing had gone somewhere to clear her head. I was out here, trying to calm myself and hopefully see her, when these statues stopped me cold.”

      The headmaster’s expression suggested that she couldn’t decide if she was telling the truth and the young dragon mage counted that as a win. The most she could hope for in this moment was an element of doubt and she decided to run with it.

      “I didn’t pay much attention to where I was going. Mostly, I tried to feel my…uh, inner magic to see where it would take me. Do you think I was drawn this way because of the statues?”

      “It’s…possible,” Amythist admitted finally. “They are animated by immensely powerful spells, although part of those is a dampening effect. I suppose it’s possible that you could sense them given your proclivities to pixie magic.”

      “That must be it, then,” Kylara said and tried not to sound too relieved that the headmaster had bought her story. She knew the pendant around her neck prevented the dragon from reading her aura and uncovering her lie. Before she could be pressed for any more details, she tried to steer the conversation elsewhere. “You have those statues to guard the school instead of mages?”

      Amythist nodded, although she still looked suspicious. “We couldn’t very well keep a couple of dozen mages on staff only for defense, so we created some automated defenses over the summer. The statues are a key component, as is the shield you encountered when you first tried to port in.”

      “It makes sense. Will that be enough, though?” Kylara asked.

      The dragon’s smile was so calculating it looked as if it could solve algebraic expressions. “If you were in my position, do you think it would be wise to reveal the intricacies of our security system to the student who has snuck out more than any other?”

      Kylara knew that this time, at least, Amythist could read her embarrassment. It was as plain as day in her flushed cheeks, raised eyebrows, and painfully awkward smile.

      “Even if you’re clearing your head, you need to stick to the campus grounds. No matter where you…wander to, some of these statues will be positioned to mark the perimeter. If you go past them, they will stop you. The same goes for anyone trying to enter.”

      “What if people fly in or out?”

      Amythist’s smile seemed to have advanced to calculating differential equations. “Please don’t try it. Flight was most certainly an ability we accounted for.”

      “Yeah, sure. Sorry,” Kylara stammered.

      “If a teacher or I give you a pass to leave, you will enter and exit through the front gate. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Again, I’m very sorry. I was upset about Petalwing and trying to clear my head.”

      “I understand your concern and I too am quite worried about our guest teacher. You did the right thing in coming to me, and I do hope that all this business is merely an unfortunate consequence of me neglecting to tell the student body about the new perimeter. Rest assured, I’ll announce it before the ball begins to ensure there are no other…mistakes. I would appreciate it if you could tell your little cabal about it, though. If any of your friends are caught on the perimeter, you will all serve detention together.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Now, go back to being a student.” Amythist shooed her toward the heart of campus. Grateful to suffer nothing worse than a verbal reprimand, she hurried away.
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      The student body of the Lumos School was far more excited than they were for a typical Friday. Today was the Homecoming Ball and all the students had to do was survive a few classes before they could dance the night away in their finest outfits. It seemed like the entire school counted down the seconds to the start of the ball. Kylara counted them too, although she had a different reason. The ball would be the perfect opportunity to sneak off.

      “Are you sure you want everyone to come here?” Tanya asked her. “Our room is a mess.”

      “I asked Jasmine to get here before everyone else,” she replied.

      “Oh, my goodness, Kylara, you’re the best!” her roommate gushed and returned to doing her hair. She wore an elegant gown that was the subtle shades of a pink rose and looked gorgeous, and the way she held her parasol framed her face perfectly. The dragon mage almost felt bad about what she would ask her to do tonight.

      A knock sounded at the door and she opened it.

      “Jasmine! It’s so nice to see you,” Tanya exclaimed before Kylara could even greet the mage.

      “There’s no need to be phony. I’ll clean your room,” Jasmine said and looked at the messy floor with disgust. She snapped her fingers and the tangles of clothes folded themselves and put themselves away in their respective drawers. Old homework and scraps of paper were stuffed in the garbage can and beds were made.

      Both girls grinned.

      “You’re welcome,” the mage said and stepped inside to the now spotlessly clean room.

      “Jasmine, you look—”

      “Don’t mention it.” Jasmine glared at Kylara.

      “I was going to say—”

      “Don’t. Mention. It.”

      She nodded and shut up. The girl looked great, though. She wore a black shoulder-less dress with long flowing sleeves of sheer black fabric. It was reminiscent of the mage robe she always wore but much more elegant. A ruby pendant around her neck positively sparkled. The word sexy snuck unbidden to Kylara’s mind and she pushed it away as quickly as it came.

      “Is there a reason you wanted us to come early or did I already take care of it?” Jasmine asked.

      “There is,” Kylara admitted. “Though I wanted to wait for the boys to get here before I explained.”

      “Kylara, no,” Tanya pleaded.

      “I haven’t even said anything yet.”

      “But I know you will. Darn it, Ky, this is supposed to be the best night of the year. I don’t want you to ruin this for everyone.”

      “I won’t ruin anything for anyone. I want to help people.”

      “Ky—”

      Before Tanya could push her to divulge anything else, someone knocked on the door.

      Kylara rushed to open it.

      Ruby Firedrake stood in the doorway in a dress of red and orange, her arms folded disapprovingly under an almost exposed bosom. Karl Midnight and Sam Lumos stood on either side of her and looked both sheepish and regal in their tuxedos.

      “These two said they were invited into the girls’ dorm?” Ruby raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes!” Kylara said quickly. “They’re going to escort us to the ball.”

      The girl looked pointedly from the two boys to the three girls. “It seems a little uneven.”

      “That’s why they’re here,” she explained. “This way, no one has to go alone.”

      “I could have gone with one of you,” Ruby said.

      “No,” Karl and Sam both blurted.

      Ruby sighed. “Whatever. The door stays open while they’re here. Got it?”

      “Of course,” she said and chose not to think about whatever the dorm supervisor was thinking about.

      The girl frowned and walked away. Kylara wondered what her aura was saying to the other dragons. Something unpleasant, no doubt.

      But Ruby was forgotten almost the moment she left.

      “Jasmine…you look radical,” Karl nodded at her dress.

      Kylara braced herself for the mage’s retribution, but it did not come. Instead, the young mage smiled in response. “You look fairly all right yourself.”

      He smiled. “You don’t think it’s too much black?”

      To Kylara, the answer was a resounding yes. He wore shiny black shoes, a black tuxedo, a black shirt, and a black bow tie.

      “Not at all,” Jasmine said.

      The dragon mage resisted the urge to vomit. It was not an easy thing.

      “I’m glad I don’t look like this clown.” Midnight hooked a thumb at the other boy.

      To say Sam looked like a clown was akin to saying a golden eagle looked like a chicken. The color choice of his tuxedo was somewhat unusual and brighter than most would have considered, but it didn’t look at all clownish to Kylara. His tuxedo was all gold and he wore shining brown shoes, a white shirt, and a rose-colored tie.

      “I like your tie.” Tanya smiled. Her dress faded into many shades of pink but his tie matched the middle tone of it perfectly.

      “Yeah, your dress is…” Sam, normally the smooth talker, wasn’t able to do anything but suck in a breath of air through his teeth.

      Kylara smiled inwardly. Finally, for the first time this whole year, the two boys were looking at the other girls instead of her. And why not? Compared to them, she looked positively pedestrian. She wore a blue dress but it was neither the elaborate affair Tanya had chosen nor the revealing gown Jasmine wore. It looked—in a word—practical. Under it, she wore thick leggings and flats instead of heels. The other two girls had done their hair up in elaborate swirls. Hers was in a tight, almost aggressively practical bun.

      “So…do you have some booze or something?” Karl asked.

      “We’re underage,” Sam snapped.

      “We’re dragons. We can burn it out of our systems,” Karl replied. “Are you seriously telling me you’ve never had a sip of wine?”

      “I don’t think Kylara invited us all here for a drink.” Tanya’s glare had returned with a vengeance. “Did you, Kylara?”

      “I’m afraid not.” She launched into an explanation of what she’d been going through with Petalwing’s investigation into the disappearing pixies. They listened quietly while she told them about Petalwing’s original conversation with her, their visit to Detroit, and how the Steel Dragon couldn’t help because she was dealing with an entire continent’s worth of problems right now.

      She explained how Petalwing had confirmed that all the missing pixies had last been seen in Detroit and how the pixie was on her way to relay this to Kristen Hall when she had last been seen. “That’s why she wasn’t in class yesterday or today,” she finished.

      “No,” Tanya said the moment she took a breath. “Ky, there is no way we will do what you want us to do. Not tonight. Please don’t tell me you want it to be tonight.”

      Karl grinned. “I’m down. Well…if Jasmine is, that is. Then I am…uh, too.”

      “Have you already told the headmaster about all of this?” the mage asked.

      “I did. I talked to her an hour ago. She assured me that ‘they’re doing everything they can,’ but I don’t see how that can possibly be true given that she was already dressed to go to the ball.”

      “How did she look?” Tanya asked, obviously desperate to steer the conversation anywhere but where her roommate was inexorably taking it.

      “The pixies are probably off having fun someplace,” Sam protested. “They don’t have a good sense of time, nor do they share the same priorities we do.”

      “No, that’s not what’s going on here,” she insisted. “Petalwing said that pixies can sense each other. It's like a super-powered dragon aura, I guess. She said she would know if the other pixies were off gallivanting.”

      “No, Kylara, please. Not tonight! The ball is tonight!”

      “Exactly,” she agreed. “I already checked in with the headmaster and I won’t have to see her again until Monday. No one will notice us leave if we go now.”

      “But I’ve been looking forward to this all year,” Tanya complained.

      “It shows,” Sam said with a roguish wink. “But maybe Kylara is right. I don’t know why Petalwing would miss this party. Pixies love parties.”

      “Do you honestly think it's up to us?” Karl asked.

      “I do,” she said. “Plus, well…” She didn’t know how to say this so she decided to simply say it. “I can tell that Petalwing is in trouble. At first, I thought it was only me worrying, but it's more than that.”

      “A new power?” Jasmine asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe?”

      “But dragons can’t sense pixies,” Sam pointed out.

      “I know. I don’t think it’s a dragon power.”

      “But you haven’t had much success with mage powers,” Jasmine said.

      “Petalwing told me something strange. She said I felt something like a Big Pixie to her. I think… I know this sounds crazy, but I think maybe there’s some type of connection between her and me now that I can use pixie magic.”

      Everyone’s stare said they believed her, even if they didn’t want to.

      “If all of you think I’m making too much out of this, I’ll drop it. Truly,” Kylara said. “But I don’t think I am. I think that someone or something is hunting the pixies and that the only people who can help them right now are all standing in this room.”

      No one tried to dissuade her.

      Instead, four of the best-dressed students, plus Kylara, waved farewell to Ruby Firedrake and set off to help a pixie.
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      “Ky, I swear on my fire breath that if you let it rain on this dress, we will not talk for a month,” Tanya said as they hurried through the woods toward the edge of campus.

      “You could have changed,” Kylara pointed out, not for the first time.

      “And when would I wear this again?” Tanya demanded. “Honestly, it’s couture. You can’t simply recycle couture.”

      Everyone still wore their fancy clothes. Sam had thought it wise—if they were caught, it would provide them with some kind of cover. She honestly didn’t care. The campus would be empty and they only needed to get off the grounds. After that, they’d have the weekend to discover what had happened to Petalwing, although she desperately hoped that it wouldn’t take that long.

      They pushed through a patch of woods to a different edge of the campus than the one Kylara had attempted to get through earlier. She didn’t know much about the guardian statues, but she didn’t want to risk Medusa or the griffin recognizing her.

      “So…what? You’ll gate us to Detroit once we get out of the shield dome?” Karl asked. They all knew what had happened to her when she’d come in.

      “Uh…well, there’s one more thing we have to get past.” Kylara pointed to a hulking statue of a one-eyed brute. Beyond it was the silhouette of something that had the head of a dragon, a lion, and a goat. “Those will animate if we try to cross the boundary.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us about a fricking stone chimera sooner?” Tanya demanded.

      “I didn’t think you’d come if I did.”

      The girl’s grumbling told her that this was an accurate assumption.

      “Are you sure these can move?” Sam asked. “I know there are gargoyles at the gate but these are different.”

      “Yeah, I do. Believe me, they will come to life. And if they do, there’s nothing we can do to stop them. They’re dragon-proof and mage-proof too, I think.”

      “How do you know all that?” he asked with a grin.

      “Don’t ask,” she replied.

      That earned a chuckle from everyone, even Tanya, who was by the far the wariest of this whole mission. That her best friend could laugh was a good sign.

      “I know this will be a profoundly stupid question, but can we fly out once it gets dark?” Karl asked.

      “You’re dumb even if you are handsome,” Jasmine said.

      Kylara only laughed. She had asked the very same question without the preamble to qualify it. “Amythist said it’s something they thought of. I don’t think it's worth the risk to find out if she was bluffing.”

      “Are we sure we can’t go through?” Tanya asked. “That squirrel doesn’t seem to have any trouble.”

      “That squirrel’s not magic,” Jasmine said. Her eyes were closed and her hands raised while her fingers twitched in arcane gestures. “These statues detect magic and magical beings. Maybe sentience too? I can’t quite tell. There’s so much going on under their surface. I think a regular human might be able to make it through, but there’s no way any of us can walk past them.” She shuddered. “You’re right about the magic, though. They feel…I don’t know how to put it—slippery, I guess? I don't even want to try any magic on them. I don’t think it would go well.”

      “Oh, come on. We can defeat a couple of statues,” Karl scoffed.

      “I tried my shadow powers on them. It didn’t work,” Kylara explained. “Jasmine’s right about them being slippery.”

      “I’m more than merely shadow powers.” Karl snorted. He looked especially petulant in his black tuxedo. She could see what Jasmine saw in him. He positively exuded bad-boy vibes. “How will those things stop us if we break them with our tails?”

      “I agree with Karl,” Sam said. “I’m sure they’re heavy but they’re small. All we need to do is get past them. It might be tough, but if we work out a strategy, we can manage. We’ve fought hordes of skeletons. We can handle a cyclops.”

      “And a chimera,” Tanya pointed out. She sounded neutral, though.

      “I don’t know y’all. Maybe if we had practiced for the tournament, but these were tough. I didn’t stand a chance against two of them.”

      “But there’s five of us now,” Karl said.

      “But let’s say we do get past them,” Kylara hypothesized. “As soon as I was engaged by the statues, the mages knew it. Even if we could make it past, we can’t outrun the mage security team.”

      “And you’re sure you can’t port? Because that would be seriously convenient.” Tanya smiled. The dragon mage appreciated her trying to help. She knew how much the ball meant to her—more than it did to anyone else except perhaps Sam—and yet there she was, helping a pixie who hadn’t been the most generous with her grades.

      “No. The pain was… It’s not an option.”

      Silence fell on the group as they stared at the motionless statues and the invisible barrier blocking their path.

      “I’m sorry,” Kylara said finally. “I thought that once we all worked together, we’d find a solution. I know I used to run off by myself and this is what I always did. I never had a plan. I simply went for it. I thought that would work today but we can’t walk past these and we can’t fly over. You should all go back to the ball. I’ll stay here in the dirt.”

      “What did you say?” Jasmine asked.

      “That I’m sorry.”

      “No, no, not the self-pity crap. What did you say about the dirt?” The mage sounded excited and suddenly eager.

      “I didn’t mean anything. Only that I don’t know what we can do.”

      “Never mind,” Jasmine said and began to call up a spell.

      “What?”

      “Shut up, Kylara,” the girl said in a rush. “We can’t walk past them or fly over, but what if we go under?”

      Karl laughed. “I love thinking outside the box but there’s no secret tunnel. If there was, I guarantee Kylara would know about it.”

      Jasmine brought her hands up over her head and gestured at the earth in front of her. A wheelbarrow’s worth of soil was pushed to either side of a hole. “There’s no secret tunnel yet.”

      “Ha! Jasmine, you’re a genius.” Karl grinned. “I could kiss you.”

      The girl’s eyebrows raised at that but now was not the time or the place. “I don’t think I can do it all myself, though. If only we had a horde of strong-clawed inexhaustible lizards to help.”

      Kylara was one step ahead of her. She transformed into her dragon form and worked to expand the hole. At first, it seemed easy. She was able to move as much dirt as Jasmine had with each scoop of her claws. After a few minutes, though, she was already winded from the work.

      “I can take a turn,” Sam said and changed into his dragon shape. “We all should go dragon. Our clothes won’t get messed up that way.”

      She didn’t think she’d ever seen her friends transform as quickly as they did in that moment.

      Within minutes, they had a tunnel wide enough to hold a dragon and deep enough for two of them to be in at once. While one of them took point and dug through the dirt and rock of the mountains, the others rested. Jasmine used her telekinesis to move the soil out of the hole and spread it around the area so it wouldn’t be immediately obvious. Tanya was the only dragon who refrained from digging. Instead, she put her plant powers to work to strengthen roots as they dug deeper to give the tunnel some stability.

      After a sweaty half an hour, they were ready to cross the threshold the statues stood sentry over.

      “This is when it could all go south,” Jasmine said from her place at the mouth of the tunnel. “If they can sense us under them, they’ll sound the alarm and we’ll never have time to finish the tunnel.”

      “Wait…before we do that…” Tanya gestured to the opening of the hole and vines grew across it and leaves unfurled. “If they attack, we get out and pretend we were out sneaking booze. That way, maybe we can come back to the tunnel later.”

      “Good plan.” Kylara smiled at her best friend, who rolled her eyes as if to say, “Only for you, Ky.”

      They all held their breath while Karl dug under the cyclops statue.

      It remained oblivious to their presence and completely motionless as he tunneled directly under its feet.

      After that, the remainder of the work was straightforward even if it was exhausting. They delved through dirt and what felt like mostly rock until they reached an outcropping of boulders they could use to disguise the egress point from the tunnel.

      Kylara emerged first, concerned about being noticed, and discovered that their subterranean gambit had worked. The statues didn’t care about the dragons emerging fifty feet past their perimeter any more than they had cared about the dragons disappearing from the other side of it.

      They crawled out one after the other. Everyone was breathless and dirty. Despite all of them being accomplished in battle, digging for an hour was exhausting for anyone.

      “Can we…rest until…morning?” Karl asked. The dragon mage could tell he was only half-joking.

      “I think the shadow-stain might have a point,” Sam said. “If it's someone taking pixies, we can’t be exhausted when we get there.”

      “That’s all right,” she said. “I have enough juice to open a gate and I know some people who would be more than happy to help us recharge.”

      “Please don’t say your mom,” Tanya said. “She’s awesome when it comes to butt-kicking, but if I have to eat another bowl of her bland beans when I could be eating food from the buffet—”

      “No, not my mom,” she said, although the idea to contact her mother had occurred to her. She might have pursued it more seriously if she wasn’t convinced that Hester would simply tell Amythist. She was an ex-cop after all, a rules-follower through and through. Well, except for stealing an orphaned mage and keeping her hidden for almost two decades. Kylara could still remember hours-long timeouts for sneaking cookies. To say sneaking off campus would be disastrous was an understatement.

      “There are some pixies I know in the Rocky Mountains. They’ll be more than happy to see us and might help too.”

      “This is so much cooler than a ball.” Karl grinned.

      “I agree,” Jasmine said and looked excited for once.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Tanya muttered.

      Kylara nodded, opened a gate, and the five friends left the Lumos School and reappeared in another state.
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      They stepped from the portal into the meadow in front of the house where Mari and the other pixies lived, hidden in the Rocky Mountains. The last colors of fall still clung to the scene. Aspen trees that ringed the mountain valley were still bright yellow, although many of the leaves had already fallen to billow in the wind. The grasses and wildflowers of the meadow were more brown and orange than green but it was beautiful all the same. Snow had yet to fall, although the clouds overhead said that the arrival of precipitation was imminent.

      “Ky, if you don’t mind?” Tanya said and pointed to the thick gray clouds overhead. They were all still in their dragon forms except Jasmine, of course, who only had the one body. Tanya was not about to risk getting her dress soaked by switching forms when rain threatened to fall.

      “Oh, right.” Kylara called on her power to control the weather. She summoned a column of higher pressure centered on herself and sent it into the sky. It pushed a hole through the clouds to let the last rays of sunshine into the meadow.

      A screech from high above drew her attention to a spotted hawk that plummeted toward them at record speed. Her dragon eyes identified a black cap and a black-and-white patterned chest. She also saw the pixie on its back.

      “Who dares send the clouds away from the lands of Mari?” the pixie yelled in a full-throated warrior’s cry. The peregrine falcon screeched in agreement.

      Karls’ claws writhed with dark tendrils and Jasmine brought up a shield between the attacking bird and the team of the dragons.

      “It’s all right!” Kylara shouted to everyone. “Rider, it’s me. It’s Kylara,” she told the pixie and assumed he had the best chance of preventing a collision.

      “Kylara! Well, why didn’t you say so?” The pixie yanked on some of the falcon’s feathers and the bird twitched its wingtips to sweep into a parabolic arc to land on a pine tree growing on the mountainside. It was amazing that the bird could so perfectly redirect its motions with such a subtle change. She wouldn’t have been able to change her flight path with such precision in her dragon form.

      “I just did, Rider,” she said to the pixie who fluttered closer on clunky wings that had unfolded from the beetle shell on his back.

      “This is true, Kylara Diamantine. This is true.”

      “Everyone, this is Rider. Rider, this is Sam, Karl, Tanya, and Jasmine.”

      He landed, folded his wings inside the beetle shell, and bowed respectfully. “Any friend of the world’s biggest pixie is a friend of Rider’s.”

      “Thanks, Rider, but I’m not a pixie.” It felt like an especially odd thing to say while in the body of the dragon.

      “You smell like one to me but alas, I am not the best judge of stinks and stenches. Oy, Hound!” Rider bellowed far louder than a creature of his size should have been able to. Even the peregrine falcon looked affected by the sound. It ruffled its feathers and smoothed them a moment later, its sharp gaze locked on the noisy pixie.

      A dog door on the front of the house burst open and what appeared to be the largest wasp in the world buzzed toward them.

      Tanya gasped. “Oh, dragon’s breath, what is that?”

      “You don’t need to be scared of a bug. You’re a fricking dragon.” Karl scoffed.

      “This is Hound,” Kylara said as the wasp-faced pixie buzzed around her, touched her with his antennae, and yelled to the others that the Big Pixie had arrived. “Hound, this is everyone.”

      “I can smell them,” he said cheerfully.

      The door opened and two more pixies came out. These were more “normal” if that was a word that could ever be applied to one of their kind. Both appeared to be female—as opposed to Hound, whose gender she still wasn’t sure of but felt was male.

      “Mari and Oda. It's nice to see you all again,” Kylara said. Mari had beautiful butterfly wings patterned in black-and-yellow. Oda was older—an unusual thing to notice in a pixie—and had dragonfly wings.

      “We hoped you would come,” Mari replied enthusiastically. “No one believed us when we told them that the Big Pixie came to our home in the spring. And yet, here you are again.”

      “Any pixie who visits will be able to smell your passing,” Hound said warmly as if this counted for a compliment.

      Karl laughed so hard he snorted. Hound took that as an invitation to be sniffed by the strange wasp-faced being with his probing antennae.

      “Welcome back, Kylara of the pixies.” Oda bowed respectfully. “Please, come inside our home and speak to us.”

      “Thank you, Oda, but I’m truly not a pixie.”

      “You smell like one,” Hound said emphatically.

      Mari nodded. “It is more than smell, though. You feel like a pixie. If anything, you feel more like a pixie than you did the last time you were here.”

      “That does explain the rushing off at every opportunity,” Sam joked.

      “And all the weird powers,” Karl added.

      Jasmine and Tanya remained quiet and both looked bemused.

      “But how can I feel more like a pixie?” Kylara asked. “Is that even possible?”

      “It would seem so.” Mari grinned. All the little beings seemed to think that this was the best of news.

      “Have you used pixie magic?” Oda asked, flew closer, and lifted a strand of the dragon mage’s black hair.

      “Well…yes? I’ve opened quite a few gates since the last time we met.”

      “Hmmm….” Oda intoned, her expression thoughtful.

      “Hmm good or hmm bad?” Kylara asked.

      “There is neither good nor bad when it comes to Oda’s hmms,” Mari explained. “Only purpose.”

      “What was the purpose then, ma’am? Er…Lady Oda.” Sam corrected himself quickly.

      “I like this one.” Oda chuckled. “He’s very polite for a dragon.”

      “I was polite,” Kylara protested.

      “But you are only part dragon,” Rider pointed out and laughed. Hound nodded enthusiastically.

      “You were going to tell us about the hmm,” Tanya tried to redirect the conversation. Thankfully, the pixies did not seem to mind.

      “Yes, well, magic is life. It begets itself,” Oda explained. “It is possible that every time you use our magic, you call more of it to yourself.”

      “So you’re saying I become more pixie-like every time I open a gate?” Kylara tried to clarify.

      “I am not sure,” the creature said. “We have never seen a mage who can turn into a dragon turn into a pixie. But yes… I think the gates may be an excellent way to accelerate your transition.”

      She smiled, even though she did not know what to make of the idea of becoming more of a pixie. To her, that sounded like a problem, especially if it had happened every time she used the gates through the pixie realm. She was hundreds of miles away from the Lumos School with no way to go forward or go back without the gates and certainly no way to keep moving if they wanted to help the pixies today. It was a problem but it would have to remain a problem for another day. Petalwing was more important than her smelling more like a pixie to Hound.

      “I sense unease,” Oda said and wrinkled her creased brow. “You did not come to watch Rider’s acrobatics and let Hound sniff you.”

      “Do people truly come to let Hound sniff them?” Karl asked.

      Hound nodded excitedly. “Oh yes.”

      “You are right, Oda. There’s a problem. Pixies are going missing.” Kylara went through everything Petalwing had discovered and concluded with her disappearance. When she was finished, all the pixies nodded.

      “We have indeed sensed that something is…wrong out there,” Mari said and cast a meaningful glance at Oda.

      “I had not noticed the disappearance of Lady Dragonfly,” Oda murmured, her eyes closed. “But I cannot sense her now. And this fits. I have noticed pixie voices missing from the harmony that connects us all. Sometimes, a pixie falls quiet but there are too many voices missing from our melody.”

      “It’s good we got the big pixie on the case,” Rider proclaimed.

      “We were hoping you could help us,” Kylara said.

      “Of course we will,” Oda agreed. “I wish we knew more of what was happening but alas, we have been distracted with helping the trees prepare for winter.”

      “Petalwing was right, though,” Hound pointed out. “The last place I can smell any of them is in the direction of the Motor City.”

      “You can’t smell that far?” Even in his dragon form, Sam looked incredulous.

      “Not in any useful way,” the creature admitted. “But that is the direction we should look in.” He pointed to the northeast.

      “But first, you should come inside,” Mari said. “You are all quite filthy, and humans notice such things. I assume you will travel in your human form after this?”

      “That’s the plan,” Kylara said and changed into her human body. Her friends all followed suit.

      “Kylara Diamantine,” Tanya said accusingly the moment she had transformed from her dragon body. The young dragon mage did not think she had ever heard her mom sound as threatening as her roommate did in that moment.

      “Yeah?” Her tone of innocence was the same one she used on Hester.

      “I’m filthy!” the girl shrieked. Indeed, her transformation from dragon to human had not knocked the dirt from the tunnel away. It still clung to her and her beautiful rose-colored dress.

      Sam also looked more than a little furious. He examined his suit, now stained with dirt and more reminiscent of a dirty hayfield than gold.

      “Come inside. We’ll clean you.” Mari gestured toward the house.

      “Is…uh, Atramento around?” Kylara didn’t know the mage who had been living with them the last time she was there very well, but she did know that he used to work with both the Steel Dragon and Amythist. It seemed likely that he might wish to point out their whereabouts before they could help.

      “He was called away to Antarctica to help the penguins,” Rider said.

      “There’s more at stake down there than penguins,” Mari said.

      “Nothing is more important than penguins,” Rider proclaimed. “One day, I will ride a penguin and it will be good.”

      “So, nothing to worry about,” Mari said. “We won’t tell anyone of the Big Pixie’s comings and goings if you do not wish us to.”

      “I don’t, not yet. I think it would only create more stress for the Steel Dragon and if Amythist found out, she’d probably drag us all back to school whether we had the missing pixies or not.”

      “Then we will not say a thing.” Their diminutive hosts led them indoors.

      Once inside, Tanya’s distress at the mess of her dress became all the more apparent. “It’s couture,” she repeated constantly as if it was a spell that might somehow clean it.

      “I like the dirt,” Hound said. “It smells wonderful.”

      “Well, I don’t,” she retorted huffily.

      “I agree with Hound, but if you don’t like it, we can help.”

      “Yes, please!”

      Mari nodded and buzzed around the girl. As she did so, the dress seemed to clean itself. Every trace of dirt and dust simply lifted off and formed a little pile on the floor. When the little creature had finished, Tanya was spotless. Only her hair was in disarray.

      “Oh, my God, Ky. If you truly are a pixie and you can learn to do miracle dry-cleaning, that would be amazing!”

      “Me next.” Sam grinned.

      Mari obliged, then moved on to Karl and Jasmine. In moments, they all looked ready for the ball again.

      “And you, Kylara?” Mari asked.

      “Oh, sure.” Honestly, she hadn’t even thought about getting clean. She was much more interested in helping the pixies than looking a certain way but she didn’t see how being clean would hurt, so she thanked Mari for her help.

      Clean and—for Tanya at least—their hair redone, they were ready to go.

      “Do you wish us to open a gate for you?” Mari asked.

      Kylara shrugged. “It’s tempting but honestly, the missing pixies are more important than whatever the Hound smells about me.”

      “I wish to smell with you,” Hound said.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Karl asked.

      “It means I will come with you to sniff out the danger,” he answered.

      “I too will accompany you to the Motor City,” Rider said and stood on the back of the couch as if it were an island he had conquered. “If pixies are missing, Rider will help.”

      “That would be…great,” she said, thinking that perhaps Mari and Hound would be more useful, but her first choice made no offer and she wasn’t naïve enough to dismiss Rider. He might be odd but he was still a pixie and had all the powers that came with that.

      “Let me get dressed,” Rider said. A tuxedo appeared on him. It was black like Karl’s, with long tails that hid his beetle wings. “Now, I’ll fit in.”

      Kylara didn’t want to point out that he was still twelve inches tall, nor that his friend had a bug’s face, so she smiled, opened a gate to Detroit, and they stepped through.
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      The team of seven stepped from the portal and out into the streets of Detroit. Kylara had made it open in the shadow of Tigers Stadium. The location wasn’t very close to the Steel Dragons’ headquarters but not terribly far either. She would have preferred to appear closer to the base but was worried about being seen. Maybe she was being paranoid, but she had a feeling that if Amy Williams, Drew, or anyone else from the Steel Dragon’s team caught them snooping, they’d bus them back to the Lumos School and ask questions later.

      “Now there’s a beast I’d like to ride.” Rider buzzed away and landed on the back of an enormous tiger. “Run, tiger. Run like the wind! Ya!” Rider dug his heels into the sides of the huge feline, which of course did not respond.

      “Those are statues.” Karl laughed.

      “Er…right!” The pixie took flight and landed on Kylara’s shoulder. “You need to let us know these things. Us pixies need to look out for each other.”

      “So, Ky, what’s the plan?” Tanya asked to bring them to the task at hand.

      “I’m honestly proud that we’ve come this far,” she confessed, which did not exactly inspire looks of confidence from the rest of her team. “We know that most of the pixies were last seen here. I’m hoping we can find clues and follow them to wherever they are.”

      Her four friends shared a look of disapproval that she knew was for her.

      “Kylara, I know how important this is to you, but if you have nothing, how are we supposed to help?” Sam asked. He didn’t sound angry, merely disappointed. Somehow, that was worse.

      “I found Lord Boneclaw with less of a lead than this.”

      “Boneclaw found us,” Jasmine pointed out.

      “Can we please try for an hour?” she pleaded. “We’ve already made it this far. We have to try.”

      “There’s no try about it,” Hound snapped and darted down the sidewalk, zigzagging from side to side.

      “What got into him?” Sam asked.

      “A scent,” Rider roared. “Onward! There’s no stopping Hound once he’s on the hunt. Tally-ho!”

      Kylara had never been in a chase where it was difficult for her to keep up with her quarry. Growing up in the mountains with access to her dragon powers, she had hunted deer, jackrabbits, and even roadrunners—she’d never eaten the last one, but a girl got bored out there. This was an entirely different affair.

      To say Hound was fast was an understatement. He flew swifter than any hawk and he ignored any obstacles. A taxi cab hurtled past and he flew under it. A bus was simpler. He simply went in the door and out a window. When he encountered an eight-foot fence with barbed wire, he turned his body into sparks and flowed through the chain links as if they didn’t exist.

      Kylara and her team did their best to keep up. Rider had no problem, of course, but the going was more difficult for the rest of them. The dragons jumped taxis, skidded under busses, and ripped apart a rather unfortunate fence with tendrils of shadow. Jasmine was the best at navigating the chase. She simply used her telekinesis to take hold of her robes and lift herself above the chaotic streets of Detroit on a Friday night. She flew above them like a beautiful woman-sized bat.

      After a mile of this, they came to an abrupt stop. Hound had found his target.

      “What is this place?” he asked.

      “It’s a…hotdog shop?” Sam said and studied the tubes of meat covered in unrecognizable chunky meat sauce and chopped onions.

      “Coney Islands,” Kylara explained. She had spent far too much time researching Detroit when she’d lived on her mom’s land without any other dragons, mages, or pixies to talk to. “They’re a big deal here.”

      “Did one of the pixies come here, Hound?” Tanya asked.

      “Pixies?” Hound asked before he cut into the line.

      “Hey! No cutting!” a surly gentleman with more tattoos than clear skin complained to the tiny pixie.

      “Hound will eat them whole,” Rider pointed out.

      “Oh, a wise-ass?” The man snapped. “This pixie thinks he can cut.”

      “He doesn’t understand,” Kylara said to him.

      “And you dragons didn’t think to teach him?”

      “What makes you think we’re dragons?” Tanya demanded.

      “Who else would cut in line to get a coney while wearing ballroom gowns and tuxedos?”

      “What’s the hold-up?” someone from the back of the line shouted.

      “No cuts.”

      The server returned to the counter with two coneys, oblivious to what was going on outside their shop. Hound gobbled them both before anyone could so much as blink. This triggered a fresh cascade of complaints, but it no longer mattered. The pixie had already hurtled away.

      “Onward!” Rider shouted from the back of an opossum.

      “Where did that come from?” Kylara demanded.

      “They don’t call me Rider for nothing. Come on! We don’t want to lose him.” He raced after his friend. From what they could see, he had augmented the opossum with magic and it bounded in supernatural leaps and seemed to be able to crawl along the sides of buildings as easily as it could the sidewalk.

      Again, the rest of them gave chase.

      This time, they caught up to Hound in a bar. The bouncer at the door scrutinized them all with an exasperated look. “Jesus, not more of you freaks.”

      “What do you mean, more?” Jasmine asked.

      “You’re the third magics to show up—do you know that bug-face guy?”

      “Indeed we do,” Rider boasted. “He is Hound with a nose unlike any other.”

      “Right, well, he’s about to get squished. I ain’t gonna check y’all for ID because I don’t want no magical civil war on my hands. Get ʼim out of there.”

      “Who was the first?” Kylara asked as she and her friends pushed into the tiny bar.

      “Ky!” Sam shouted. “We don’t have the time.”

      Kylara hurried inside to what must have been one of the strangest tableaus seen in any bar ever.

      A huge man, big-bellied and with arms like tree trunks and shoulders like boulders was seated across from Hound, whose bug face probed the table. There was some kind of a device between them with handles on it.

      “Look, you little bastard, you agreed to the match, so let’s go. If you ain’t got cash, what do you got?”

      Hound twitched his antennae. “My pants?” He started to take them off.

      The huge man roared in anger. Kylara was about to intervene but before she could, Karl stepped forward. “What’s going on here?”

      “Are you friends with this freak?”

      “I like him a hell of a lot more than I like you.” The boy sneered.

      The man’s face—already brick-like in appearance—hardened further. “This here’s an arm-wrestling tournament. It ain’t for freaks like you, but seeing as how your kind coming in here and ruining our fun is the name of the game tonight, I think the least this little guy can do is participate since he knocked the last contender out.” A hooked thumb pointed at another equally enormous man, although this one was asleep on the floor of the bar with a euphoric look on his face.

      “Arm wrestling?” Karl asked. “Let’s do this crap. I’ll go instead of the pixie. Unless you’re scared.”

      “Forget you, kid. You got money in that tux or only talk?”

      “How ʼbout this?” Jasmine tossed her ruby pendent on the table.

      The man raised an eyebrow. “That’ll do. It’ll cover the inconvenience fees too.”

      “I bet it will.” Karl sat across from the brick house given human form.

      Kylara had never seen an arm-wrestling contest before and she couldn’t honestly see the allure. Both Karl and the walking cement mixer grasped a handle with their left hand, then locked their right hands together in the world’s most aggressive handshake.

      “Go ahead and use your special powers, kid. I want you to know that you lost your girl’s necklace even though you are a dragon.”

      “Oh, I intend to.” Tendrils of darkness launched from Karl’s left hand and held the table firmly.

      What followed was a battle of wills unlike any Kylara had ever seen. Neither man moved and yet so much happened.

      First, Midnight’s rather slim bicep bulged, then the dump truck's did. More tendrils emerged from Karl and more of the man’s muscles bulged. It seemed like he could keep making more muscles bulge like all he was muscle.

      “Not bad for a human!” The dragon grunted. A vein protruded in the middle of his forehead. Kylara didn’t think she’d ever seen him work this hard, even in a dragon duel.

      “You’re all right for a twerp, kid.” The man echoed his grunt, then roared as he pushed even harder. In response, Karl sent out more of the tendrils to anchor him to the floor, the ceiling, and anything else he could.

      “I smell something.” Hound yipped and headed toward the back.

      “Hound—wait, my friend,” Rider shouted from the front of the bar. The bouncer had drawn the line at the opossum. Rather than giving up his mount, Rider had waited out front.

      But Hound wasn’t listening. He vanished through the back.

      “Go!” Sam told Ky. “I got Karl’s back.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “He’s a pain but he’s my pain,” Sam replied. “Besides, I want to see him win.”

      She nodded and followed Hound. Tanya was at her heels but the gown made it hard for her to navigate the tight hallway that counted for an exit in the back of the bar.

      Kylara kicked the back door off its hinges and found herself in an abandoned alleyway. Hound was nowhere to be seen.

      “Can you see him?” her companion asked.

      Kylara clenched her teeth. Tanya knew her well enough to understand that as the negative it was. “He had to go either right or left.” Across the alley was a thirty-foot brick wall. Hound had yet to scale anything that large. She hoped the pattern held.

      “Ky, what if you use your pixie sense?” her friend suggested.

      “Oh, come on, Tanya. Not you too.”

      “No, Ky, I’m serious. The pixies said they can sense each other and that you’re one of them. What if you can sense Hound?”

      “How would I even go about doing that?”

      “Close your eyes and reach out with your emotions. It feels like remembering a dream, except don’t focus on images but the feeling.”

      “That’s…oddly specific.”

      “I have a dragon aura, remember? I reach out for others' feelings like that all the time.”

      Kylara nodded and closed her eyes. She was close to panic, she knew that, so she tried to press that feeling from her mind. Instead, she focused on how Hound made her feel, then on his excitement and his delight at sniffing new people and new things. Miraculously, beyond her anxiety and discomfort, she could sense him.

      “He went left.”

      “Great. Let’s go,” Tanya said as the rest of the team burst out the back door and Rider appeared on his opossum at the other end of the alley.

      “What?” Karl demanded breathlessly. “Don’t you want to hear how I finally beat that guy? It was epic!”

      “This way!” Kylara hurried down the alley. After the longest fifty yards she’d ever run, she saw the little pixie. “Oh, thank goodness.”

      Hound saw her too. Even though his face was more insectile than human, she could tell he was distressed.

      “It’s all right. I’m here!”

      But it wasn’t all right.

      He flew toward her but before he could reach her, he impacted with some kind of invisible barrier. She suddenly realized that she could no longer feel him.

      Instinctively, she lashed out with her shadow tendrils and tried to snatch him from whatever was holding him to bring him to her.

      It didn’t work any better than it had against the stone statues. Her shadow powers slipped off the barrier between her and Hound and she couldn’t help him.

      Even though she was right there, she was too late.
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      Kylara was not about to lose Hound after bringing them to Detroit. She called on her light powers and let radiant energy blast from her eyes as she had seen Sam do. The beam streaked out, struck the shield, and reflected up into the night sky, a spotlight to a place of horrors that no one would heed.

      “Oh, hell no.” Jasmine stepped up beside her with her arms up and the air around her positively crackled with magical energy. She created a shield in the shape of a sphere all around her, then lifted it above her head with a grunt. When she pushed one hand forward and one back, the sphere elongated into a tube.

      “What are you doing?” Karl asked while shadow tendrils extended from his hands and feet.

      “Sometimes the best offense…is a good defense!” Jasmine made a pinching motion with one of her hands and one end of the shield tube tightened into a tiny point. The mage moved both hands forward and the shield turned into a lance and blasted forward like a rocket.

      It struck the shield and rang like a gong. The sound was so intense that Kylara felt her teeth vibrate. More than a few windows facing the alley shattered at the sound.

      “How did it survive that?” Tanya asked.

      “It almost didn’t.” Jasmine wiped a trickle of blood from one of her nostrils. “I weakened it considerably, though. Karl, try to get a grip on it.”

      The boy with shadow powers didn’t need to be told twice. His tendrils of darkness snaked forward and wound together into a great rope-like cord of dark that, like Jasmine’s modified shield spell, narrowed into a point. He thrust his attack into the same spot the mage had struck. The blow did not make the shield ring like hers had, but the tendrils refused to slip away. It was as if Jasmine’s spell had made a tiny fissure in the shield dome and he was able to get traction when Kylara had not been able to.

      Sam struck next and created a concentrated beam of light that caught the shield a few feet away from where the others had attacked. When the light touched the barrier, its entire surface flickered.

      “It’s working. Keep hammering it,” Rider ordered as if this were his mission.

      “Lightning might do the trick,” Tanya said to Kylara.

      “But your dress,” she protested weakly although they were empty words. She was already summoning a thunderhead above them.

      “Won’t get dirty in my dragon form.” Her friend transformed and launched herself at the shield. She drove into it and skittered across its surface as if it were made of concrete and not a thin, mostly translucent dome of energy. Still, her claws found a crack none of them could see. She reared, took a breath that filled her dragon lungs, and exhaled white-hot fire onto the dome.

      “We’re almost there,” Jasmine said. Despite her nose still bleeding, she held a hand up. Kylara recognized the motions of her fingers as the gesture of detection. “Pieces are flaking away.”

      “Hold on, Hound,” Rider shouted from the back of his opossum.

      “It smells so bad!” the trapped creature replied, which Kylara took as a good sign. At least he was not terrified of the bevy of attacks that rained on the outside of the shield.

      “A bolt of lighting should do it,” Jasmine said.

      The dragon mage nodded and worked to pack the water particles in the air closer and closer together. She made the cloud spin as it grew denser to force the droplets to rub past each other, trade electrons, and build up the charge needed for a bolt of lightning larger than any single cloud had the right to make.

      Her weather powers let her feel the cloud almost as an extension of her breath. She could feel the movement of it, the energy, and the density. As weird as it seemed, she could feel the energy growing like a sneeze or a burp.

      But moments before she could unleash it, a huge gust of wind blasted from the top of a rundown apartment building, ripped the cloud apart, and dissipated the electric charge she had tried so diligently to build.

      “Someone is here.” Jasmine gasped, terror plain in her voice.

      “I’m on it.” Kylara vaulted skyward with a dragon-powered leap and transformed into her diamond-scaled dragon body. She flew toward the top of the apartment building where the wind had come from.

      A mage was on the roof. That he was a mage was obvious for two reasons. One, it was rare for anyone to wear a robe except them and rarer still for someone to wear one decorated with stars, planets, and crescent moons. Two, wind erupted from him in all directions with such force that the shingles on the roof were ripped off and thrown to the streets below.

      Despite this massive expenditure of energy, when he saw her approach, he pointed and a huge cyclone swept into her. She was thrown back, her wings made useless by the sheer force of the wind, until she pounded into the brick wall of an apartment building.

      Kylara shook her head and tried to clear the pounding headache that came from being used as a wrecking ball. This had the unfortunate consequence of knocking her loose, so she tumbled and landed heavily.

      “I’m fairly sure I found our mage,” she rasped to her friends in the alley.

      “Fairly sure?” Karl asked and looked shocked that the dragon who had beaten all of them in single combat had been swatted from the air like a moth.

      “Let’s say if this isn’t our guy, we’re in for way more trouble than I imagined.”

      “He’s a mage, though?” Sam asked.

      Kylara nodded and shifted her gaze to the apartment block where she’d seen him.

      “Good, we can take mages.”

      “I am no simple mage!” a man said in a nasal voice from the top of the building. His face was hidden in a robe but his chin—and second chin beneath it—could be seen poking from the robe, covered in stubble. “I am a wizard. And you will all bow to me and surrender this pixie if you wish to be spared.”

      “Dude, that probably sounded way better in whatever videogame you heard it,” Karl retorted at the self-proclaimed wizard.

      “No one speaks with such impudence to Master Wizard Smith.”

      He threw his hands out in what Kylara recognized to be a simple stunning spell.

      Unfortunately, it did not simply stun.

      Instead, the poorly maintained pavement of the alley glowed red as it began to radiate heat.

      “Everyone, get airborne!” Sam shouted as he launched and turned into a dragon in the same breath. Tanya glanced at the enemy mage but she was still on the shield trapping Hound and did not heed the warning. Instead, she attacked even more ferociously. Kylara had to admit, she was impressed with her best friend.

      Karl threw tendrils of shadow at the ground beneath him, then used them to push himself higher. The dragon mage had never seen that particular tactic before and made a note to steal it.

      Jasmine wrapped herself in telekinetic energy and attempted to lift herself off the heating asphalt, but she could not. Instead of gaining the needed elevation, she only made her other nostril bleed.

      “Jasmine!” Kylara shouted as puddles of lava appeared in the heated asphalt.

      “I got her!” Karl replied, wrapped the mage in a net of his power, and pulled her onto a roof beside him.

      “Continue your retreat and live another day!” the wizard shouted, although his voice lacked confidence. It was clear that he hoped they would follow his orders but did not expect them to.

      “Let the pixie go and we won’t hurt you,” Kylara replied, having regained her senses. She crouched and felt the ground heat. It wasn’t hurting her yet due to her diamond scales, but even they wouldn’t last forever. She launched herself at their adversary as the surface beneath her changed from solid rock to molten lava.

      Her aim was good—practiced a thousand times against mountain goats retreating to craggy ledges above her—but she wasn’t able to catch him. She had failed to anticipate the brick wall of the building he stood on ripping free and pounding into her.

      She pushed through the falling bricks and concrete and reached the side of the building before she scrambled to get on the roof with their foe. As she climbed, the task became more difficult. The building—denied a wall and its foundation turned to molten lava—began to crumble into the alley.

      Kylara pushed off and took to the air seconds before the building collapsed onto the one across the narrow street. She saw the mage on the roof as it tipped. He had a wide-mouthed grin of astonishment on his mouth. He didn’t know he could do that, she thought with dread. This man was extremely powerful, so much so that even he didn’t understand his strength.

      But she couldn’t attack him, not at this second. She flew over the top of the building and looked in the windows—now at a forty-five-degree angle, as the apartment had yet to disintegrate completely. Her first task was to see if there were people trapped inside. Thankfully, she saw none.

      “Do you think Master Smith would conduct himself in such a way if innocent lives might be lost? These apartments are all abandoned. No one will hear your screams.” The mage was flying now. He neither lifted himself with telekinesis like Jasmine or Amy Williams had to do nor flap wings like a dragon but flew nonetheless. Kylara hadn’t known that was possible.

      “Talking about yourself in the third person? Seriously?” Karl quipped as he soared over the wizard and rained threads of darkness on him.

      It seemed Smith had never tangled with this kind of magic before because the tendrils wound around him and encapsulated him in a cocoon of darkness.

      “Shadow beats stubble every time!” the dragon boasted.

      He’d hardly spoken when a blast of lightning more powerful than Kylara had ever summoned from a cloud streaked from the cocoon and tore a hole in Karl’s wing. He plummeted and barely managed to stop himself from landing in the lava by using more shadow ropes.

      Kylara could hardly believe that the alley was still molten. How could anyone be powerful enough to keep that amount of energy flowing while they flattened an apartment building and fired bolts of lightning from their fingertips? It was incomprehensible. How powerful was this guy?

      The shield trapping Hound had yet to break. Tanya continued to claw at it but to no avail. If anything, it seemed like it had resolidified.

      The apartment that had slid into the other building finished its inexorable collapse with a huge crash. A massive plume of dust erupted to obscure everything.

      Master Smith summoned a gust of wind to clear the cloud as if it were nothing but an afterthought. To Kylara, it looked like he had not even thought about making the gust of wind. It had merely happened. To someone who could control the weather, this was terrifying. She could have cleared the dust without a doubt but it would have taken minutes, not less than a second.

      “Tanya, get Jasmine out of here. Karl, you and me run interference and Kylara swoops in,” Sam yelled at the team.

      Tanya looked at the mage who sprawled on the roof, still bleeding from her nose, and cursed in agreement. She took one last look at Hound—who looked terrified even with an insectile face—before she flew to help Jasmine.

      Karl—despite his wing still being mangled—did as Sam said. He scrambled up the side of a building and leapt at the wizard. He was answered with a blast of fire that sizzled from Smith’s fingertips even more effortlessly than a dragon would have used their fire breath.

      But the dragon had considerable experience against fire breathing jerks. He blocked the flames with a tightly woven wall of shadow as Sam dove from above, his claws extended like a falcon’s.

      Smith blocked his attack as effortlessly as he had Karl’s. A barrage of bricks ripped themselves from one of the derelict buildings and pummeled the golden dragon before he could make contact.

      But both their attacks had only been feints to give Kylara time to get into position. She emerged from a portal only inches behind Smith and knocked him over with a vicious snap of her diamond-tipped tail.

      He yelped in pain and tumbled across the rooftop before he came to a stop. It was over. Kylara felt bad. She hadn’t wanted to kill him, but what other choice did she have?

      “Sam, get Hound. Karl, find Rider,” Kylara said, her gaze fixed on Smith’s lifeless body just in case.

      Which was how she learned he had survived. He coughed, pushed to his feet, and straightened his robe once he’d pulled it down over his big belly.

      “Clever.” He chuckled. “Teleporting? I hadn’t thought to use that offensively.”

      “How are you still alive?” she asked, dumbfounded. “Mages cannot heal like dragons can.”

      “Did you spring my trap and still think my powers are those of a pedestrian mage? Typical dragon arrogance. This is why you have failed to secure a world that humans can live in safely. All your kind is obsessed with your power. The rest of us get nothing but your scraps. Well, no longer. I speak for the powerless, and the powerless say enough.”

      Kylara braced herself for another blast of air or perhaps for him to throw an entire building at her but instead, it started to rain.

      She frowned in confusion. What was rain supposed to do? But she understood when her scales began to burn. The wizard wasn’t making water pour from the sky but acid.

      “Ky!” Sam shouted as the drops melted holes into the membranes of his wings. He fell like a brick, plunged into the lava below, and screamed in pain as his golden dragon flesh was charred black.

      “I got you golden boy!” Karl had done better than Sam in the rain. He’d created an umbrella that continually rewove itself as the acid rain melted it away. With that in place, he used tendrils of dark to haul the other dragon out of the lava. He was only able to get him into the first floor of the nearest apartment building before the acid rain intensified and melted his cords to nothing.

      “I can’t keep this up much longer,” he bellowed to Kylara. Through the gentle patter of the rain, she heard Tanya scream in pain. Whatever corner she had taken Jasmine to hide was not safe from the rain either.

      “How dare you use the power of pixies to pervert nature?” From the back of a glowing opossum, Rider launched himself at the wizard. He drove into the back of his head and ripped the man’s hood back to reveal a balding, middle-aged man with a look of pure surprise on his face. “There are things that should not be done,” Rider screamed and locked his tiny legs around the man’s neck as if he were nothing more than another creature to be tamed.

      The opossum he’d been riding sprinted away. The acid rain didn’t affect it because of some kind of glowing shell Rider had given it but the pixie had earned no loyalty from the marsupial for this protection.

      The man reached back and tried to grasp the pixie, but Rider was used to beasts trying to knock him free. He tucked and dodged as Smith flailed repeatedly.

      Kylara rushed forward, the risk be damned. Unfortunately, it wasn’t possible for a dragon to approach stealthily when sprinting through acid rain.

      Smith threw a hand out and the building beneath her simply crumbled away. She fell and tried to both protect herself from the droplets coming from above and prevent herself from splashing into the lava below.

      She landed awkwardly amongst the rubble that was all which remained of the building. Her tail burned from splashing into the lava. The parts of her that weren’t covered in rubble stung from the acid rain. She looked up through the wreckage to where Smith stood on an impossible plinth made of the skeleton of the apartment building. Parts of the slender spire were made of bricks and parts of wood, but there were entire sections that were empty except for a few copper wires and pipes. It was a trick Jasmine would have considered a crowning accomplishment. Hell, it was a trick Amy would not have been able to replicate.

      Smith had done it with Rider on his shoulders, trying to pull the man’s eyebrows from his face. But the pixie had failed to think his plan through. He didn’t do anything to the wizard, so when a shield formed around him and yanked him off the man’s shoulders, he was powerless, trapped in a sphere much tinier than the one that held Hound.

      His adversary stepped into the air and the tower beneath his feet crumbled away. He hadn’t even thought about shaping it to support him. He had merely done it.

      From his pocket, he pulled an elaborate-looking bottle. With calm deliberation, he brought it close to Rider, crammed the pixie inside, and stopped it with a cork.

      He looked at her and the acid rain intensified.

      Kylara understood, then, that there was no way to defeat this wizard. Not like this and not without a plan.

      “You have seen what I can do,” Master Smith boasted. “I gave you a chance and you ignored me, preferring your ignorance over a fair deal.”

      An enormous blast of wind erupted from his hand and into the dragon mage. It hurled her and the rubble she was caught in toward the lava, but before she could touch the molten alley, she opened a gate and reappeared where Sam was nursing his wounds inside the building.

      “Get in here now,” she said and pointed to the portal.

      “But Hound—”

      “Will have to survive,” she said, shook her head, and felt tears come to her dragon eyes.

      Sam cursed but nodded and stepped through the gate. He was in no condition to fight, more burnt and blackened than gold, and vanished not a moment too soon. The apartment building collapsed all around them. Kylara took another gate to the top of the building where Karl cowered under his shadow umbrella. In the stronger rain, it barely held its own. Karl flinched every time a drop of rain got through.

      “Oh, Kylara—thank God. Did you see what he did to Rider? He… he crammed him in that jar like he was a…like a peach or something.”

      “Portal—now,” Kylara said.

      He dove through. She could see by his face that he was in shock.

      “Tanya!” she screamed and heard a whimper.

      She opened a portal and found the two girls, both in human form and both hiding inside a broken-down school bus. The tires had already melted into the lava and holes were opening in the roof. The dragon and mage both hid under a pleather seat. It might have bought them another few seconds of life but not much longer.

      “The pixies?” Tanya asked.

      Kylara shook her head.

      Her roommate shed a tear but nodded as she dragged an unconscious Jasmine through the portal.

      “She wouldn’t stop fighting,” Tanya said. “Not until she passed out cold.”

      The young dragon mage knew the feeling. She did not want to flee but if she had waited any longer, she would not have been able to open a gate at all. When they were safe, she ran through the gate behind them and closed it firmly. She dared to hope that the wizard couldn’t follow and that she would see Rider and Hound again. With that hope came the vow that if she didn’t, the wizard would pay.
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      Kylara stepped out of her gate and into the pixie realm. She had had no idea where to take her friends to escape from the wizard and his devastating attacks. But even if she had, she might not have had the energy. Opening portals to the pixie realm had seemed the simplest solution.

      Thankfully, she had taken them all to the clearing with the pools where they usually went for field trips. There were fortunately no students or teachers there.

      Despite it being night in Detroit, it appeared to be early morning there. Sunlight filtered through the trees that surrounded the meadow and glinted on the surface of the pools dotted throughout. A few insects hidden in the tall grasses and wildflowers sang calming songs to each other. Thin ribbons of mist stretched into the clearing from the forest, yet to evaporate under the slanted rays of the sun.

      Compared to the tranquil scene, her friends were completely out of place.

      Sam was still in his dragon form. His golden scales were all either blackened or burned away. Instead of glinting in colors of orange and yellow, he was a mass of charred flesh. When she saw that his chest rose and fell steadily, she told herself he would be okay.

      Karl didn’t seem nearly as bad as he limped closer to her, although his wounds still looked raw and out of place in the verdant meadow. His wings were in tatters from the acid rain and his usually jet-black scales were spattered with discolored marks, more evidence of his time in the rain. The long mane of hair that ran from the horns on his head down his long neck was a mess of burned hair and bald patches.

      At her feet, Jasmine was a bloody mess. Both nostrils and an ear dripped blood and it was everywhere. It made the ruby necklace around her neck—that Karl must have won, she realized—into a macabre decoration.

      Tanya looked all right, although her once pristine rose-colored dress was in tatters. It looked like it had been burned, torn, frayed, scratched, and a thousand other things and no longer concealed Tanya’s legs at all, although the dragon didn’t seem to care. She was in the best shape of all of them, including Kylara.

      “Let’s get everyone into the pools,” Tanya said.

      The dragon mage nodded and hoped that would help, but she wasn’t sure about simply splashing into the water and especially not with several pixies streaking toward them.

      But any misgivings she had had about trespassing evaporated more quickly than the mist did under the sun. The pixies were positively jubilant. “Big pixie! It’s the Big Pixie!” they shouted over each other, buzzed around her, and showered her with sparks.

      “You don’t look so hot, Big Pixie.”

      “We’re happy to see you. Would you like a soak?”

      “You look like you need a soak!”

      “Yeah, that would be great,” she said and tried to sound polite instead of exhausted and beat to crap. “Is it all right if my friends get in as well?”

      “Of course!” the little creatures chorused. “Any friend of the Big Pixie is a friend of ours.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You are very welcome,” one said and all three of them buzzed around her head. Suddenly, they stopped.

      “Is everything all right?” Kylara asked, alarmed by a look of fear on their faces.

      “It is all right for now, I think,” one of them said.

      “But we should go. It stirs. It stirs in the depths.”

      “We must soothe it. It would not be so good if we don’t soothe it.” With a flash of multicolored sparks, they vanished.

      “What was that all about?” Tanya asked.

      “I don’t know but it's not important right now,” she said. “We need to get everyone in the pools.”

      Each girl took one of Jasmine’s arms over a shoulder and carried her to the nearest pond. They didn’t know what to do about her clothes so they left them on. Her dress was already ruined. A dip in a spring-fed pool wasn’t anything compared to what it had already been through.

      “You stay with her and I’ll get the boys,” Kylara said.

      “No, I got her,” Karl said and limped forward in his human form. His tuxedo was in tatters but he didn’t seem to care. He peeled it off to reveal human skin pockmarked with discolorations from the acid rain that had transferred from his dragon body, then slid into the pool next to Jasmine. Tanya and Kylara helped him get her positioned so she was seated next to him with her head out of the water before they went to Sam.

      “Oh, God, Sam, are you all right?” Tanya exclaimed when they reached the charred and beaten golden dragon. He sucked in a ragged breath.

      “I am…now.” He wheezed and winked a crusty eyelid at the two girls.

      “Sam, can you change into your human form?” Kylara asked. “We need to get you into a pool.”

      The dragon shivered but he remained a dragon. “It hurts too much.”

      “That’s okay,” Tanya said quickly.

      “Sam, I’ll give you some of my light energy, all right? Only enough to give you the strength to crawl into a pool.”

      “Are you sure you have enough for that?” Tanya asked.

      “It’ll be fine,” Kylara said and told herself it wasn’t a lie.

      She laid her hands on Sam and called upon the pittance of energy she had left. It flowed through her body to her palms, which began to glow. She touched him on his snout and let the energy flow from her to him, exactly as he had done for her in a moment that felt like ages before.

      He grunted in thanks and heaved himself up on shaking muscles. His scales did not even try to begin mending but he had the strength to reach a pool. He dragged himself closer, looking more like a sea turtle than a dragon, and rolled into the water with a great splash.

      “Ky!” Tanya said as Kylara’s strength left her.

      “I’m not a pixie…” she murmured before she fell into her friend’s arms and passed out.
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      Kylara had no idea how much time had passed before she woke up. The sun was in the same position in the sky as it had been when they’d arrived. While it did not mean anything in the pixie world, she still took it as a good sign.

      She looked down and realized that she was seated in a pool, propped up so she wouldn’t fall in by roots Tanya must have made grow for that express purpose. Physically, she felt better. Her exhaustion was gone and there was no lingering fatigue either but emotionally, she was a wreck.

      When she scanned the meadow and saw all her friends were not only alive but conscious, she felt only slightly better.

      Karl and Jasmine were in a nearby pool, and Sam and Tanya were in another in their dragon forms. She might have thought something of the pairings if she had time but her friends noticed she was awake.

      “Oh, thank goodness. Ky’s awake,” Tanya said and the roots that helped to support her slackened and retracted into the soil.

      “Is everyone all right?” Kylara asked.

      “Better than all right.” The grin on Karl was too big for his face.

      “These pools are amazing,” Jasmine said. She had cleaned herself up and the color had returned to her face. Her dress was gone and she wore a bra for a swimsuit top as she sat next to Karl, who was still shirtless. “I feel better than I did before we set out.”

      “I’m feeling better but not quite a hundred percent,” Sam said. Most of his scales had regrown and their golden luster had returned. Here and there, blackened scales were still interspersed with the gleaming new ones. Tanya picked at them with her talons and they looked even more intimate than Karl and Jasmine.

      “You are fine, Samuel Lumos,” Tanya chided him. “He’s brimming with power but he wants me to rip all the black scales out so gold ones will regrow before we leave here.”

      Sam’s grin of embarrassment said that this was true.

      “Hey, don’t blame golden boy for wanting to stay golden.” Karl laughed.

      “I couldn’t have said it better myself,” Sam replied.

      It was too much for Kylara. She choked out a sob.

      “Ky! What’s wrong?” Tanya asked and paused her task.

      “I’m so sorry. We almost died, and it was horrible, and we lost the pixies, and now you guys are pretending to be nice to each other and it's all my fault,” she said miserably.

      “I’m not pretending,” Sam replied.

      “Well, I am a little, but that’s how it’ll always be,” Karl said.

      “Jerk!” Jasmine punched him playfully in the arm.

      “None of you have to pretend like it'll be okay,” Kylara said. “I get it if you don’t want to be my friend.”

      Her four companions took a moment to exchange glances with each other. She wished she could read their auras but she could not and had to make do with their faces. These all seemed to have some variation of “she is so fricking stupid” plastered on them.

      “What are you talking about?” Jasmine asked.

      “It was my idea to leave campus before the ball. I made all of you break the rules because I thought we could do something. Now, your clothes are ruined, Amythist probably knows we’re all missing, and you’ll never go to a ball again. All of us will be in trouble. We could be suspended. None of you deserve that.”

      “Ky, we made the decision to come,” Tanya pointed out. “You didn’t force us.”

      “It was the right thing to do,” Sam said.

      “And more fun than a stupid ball.” Karl smirked.

      “Speak for yourself on that one,” Jasmine said. “But I agree with the golden boy. We had to help.”

      “But we didn’t.” She sobbed in earnest “We didn’t save any pixies. Instead, we gave that bastard two of my friends.”

      “We’ll get Hound and Rider back,” Karl insisted, “Even if they are, like, extremely annoying.”

      “How? How the hell can we do that?” she yelled. She didn’t mean to but she couldn’t help it. At that moment, she felt like she was drowning in guilt. “We saw the kidnapper. An overweight bald guy named Smith? It isn’t exactly a good lead. And he wiped the floor with us.”

      “Hey, I wasn’t wiped,” Karl protested.

      “I was totally wiped,” Jasmine admitted.

      Midnight smirked. “Yeah, you were. Golden boy too.”

      “I was wrong. We should never have gone out there. Amythist, Amy, and Kristen were right. We should have left this to the pros. If everyone’s ready, I’ll open a gate and take us to school. If we can sneak in and get to the dorms, I’ll turn myself in and take the blame for everything. I’m very sorry. Like, very, very sorry. You were all correct about not joining the tournament. I make a terrible captain.”

      Kylara sighed, stepped from the pool, and started to open a portal to where they’d dug their tunnel.

      “Now wait a minute,” Sam said.

      “Yeah, slow down,” Karl shouted.

      “No. This has already gone on too long. I never should have taken you on this crazy mission. Two more pixies are missing because of it and one of you could have died.”

      “Oh, shut up,” Tanya said. “Jasmine?”

      The grass rustled at Kylara’s ankles and wound around her feet before an invisible force shoved her in the chest. It wasn’t hard but with her feet tied, it was more than enough to topple her into the pool.

      She surfaced and spat water out. “What was that for?”

      “For throwing yourself a pity party.” Karl looked disgusted.

      “Seriously. Gross. And not cool,” Jasmine added.

      “Yeah, not cool!” Tanya interjected. “Did you defeat Cassandra the first time you fought her?”

      “Well…no.”

      “So you simply quit?” her roommate pressed.

      “No, but this is different. This guy is way stronger than my aunt was.”

      “That may be so but we’re stronger too,” Sam pointed out. “We merely need a better strategy.”

      Kylara was shocked. “You can’t seriously be thinking about facing him again.”

      “Why not?” Karl stretched and rested an arm behind Jasmine. Not in the mood, she pushed him into deeper water with a pulse of her telekinesis.

      “Karl’s right, though,” the mage said. “We did better against those revenant dragons than even Amy and her security team did.”

      Midnight surfaced and spat water at Jasmine. She blocked it with a shimmering blue shield of magic.

      “Plus, you defeated Lord Boneclaw himself,” Tanya said. “Only one dragon had ever done that before and she’s busy on another continent.”

      Kylara was dumbfounded. “But we were beaten.”

      “Badly.” Karl nodded.

      “I almost died,” Sam said.

      “He would have if not for you and me.” Karl sat. “Sam! Leave a scale black for me saving your butt back there.”

      “Oh, come on, Karl. Seriously?” The golden dragon did not look pleased with the idea.

      “I think it’s a sweet gesture,” Tanya said. “Like a medal or a badge of honor.” She tapped one of the last black scales left in the middle of Sam’s golden chest.

      He sucked his teeth, “Man, fine! But if I save you, I’ll put a white streak in your hair.”

      Karl laughed. “Ew, gross!”

      “I think it would be cool,” Jasmine murmured.

      “Yeah, sure.” He shrugged. “I’ll do it. You’ll never save me anyway.”

      “How can all of you be joking right now?” Kylara demanded. “That was hell back there.”

      “But you saved us,” Tanya smiled. “Exactly like you always do.”

      “This was different.”

      “Than when you saved Sam and me from your crazy aunt—rest her soul, of course—and her elementals?” She raised a dragon eyebrow at Kylara.

      “This guy is way worse than her. She never wanted to hurt me and she knew that if she hurt you, she’d lose me. You weren’t in any real danger.”

      “It didn’t feel that way to us.” Sam’s voice was cold.

      “But we knew you’d think of something,” Tanya said.

      “That was one time.”

      “You beat Lord Boneclaw,” Karl said. “He’s probably the most powerful dragon of all time and you beat him when he couldn’t feel pain and didn’t have a heart or even a brain to stab. What does this fat mage have on Boneclaw himself? No offense, Jasmine.”

      “Are you calling me fat?”

      “No! I…uh, because you’re a mage and most mages are…weaker than dragons. But not you—hey!” He was dunked underwater by a telekinetic shove before he could get himself into any more trouble.

      “I guess what we’re trying to say is that yes, this caper could have gone better but we still have your back.” Sam poked at the single black scale remaining on his golden body.

      “And we want to try again. Kristen Hall and Amy are both on another continent and Amythist has to focus on the Lumos School. We’re the pixies’ only hope.” Tanya shrugged as if they had no choice at all. “Besides, you’re the Big Pixie. You can’t abandon all the little ones.”

      “I’m not—” Kylara shook her head and let the protest die. “I don’t see how you can all feel this way. There was no way we could beat that guy. How can any of you want to face him again?”

      “We don’t want to,” Karl said. “But we have to.”

      “Kylara, maybe this is the first time you’ve felt this way, but all of us have felt it before,” Tanya explained. “This is what it feels like to go against you in a duel. It's impossible but you still have to do it.”

      “But none of you ever beat me.”

      “Right, which is why we’re glad to be on your side against the fat mage,” Karl said. “We merely need a plan, is all.”

      Her chest grew lighter as her four friends turned to look at her, all with hope in their eyes. “Okay. You’re the best and yes, there has to be a way to do this. Can we all take a few minutes to come up with a plan, then we’ll come together and brainstorm?”

      Everyone nodded.

      Feeling better, she stepped from the pond and took to the air in her dragon form. She flew above the meadow and circled in ever-expanding loops. When she reached the border of the forest—her eyes had already found the swampy area that lay beyond where the skeletons had come from and where Lord Boneclaw had said he’d obtained his power—when she saw the three pixies from earlier buzz up from that very spot.

      “Big Pixie!”

      “You are feeling better?”

      “Now you are a very Big Pixie!”

      They all giggled as if this was the funniest thing any of them had ever heard.

      “Is everything all right with…whatever it was you all needed to do?” Kylara asked. “Did you…soothe whatever was wrong?”

      “We did.”

      “So we’re back to see the Big Pixie.”

      “But we’re also confused that you’re flying all clumsy-like in the body of a big bony dragon.”

      It was her turn to laugh. “How else am I supposed to fly? And I’ll have you know that for a dragon, I’m a damn good flyer.”

      The pixies laughed so hard at this that they almost tumbled out of the air.

      “But dragons are terrible flyers.”

      “The worst!”

      “Sparrows are better. Sparrows!”

      “How else am I supposed to fly?” Kylara asked the puzzling little creatures. She knew some dragons found their idiosyncrasies annoying but she loved them. Maybe that did make her like a pixie.

      “Like this!” One stopped in midair and reversed direction.

      “Or like this?” Another flew around her dragon snout in tight loops and showered her with sparks.

      “Or like this!” The other pixie zipped away and flew much faster than Kylara had ever seen a dragon move.

      “But I’m not a pixie. Or, sorry, I know I’m the Big Pixie, but I can’t change myself to look like you.”

      “You can’t?”

      “Why not?”

      “Are you broken?”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “Well, you can change shape into dragon or human because you have dragon magic.”

      “And human magic.”

      “Humans don’t have magic.”

      “It is a subtle magic, but a magic all the same.”

      “Are you saying I could make myself look like you because I have pixie magic?”

      “Indeed.”

      That gave her something to think about. It couldn’t be possible, could it? She decided that there was nowhere better to find out than there.
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      Kylara landed beside her friends and the pixies fluttered all around her, shooting sparks and ribbons that evaporated into more sparks in their excitement.

      “Hey, the pixies are going to try to show me a new way to use my power. Are y’all good for a while?” It was obvious that they were. Tanya and Sam were paired up in a pool, as were Karl and Jasmine.

      “The sun has yet to move. Does that mean not much time has passed in the outside world?” Sam asked.

      “I think so.” She was unsure but it seemed like a decent guess.

      “Then I say go for it,” Karl said. “It’s been a while since you picked up a new power. Let’s see what else you’ve got. That lava the wizard created was cool. Will you try for something like that?”

      “Please do the lava instead of the acid rain,” Tanya pleaded. “The acid rain was creepy.”

      “I’ll be back in a while, all right?”

      Her friends nodded, and Kylara followed the pixies into a large pool in the center of the meadow. Like all the others, this one was lined with rocks and a small waterfall trickled into one end while a second poured out the other.

      She settled into the water in her human form. It was pleasantly warm and brimmed with energy, and it left her in no doubt as to how everyone had been healed. “All right, so how do I do this?”

      “Change.”

      “You change.”

      “Just change, change, change!” The pixies babbled over each other in their excitement.

      When she realized that she would have enthusiastic instructors rather than knowledgeable ones, she closed her eyes and looked inward. She knew how to change into a dragon and had done it every day of her life for as long as she could remember. Would this be like that?

      To test her theory, Kylara changed into a dragon. After spending so much time focusing on her inner magic in Professor Sharra’s class, she could tell what happened better than she used to be able to. There was always magic inside her. When she turned into a dragon, she simply released that energy from her heart—well, not her heart, exactly, more like her core or her soul, maybe—and it flowed into her body. Dragon magic made her take her dragon form. Would pixie magic make her take a pixie form?

      She looked inside and felt for what the diminutive creatures had called pixie magic. Despite all of them telling her that she was a Big Pixie, she still didn’t know exactly how to feel for it. She assumed that opening gates to the pixie realm was the most pixie-ish thing she did, so she tried to feel for the energy she used to do that.

      “Yes.”

      “That is very good.”

      “It feels like you dunked your hand into the pixie magic. Now, you must dunk your entire body.”

      The feedback was odd but at least it was there. Kylara had always thought about making the energy flow out from inside her, but maybe there was something to what they were saying. Maybe she could try to go into her river of inner magic. She did need to get smaller, after all.

      “You are getting close.”

      “Try to pick your favorite bug wings.”

      “You don’t want to be stuck with duds like the beetle pixies are.”

      The mention of beetle wings made Kylara think of Rider, captured in the mage’s bottle and being used for fuel or worse. The thought made her angry but it also made her calm. She had to do this and find a way to become a pixie. She did not quite understand why but she felt it in her very bones. Pixies were in trouble and they needed one of their kind to help. There had to be a reason why they thought she was a Big Pixie. Maybe this was it.

      After a sudden pop, she was suddenly splashed on all sides by a tidal wave that closed in on her. Soaked and not wanting to be, she hurtled straight upward like a rocket before she realized what she was doing. Below her, the pool of water she’d been seated in seemed to expand to the size of a small lake. The three pixies appeared through the surface of the water. So far below her, they were tiny, but as they approached, they seemed to grow until they were as large as she was.

      That was when she understood that she’d done it.

      “Woo-hoo!”

      “Success!”

      “You are a pixie now, like us. Would you like to drink some nectar?”

      Kylara decided she would. The creatures grinned at her and raced toward the meadow. She followed them effortlessly. There were no air currents to worry about and no bulky dragon body to mind. She simply thought about traveling in a direction and the wings on her back made her go.

      Wait, she had wings on her back?

      Distracted from her previous hunt for nectar, she leveled out and tried to peek over her shoulders. Long, elegant, pointed wings the color of the New Mexican desert now sprouted from her back.

      “They are very beautiful,” one of the pixies said, having returned in an instant.

      “Desert moth, no?”

      “A sphinx moth. You have the antennae to match.”

      Kylara felt her forehead and found that she had indeed grown antennae. Two big, feathery appendages protruded from her head behind her hairline.

      “Come, come. Have a sip of nectar and then we will show you the ropes.”

      “Pixies don’t use ropes.”

      “I only wanted to sound cool.”

      She followed them into the meadow to a bush of blooming yellow flowers. When the pixies approached, the flowers seemed to rise to meet them. Their bells squeezed together suggestively and filled with nectar. The little creatures sipped from the flowers as if they were cups of tea. She took one of the blossoms and drank.

      It tasted amazing—like honey but not so cloyingly sweet. It immediately made her aware of how healthy the plant was, of the sap running through its body, and of its roots dug deep into the earth to drink water and trade hidden tracts of mycelium sugar for minerals. She could trace the mycelium too, all the way through the meadow and into the forest beyond.

      As she extended her senses, she could feel the trees reaching for the sun and their roots anchoring them to the ground. She could feel the creatures moving between them and understand what the different insects communicated with their calls and chirps. Beyond all that, she sensed something in the swamp too. A resting, sleeping entity whose mind was plagued with nightmares and anger.

      “It is fine. It is asleep,” a pixie said and Kylara’s awareness returned to her body.

      “I felt…I felt everything!” she exclaimed, darted into the air, and did a backflip without meaning to.

      “That is the magic of this place.”

      “Isn’t it delicious?”

      “And spicy.”

      “Is this how it is to be a pixie? Can you always sense magic like this?” she asked.

      “Indeed.”

      “Here, at least.”

      “There’s not as much magic in the human world but it is there as well, especially in the great natural splendors—waterfalls, migrations, and even storms.”

      “It’s amazing,” she said. “I can understand why you all chase those events.”

      “Why we chase those events. You are a pixie like us now.”

      “Am I truly?” Kylara asked. She knew she was smaller and had wings but it was still hard to believe.

      “Come this way and you will see.”

      “Yes, yes—come!”

      The third pixie didn’t say anything and fluttered toward a nearby pool.

      The other two followed and Kylara did as well. The creatures burst into sparks and when she tried, she discovered that she could do so effortlessly. It was easier than turning into a pixie had been. She simply thought sparkle—an idea very prominent in the minds of the pixies—and she puffed into a flowing chain of sparkling energy. As she flew, she tried other things she had seen pixies do. She turned into ribbons of light, then back to sparks, then to her pixie form.

      Finally, she stopped above a pool of water so placid and calm that the surface was a perfect mirror.

      The little creatures hovered over it horizontally as if the pond were a mirror and the meadow it sat inside was a wall. She moved to join them and managed to do so with no difficulty at all. Flying this way was no more difficult than flying straight up and down. Her hair didn’t even fall out of place to block her oversized eyes.

      “Oh, wow, I truly am a pixie!” Kylara blurted when she realized she was looking at herself. Her little companions giggled in amusement.

      She still looked like herself but she was also different. It was rather like seeing a stylized painting of herself or a cartoon version. Her features were instantly recognizable but they were exaggerated. Her nose was the same but beneath it, her mouth had become smaller. While her eyes were the same dark-brown, they were much larger, almost three times the size they had been. Her black hair was the same length and hung straight down to her shoulders despite her facing the pond and the conventional rules of gravity that demanded it should hang into her face.

      The most dramatic changes were the beautiful, scaled moth wings that emerged from her back and the pair of delicate antennae. She recognized them immediately as the wings and antennae of a sphinx moth she’d often seen on cactus flowers where she’d grown up. There was no butterfly, insect, and precious few creatures she found more beautiful than that particular one.

      “I truly am a pixie,” she said in wonder.

      “You truly are a pixie,” her diminutive companions chorused.

      “What can I do?” Kylara asked when she sensed the edges of power she had never imagined.

      “What do you wish to do?” one of the creatures asked.

      “Can I still port with the gates?”

      “Of course.” They immediately blinked in and out of existence, darted around the pool and vanished, and reappearing all around her.

      She found that she could travel far more easily this way. It was incredible. She had never felt so connected to her magic before.

      “Pixie magic is the magic of life,” one of them explained. “We can make things grow, listen to creatures, and sometimes ask them for help if their intentions are our own. The wind is ours to do with as we wish, as are the clouds and the currents of streams and rivers.”

      “So you’re saying nature magic?” Kylara asked.

      The pixies giggled at this but they all heartily agreed.

      “What about lava? I saw a man in the other world. I think he used pixies to give him power and he made lava. Can I do that?”

      The pixies shuddered at the mention of him. “All pixies everywhere had hoped to never see another wizard in all our days. We have sensed the missing pixies but we never thought there would be another who would take us and drink from us as we drink from the flowers.”

      “Do you think the missing pixies are still alive?” Kylara asked and mentally shelved her first question.

      The creatures nodded. “That is how the first wizard used us. He treated us like crops to be harvested from and regrown. That is why they were able to escape.”

      She nodded. That was a good sign. It meant it was likely that not only Rider and Hound could still be rescued, but hopefully Petalwing and Lady Dragonfly as well.

      “I want to stop him but I need to know what I can do. He made lava and acid rain and could lift rocks as if they were pebbles. Can I do those things?”

      The three pixies shivered in fear. “Nature magic is powerful but not that powerful. Lava flows can be tamed but not where there is no lava to begin with.”

      “Acid rain is an abomination. No self-respecting pixie would do such a thing!”

      “It’s okay, Mayflyguy. It’s okay.”

      He twitched with discontent but he fell silent.

      “So you’re saying I cannot do acid rain or lava magic?” Kylara asked.

      “You cannot. A single pixie cannot do such things. It is not the natural way. This wizard must only be able to do this because he is using multiple pixies.” The little being shuddered at the thought. “Please, you must stop him.”

      “I intend to but it will be difficult if I cannot do what he can,” Kylara said.

      “You must not. It is not right and it is not our way.”

      “Then what should I do?”

      “We do not know or we would have already done it.”

      “But you must find a way quickly.”

      “You must leave here before the sun sets.”

      Kylara looked up and saw that the sun had moved all the way across the sky. One moment, it had hidden behind the trees—the world’s slowest sunrise—and the next, it was on the opposite side of the sky, threatening to be eclipsed by the trees below it in only a few minutes.

      The pixies vanished in a flash of sparks and ribbons of light.

      She felt like she should be annoyed with their disappearance, but she wasn’t. That was simply their way. It was no more surprising than a dragon breathing fire.

      With a smile, she fluttered closer to her friends.

      “Hey, little pixie, have you seen Kylara?” Tanya asked.

      In answer, she flew into her friend’s face.

      The dragon’s expression was priceless. Her mouth went slack and her eyes went so wide she might be mistaken for a pixie herself. “Ky, you’re a…a…you’re a pixie?”

      “I’m a pixie,” she replied.

      “You’re a pixie.”

      “I’m a pixie!”

      “You’re a pixie!”

      “I thought we already went over this.”

      “But Ky, this is…this is crazy.”

      Karl and Jasmine hurried to join them. All four of her friends' faces shifted between looks of surprise, shock, bemusement, and plain old-fashioned confusion.

      “This is incredible,” Sam said and expressed how everyone felt as succinctly as possible.

      “Problem solved.” Jasmine grinned. “He throws lava at us again and you throw it back at him.”

      “Well, not exactly.” Kylara explained the limitations of her powers. She did not quite understand what she could do yet, but she knew she could not rival the wizard for raw power. Worse, she also knew they did not have much time. He was still out there, probably collecting more pixies and growing stronger with each new captive.

      Everyone sat for a moment after she finished explaining both her powers and what the pixies had said about those who were missing most likely still being alive. They all stared into the distance, thinking about what she could do with new and incredible—albeit limited—powers.

      “I think I have an idea,” Karl said after a moment.

      “How can you think you have an idea?” Sam asked sarcastically. “Either you have an idea or you don’t.”

      “Well, it’s kind of risky.”

      “What do you mean by kind of risky?” Jasmine asked.

      “Okay, so it's an extremely risky idea.”

      “How so?” Tanya asked.

      “Can you all shut up and let him explain?” Kylara chirped. They all looked at her the way dragons always did at pixies.

      “All right, so this mage is after pixies, right?” Karl looked uncertain. “He must want more or else he would have simply destroyed us.”

      “He could have,” Sam pointed out.

      “I don’t think he knows that, though,” Kylara said. “Or else he would have. Remember, he told us we could leave the pixie. I don’t think he would have said that if he thought he could obliterate us.”

      “Right, which means he wants more pixies…” Karl trailed off.

      Tanya realized what he meant first. “No way. Karl, that is not even an option.”

      “What other choice do we have?” he asked.

      “It’s not a choice!” the girl insisted.

      “What are we talking about?” Sam asked.

      “Karl wants to use Kylara as bait.” Tanya practically spat the last word.

      “We could go to Detroit with Kylara like this,” Karl explained. “He’s probably laying more traps so we could spring one.”

      “But he would capture her like he did all the others!” Tanya protested huffily.

      “Yeah, Karl, I don’t think it's smart to bench our strongest fighter.” Sam’s jaw was hard and emphasized how little he liked the idea.

      “I think it could work,” Kylara said.

      “Oh, big surprise. Kylara wants to rush into some crazy trap.” Her roommate snorted in derision.

      “The pixies said they think the captured ones are still alive. If I could get where they are held, we could free them and he’d be powerless.”

      “We can’t know he’d be powerless,” Sam said. “He might be as strong as Amy.”

      Jasmine spoke quickly. “I don’t think so. If that were the case, he wouldn’t be so desperate to gather the pixies.”

      He might be trying to become godlike in power before he is discovered, Kylara thought, but she kept that particular idea to herself. It might dissuade the others.

      “See, it could work,” Karl insisted.

      “I don’t know.” Jasmine backtracked. “There’s no way we’ll be able to track her magically. That shield was all about cutting power off. We have to assume he can do that at will. He created a kind of magical dead zone. I’ve read about them but never seen one. If Kylara gets inside, we won’t be able to sense her.”

      “Okay, so I thought about that too.” Karl spoke rapidly as if he wanted the words out before everyone told him to shut up. “We can use a human-made tracker for that.”

      “You mean a JPS?” Sam asked.

      “A GPS, you dolt. It’s a Global Positioning System, not a Jlobal PS.” He laughed like he always did when he insulted Sam.

      The golden dragon was not offended, though. In fact, he nodded. “That would still work in the dead zone, right?”

      “It should,” Jasmine said. “Magic and batteries don’t have anything to do with each other. It could work.”

      “Then the plan is to put a tracker on Kylara, follow her to this wizard’s base, and free the pixies before he does to her whatever he’s been doing to them?” Tanya sounded frantic.

      “More or less,” Karl nodded.

      “I’m in,” Kylara said. “But it’s not only up to me. I say we vote.”

      “I vote yes,” Midnight said. “I don’t see what other choice we have.”

      “I think it’s a good plan too,” Jasmine agreed. “My vote is also yes.”

      “I vote no, obviously,” Tanya said. “Kylara could get hurt or worse. He could kill her if he realizes she was the dragon he fought. Plus, there’s no guarantee the tracker will work. If we lose her, we’ve essentially given her to this wizard creepo.”

      “I guess it’s settled then,” Sam said. “I vote no, but it's three against two unless Kylara wants to change her mind.”

      She shook her head. “I’m the Big Pixie. I have to do this.”

      “Then I’m in,” the golden dragon said.

      “Ugh, me too. But for the record, Kylara is my best friend, so I have the most to lose. None of you had better mess this up,” Tanya warned.

      Everyone laughed but it was a hollow sound—the laughter of the desperate, of the terrified, and those who knew it might be their last chance to laugh together.
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      The moment everyone agreed to the plan, the sun set. Kylara looked at the horizon in surprise and a few seconds later, it rose again.

      “What was that all about?” Sam demanded.

      “Time moves differently here…” She pondered aloud. “I think it means it’s time we left.”

      “I’d like to see my mom sometime in the current century, so yeah, let’s go,” Tanya joked nervously.

      The dragon mage agreed and opened a gate to Detroit. She was astonished at how easy it was. Opening gates to the pixie realm had never been that difficult once she learned how. But in her pixie body, it was effortless. It was as if this realm wanted her to use her powers.

      “Um…Kylara? Aren’t you forgetting something?” Tanya gestured to her tiny shoulders.

      She looked behind her and wondered if Tanya had seen a particularly handsome bug or something like that. Insects seemed infinitely more interesting now that she was a pixie, and flowers…well, she could speak sonnets about flowers.

      “You’re still a pixie, Ky,” Jasmine pointed out.

      “Oh, right, yeah. I think I should stay this way. The plan is for me to get caught in this form, right?” she asked.

      “Well, yeah, but we’ll be moving through Detroit. Are you sure you don’t want to change into your human form and then change back?” Sam asked.

      “I’m not sure I can change that easily,” she conceded. “It was difficult to change here and this meadow is overflowing with pixie magic. I don’t know what it would be like in Detroit.”

      “It’s not like she’ll stick out, though,” Karl said. “Detroit is lousy with pixies, isn’t it? That’s why this Wizard Smith loser has been hunting there.”

      Karl and Jasmine seemed mollified with the decision. Although Tanya and Sam once again looked nervous, they didn’t say anything more.

      They stepped from the pixie realm into the bright morning sun of Detroit. Kylara hadn’t known exactly where to take them—cell phones did not work in the pixie realm—but she had made sure to take them somewhere far away from where they had battled the wizard and lost so badly.

      “It’s…the next day?” Karl asked hesitantly.

      “Time truly does pass strangely in the pixie realm,” Jasmine said and blinked at the sunlight.

      “I feel fine, though. Everyone feels fine, yeah?” Sam asked.

      The team nodded. Kylara felt great. She felt like she’d had a full night’s sleep, eaten all her vegetables, and was well-hydrated. By the looks on everyone else’s faces, they felt much the same.

      “All right, we need an Apple store or something,” Karl said.

      They took their cell phones out except for Kylara, whose device had dematerialized along with the clothes she had worn.

      “There’s one a few miles north of here,” Tanya said after a minute. It seemed that hers was the only phone still working. Everyone else’s had either been damaged by lava, a barrage of concrete or acid rain, or the healing pool.

      “Let’s go,” Sam said. “I feel like I could walk ten miles.”

      “I think maybe we need to make a stop first.” The young dragon mage giggled.

      “Why is that?” Karl did not sound amused.

      “Because all of you look like you went through hell.”

      Kylara’s four friends looked down to see that she was correct. Sam’s golden tuxedo was mostly burned away. Jasmine’s dress was in tatters and Karl was still shirtless. Tanya’s dress was the most passable, but given that they were not going to a zombie ball, the giant pink conglomeration of torn fabric would not exactly fit in.

      “Oh, my God, this is my dream come true!” her roommate exclaimed. Kylara had thought she would freak out but instead, she seemed overjoyed.

      “You’re stoked your dress is ruined?” Sam asked. “But it looked so great on you.”

      “Thank you.” The young dragon glowed under his praise. “But it’s worth it to all have to go on a shopping spree for an actual mission.”

      “I don’t think we have time for all that,” Karl mumbled.

      “Oh, hush!” Tanya chided him. “You are shirtless in the middle of the city. How are we supposed to sneak anywhere with your pale pecs hanging out like that?”

      He put a hand to his chest in mock defense. “Hey, there’s nothing wrong with being pale.”

      “I agree with that,” Jasmine said, which made Kylara almost want to vomit in her throat.

      “Tanya’s right, though,” Sam said and looked pleased. “We don’t want to attract attention and that’s precisely what will happen if we wander about in these clothes. We look exactly like what we are—dragons who had a rough night. We need to look like regular humans.”

      Tanya retrieved a tiny clutch from one of the folds of her dress. She opened it to reveal a stash of gold and silver coins. “Maybe not quite like regular humans. I don’t think we can spend this kind of currency at a big box store.”

      Sam grinned at the coins. Only one would more than cover their costs and even Karl and Jasmine looked cautiously excited by a chance to shop. Kylara was stoked that she was in the body of a pixie. That meant she didn’t have to go shopping at all. The dress made of dry oak leaves that came with her pixie form was perfectly adequate but she could see the necessity of getting the others clothed in something that wasn’t so close to rags.

      A few hours and a few shops later, even she could admit her friends looked good.

      Sam sported leather boat shoes, a pair of perfectly fitted khakis, a tucked-in shirt patterned in thin white-and-blue stripes, and a gold hand-knitted cashmere sweater on his shoulders with the sleeves folded across his chest. The color matched his hair perfectly. He looked like he should be in a J Peterman catalog.

      Karl looked as good, although in a completely opposite style. On his feet were massive black boots with silver spikes on the toes and buckles on the sides. His jeans—despite being brand new—were bleached almost white and frayed across his thighs. He wore a T-shirt for a band from Detroit that Kylara never had heard of under a leather jacket with spikes on the shoulders that matched those on his boots. On Jasmine’s insistence, he also had a silver chain on his neck. Despite being made of precious metal, it looked more like it belonged on a poorly behaved dog than a young dragon.

      Jasmine had been dissuaded from wearing a robe but to Kylara, she still looked like a mage. Her shoes—Converse flat tops—were hidden beneath black flowing pants that looked like they could either belong in a hookah lounge or perhaps the stage of a heavy metal concert. Her shirt was sheer and mostly black, with long sleeves and naked shoulders similar to how her dress had been. Under it, she wore a corset—an honest to God corset—in black and red. Her hair was tightly braided in two matching plaits with a red ribbon running through each of them.

      Tanya was the only one of the group who didn’t look happy in her new outfit. Every dress she had wanted to wear had been an excessively fussy creation that would have been more suitable at a ball. That was not exactly a surprise as she always wore dresses that were far more elaborate than anyone else, but this was usually not much of an issue on the Lumos School grounds. There, in the streets of Detroit, it would simply not have worked.

      Everyone had to point this out to her multiple times. Eventually, she’d been persuaded to purchase an olive-green jumpsuit that matched her dark skin perfectly. It was made entirely of silk with no sleeves, a beautiful backless cut, and legs that ended at the ankle to show off her matching heels. When she cinched it at the waist with a slightly darker green silk belt, everyone agreed she looked beautiful. Everyone but Tanya.

      “This is repulsive,” she griped as they stepped out of the boutique and headed to the Apple Store. She had—predictably—been the last person to find an outfit. “People can see my thighs. I look like a chambermaid.”

      “So, like, you are aware that no one has had chambermaids in centuries.” Karl laughed.

      “Whatever. The person who collects dead bodies during a plague then. Or who digs the graves, I guess.”

      There was little anyone could say that could convince her that she looked even half as beautiful as she did, so they let her grumble as they went to buy the GPS tracking tag.

      It was a tiny device, no larger than the silver coin it had cost them to procure it and was a white square with rounded edges and a hole in one corner for a key ring. They stopped at a jewelry store and found a silver keyring to put through it that Kylara could wear like a belt. She tucked the device behind her second set of wings and was still reasonably agile in flight, so it seemed workable. There was a chance the wizard would see the belt and grow suspicious, but she had seen silver and gold jewelry on pixies before. She hoped Master Smith had as well.

      Outfitted and with the GPS tracker synced to Tanya’s phone, they headed south to the same area where they had lost Hound and Rider.

      “Do you think he’ll be in the same place?” Karl asked as they approached the alley.

      “I don’t know where else to start,” she replied and then she sensed something. “Except now, I do. It’s Rider.”

      “How do you know?” Jasmine asked.

      “I sense pixie and the slightest hint of opossum. It’s him, I’m sure of it.”

      “Hound thought he sensed Petalwing, though, remember?” Sam noted. “Maybe Smith is doing the same thing with Rider’s magic.”

      “That must be it,” Jasmine said.

      Kylara nodded. She knew they were right. It made too much sense to be otherwise, and yet the thought filled her with terror. Not because she knew that Rider and Hound had been captured by a mage turned pixie-vampire but because she hadn’t immediately thought of it. It was hard to think straight. Being a pixie affected her ability to think things through. She could still do it—doubtless because she had spent eighteen years as a dragon—but what had happened with Hound made sense.

      To be a pixie was to live in the moment. Even there, in a city as built-up as Detroit, Kylara felt the almost constant pull of blooming flowers, leaves beginning to change color, and insects calling from hidden places. She knew none of that was as important as her mission and yet she wanted to investigate all of it.

      “Ky? Er…Kylara?” Tanya said and drew her out of her woolgathering.

      “Sorry! I know we need to find the pixies. It’s only…different…being one. All I want to do is sniff flowers and follow Rider’s trail so I can meet him.”

      “That’s exactly what you need to do,” Sam said. “He caught the other pixies by them doing exactly that. I think it would make a ton of sense for you to follow whatever trail you can. And don’t be afraid to stop and smell the roses, so to speak.”

      “Yes, and…oh!” Kylara’s hand went to her mouth. “My pendant makes me look like a dragon, magically speaking. It’s probably best if one of you can hold onto it for me.”

      “I’ll guard it with my life,” Jasmine replied and extended her hand.

      She undid the clasp holding it carefully and passed it to Jasmine. The necklace had shrunk along with her but had not vanished like it did in dragon form. As soon as it left her fingers and fell into the mage’s hand, it returned to its normal size.

      “Well, that’s convenient,” the girl said and clasped the chain around her neck. “I will take good care of it.”

      “And we’ll all keep an eye out for you, Ky,” Sam added.

      “We’ll window shop and keep an eye on your location.” Jasmine gestured with her cell phone. “If you stop moving, we’ll head to wherever you are.”

      “I don’t know how we’ll window shop here.” Tanya looked distraught. “Can you browse at pawn shops and donut shacks?”

      “I intend to find out,” Karl said. “That place has chainsaws. I don’t know what that is but it sounds awesome.”

      “Be careful, Kylara,” Tanya said and ignored Midnight. “We will come running if you get in trouble.”

      “It’ll be fine,” Jasmine said reassuringly. “He captured the other pixies and will probably do the same thing. If we can free the others, we’ll be able to beat him. We don’t know how much you’ll be able to sense from inside those bottles but once you stop moving, try to find a way out. We’ll be there soon.”

      “And be careful,” Sam said.

      Kylara nodded, frightened at the idea of what she was about to put herself through. And yet, a few minutes later, she had almost completely forgotten about the existential threat. She knew her mission—follow Rider’s trail and try to not look too obvious. That meant it was best if she stopped at every flower and each herbaceous bush sticky with aromatic resins.

      Oh, but was it wonderful to let herself enjoy the plants in this tiny body. Every flower was more vibrant than she had ever imagined them to be. Each herb was more pungent than any human or dragon could know. And between every rose bush, azalea, or oregano plant, the familiar essence of Rider lingered. She knew he was in trouble and yet she could not squelch the feeling of joy that bubbled in her chest when she thought about seeing her friend and maybe watching him ride an opossum.

      It came as quite a surprise when she moved on from sniffing a dandelion and was unable to proceed further. It was as if someone had built a brick wall in her path except no obstruction was visible at all.

      “Don’t fret, little pixie. You’ll be with friends soon.” Master Smith's rough voice shocked all pleasant thoughts from her mind and forced her to focus on the wizard and her situation.

      Kylara tried to bolt in the opposite direction but impacted with another invisible wall. The pixie magic in her blood screamed at her to panic. She felt like an insect trapped in a jar, desperate to find an escape but able to do much more than flutter frantically in circles.

      But she was more than only a pixie, she reminded herself. She was a mage who had been raised by a dragon and a student of one of the world’s most prestigious magic schools. More importantly, she was a person who cared about other people. These thoughts grounded her and she was able to stop her useless flitting about. She drew a deep breath, focused the magic inside her into her fists, and pounded the walls with everything she had.

      With every punch, a blast of sparks sprayed out from her knuckles. Her kicks were so fast that her legs appeared to turn into ribbons of pure light.

      She and her friends had talked about this. They all thought that if she could break out of the shield with her pixie powers, that was for the best. The wizard would likely flee and they’d follow him. But if she couldn’t escape, it was essential that she not do anything other pixies wouldn’t. She could not reveal that she was different than the other pixies, not unless she could break the wizard’s shield or until they found the location of his base.

      Try as she might, she was not able to so much as put a crack into the shield. It did not even feel like magic that was blocking her. Her fists sparked and her legs blurred with superhuman speed, but when the blows struck the wall, they were simply absorbed like a rainstorm pummeling an ocean.

      Kylara pulled back for another punch but her elbow banged into something behind her. The shield was shrinking with her inside.

      “You’ll be safe inside the jar, little pixie. That shield wall will juice you like an orange. If that happens, I make no assurance of your safety. But if you go inside the jar, I promise you that you will meet your pixie friends and live a long, long time.”

      She hated having to comply but she also trusted her friends so she slid into the bottle.

      Not a second passed before the man popped a cork in the top that was as immovable as the shield itself had been. He tucked her into a pocket of his robe patterned with moons and stars and left long before she could see any sign of her friends through the dark glass.
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      Jasmine did not think they had many other choices if they wanted to save the missing pixies, but she still thought the one they had made was a bad one. This feeling was reaffirmed when a shield appeared around their pixie friend. Even though the mage knew this would happen and they had staked their entire plan on her being captured, it still came as a shock when the girl’s aura simply vanished.

      Kylara was a powerful mage. Everyone knew this but perhaps no one was more acutely aware than Jasmine. When she had first met her, she had felt the other girl’s energy simmering beneath the magical pendant she wore that made her appear to be a dragon. On the few occasions when she had removed the pendant, it had been like seeing a dry creek bed in a flood.

      The girl was immensely powerful but more than that, she was different. Everyone had a unique magical signature, and hers was particularly distinctive. Without the pendant, it usually felt of mage with a touch of dragon but lately, it had edged toward something more raw and wild. Jasmine now understood that to be pixie magic.

      Her hand moved to the pendant that rested around her neck. How odd it was to be protected by the same shielding power that Kylara had spent her life hidden behind. The young mage had spent considerable time trying to understand auras. A point of pride for the Patels was to be able to read them. It would not do for the proud servant of an esteemed dragon family to be deaf to the unspoken language dragons so often communicated in. She could not read dragon auras as well as dragons could—her father could, though—but she could read them better than most mages. So it was extremely disconcerting to put the pendant on and feel like she was a dragon.

      The other dragons had noticed too. There was something in the way they carried themselves around her now—like they didn’t think she was so squishy or like her opinions carried a little more weight. It wasn’t spoken aloud but it was there. Even Karl’s flirting—as much as she liked it—was a little different. Not majorly so but like a different spice in a new curry blend, it was there.

      So when she said quietly, “She’s gone,” everyone listened.

      “What do you mean?” Sam asked.

      “She’s still in the same place,” Tanya said and frowned at the display of Kylara’s coordinates on her cell phone.

      “That’s not what she meant—is it, Jasmine?” Karl enquired.

      “She’s cut off and I can’t feel her at all. I don’t know if this was such a good idea,” the mage said hurriedly. “There’s no way to know what happens inside that shield. I hope it doesn’t hurt.”

      “If it does, that’s all the more reason for us to do what we’re doing,” Sam said with his shoulders back and chin tilted in the classic “I am a dragon and look at me being brave and strong” pose. “We have to rescue those other pixies.”

      “Do you honestly think that’s where this jerk is getting all his power?” Karl asked.

      “I do,” Jasmine said. “The things he did…no mage could do that on their own, for one thing, and he didn’t even break a sweat.”

      Midnight clenched his teeth at that. The shadow dragon respected power perhaps a little too much—although he seemed to respect what she was capable of, so perhaps it wasn’t that bad a quirk—but he hated the idea of false power. What Kylara could do had originally bothered him but once he understood that she wasn’t taking anyone’s abilities away, he had quickly come to respect her. Jasmine wondered what Karl would feel if they discovered the pixies were willingly helping the wizard, as doubtful as it seemed.

      “He’s on the move!” Tanya said. “North…er… north by northeast. It looks like he’s on foot.”

      “The cloud cover is holding,” Karl pointed out. Part of the plan had been for Kylara to bring a low bank of clouds into the skies over Detroit. She had been able to still use her storm powers, although she hadn’t seemed to quite understand why she was being asked to do so. Jasmine wondered what it must be like to have that much magic flowing through one’s brain. It could already be overwhelming being a mage. Being a pixie might very well be exhausting.

      “Let’s fly,” Sam said, transformed into a dragon, and took to the air. He gained altitude quickly and was soon lost in the clouds above.

      Tanya transformed and followed suit after Karl attached her phone to one of her claws with a Velcro holder that regular people like Jasmine used to hold their phones while they exercised and dragons used as rings for their claws.

      “Do you want a ride?” Karl asked as he changed to his dragon form and raised an eyebrow at Jasmine.

      Oh, did she. But it wouldn’t do for her to act like some crush-crazed idiot. “It would be convenient, thank you,” she said and went to climb onto his back. She was trying to decide exactly how to go about it when he used his shadow powers to extend threads of darkness. These wove together into sheets that folded into steps she could climb.

      “That’s new,” she said.

      “I thought that you don’t always have to scramble up my elbow or use your telekinesis if you don’t want to. Especially if this will be a…uh, more…uh, steady thing.”

      She could not see his face when she climbed the steps, which might have been a good thing. Dragon faces could be hard to read, especially in the fading light of the evening sun hidden by clouds. And if she could not see him, he could not see her blushing face or the shaky smile she could not dislodge from her face.

      Jasmine had ridden a dragon before. For that matter, she had ridden on Karl before. It was part of the curriculum at the Lumos School. Mages and dragons were most effective when they worked together and that often meant a mage seated on a dragon’s back. Kor had demanded it from all his students, and those who were not comfortable on the back of a dragon were forced to become comfortable or be upended by way of a slew of silver tail spikes thrown at them.

      However, she had never ridden on a dragon like this before.

      Karl’s motions were careful and much more controlled than they were when he was doing practice bouts in school. Instead of feeling like she had to hold on with her telekinesis or risk falling off, Jasmine felt like she was being held. She could feel his muscles under his smooth black scales and felt the hard pumping of his huge pectorals and his hard abdominals beneath her legs.

      “Are you all right up there?” he asked.

      It took a fair amount of self-control to not say, “Oh, yes,” but she managed. “I’m fine.”

      “In case you slip,” Karl said as black tendrils emerged from his scales and wound gently around her legs, effectively tethering her to him. It was beautiful what he could do with his powers. She had seen him snare other dragons in thick, black webbing numerous times, but she had never seen the delicate lacework that was now being used to keep her legs attached to his body.

      “He’s picking up speed,” Tanya shouted from somewhere ahead.

      “Hold on, all right?” Karl said to Jasmine in a breathy whisper.

      Without warning, he spun in a barrel roll. That was something she had never experienced before. They were a move used often by dragons in one-on-one combat as it was a good way to retain momentum while dodging the fire breath of an opponent, but with a mage on their back, it was beyond dangerous. There was talk of saddles and mages using their telekinesis to keep themselves on the backs of dragons, but Jasmine understood that those were not programs that would be implemented until the upperclassmen graduated and the school felt more integrated than it currently did. A significant culture shift would need to occur before anyone started to saddle dragons.

      It was a shame, though, because she had never felt anything nearly as exhilarating as flying with a dragon between her legs who could do whatever he wanted in the air. Karl increased his speed as he flew through the clouds. He moved up, down, and did more barrel rolls but his shadow powers kept her safely connected to his back. Her heart pounded and every inch of her pulsed with life.

      A wave of fear washed over her and shattered the exhilaration.

      Karl seemed to feel it too as he shuddered in mid-flight. It wasn’t anything serious enough to knock him from the air but a rather a kind of ripple of nervousness that traveled down his body, starting at his nose and moving under Jasmine and down his long, sinuous tail.

      “He’s stopped moving,” Tanya said as Karl and Sam leveled out to join her in a tight circle. All the mage could see were clouds above and below them. They were still too high to see what lay beneath their feet.

      “I’ll go down for a peek,” Karl said and darkness spread beneath him. “Jasmine, I’ll leave a hole for you to see through off my left side.”

      They descended out of the cloud cover to find they were in a largely run-down part of the city. Directly below them was an old, abandoned apartment building. While most of the structures in the area still had windows glowing against the darkness brought on by the thick clouds, the one below Jasmine had no lights on at all.

      Seeing it there, dark and empty and framed by pothole-ridden roads, filled her with a sense of dread. Despite the streets still having people on them, no one approached this particular building. No homeless camped out against its walls of graffiti and there was no indication that anyone wanted to go there at all. She certainly did not want to move any closer.

      “Do you feel that?” Karl asked.

      “It’s a ward,” Jasmine said aloud as she realized what was going on. The feeling of dread in her gut and the rising surge of panic that urged her to go away, get as far from here as you can, find safety, and find it now was no accident or effect of poor municipal maintenance. It was a ward that worked on the same principles as dragon aura and told those with weaker wills to keep away and—embarrassingly—she had almost fallen for it.

      “That’s good.” Midnight ascended to join the other dragons. “I was worried that I wanted to crap my proverbial pants for no good reason.”

      “Please tell me this is somehow relevant to our mission,” Sam said when they appeared out of the clouds.

      “That’s most certainly the place down there,” Jasmine said. “The wizard has set up an aura to keep people away. It’s powerful, too.”

      “Damn straight. I felt it in my gut,” Karl said.

      “It’s something to keep in mind then,” Sam said. “If anyone feels terrified or anything else down there, tell us so we can help you keep a cool head. Is it reasonable to think that he’ll be able to sense our auras?” he asked the mage.

      It was immensely satisfying how her friends deferred to her and respected her. Jasmine knew it was not all from the pendant. Much of it had come from them all working together in situations she had never dreamed of or experienced in nightmares. “I don’t think he’ll be able to sense our auras,” she explained. “Wards like these often blow out any other auras, plus there’s the fact that you are all dragons and he’s a mage. Most mages cannot detect dragon auras. Hopefully, this pendant will be enough to make him not detect me either.”

      “That’s good enough for me,” Sam said. “Let’s land a few blocks away and go in on foot. Karl, can you keep us all hidden at once or do we need to go one by one?”

      “I can keep us all hidden from that building if we drop in together but I don’t know who elected you to be leader.”

      “Sam has a knack for tactics,” Tanya pointed out, which Jasmine thought was annoying. While she did not want to be the person who took charge, that didn’t mean it shouldn’t be Karl.

      But Midnight had let it go. Instead of pursuing his previous challenge, he grumbled something that even she could not make out from her position on his back and led them toward a billboard proclaiming the many benefits of vaping.

      He made a web of dark netting that stretched from the sky to the back of the billboard and the three dragons dropped like stones.

      At the last moment, he flared his wings and Jasmine’s stomach lurched into her throat. Once he’d landed, he made steps again for her to climb down. “I hope you liked the ride. Sorry about that last move.”

      “It’s all right. I can pretend the feeling in my stomach is from that and not the mage’s wards.”

      “Good idea,” he said as their companions landed and transformed.

      Sam took a few steps toward the building where the GPS was leading them. “All right, let’s go over the plan once more as we head that way.”

      “Are you certain that he’s somehow using the pixies?” Tanya asked Jasmine.

      “I am,” she affirmed. “The powers he had are not typical mage powers. I’ve never seen anything like that alley of lava. I think he’s found a way to use their power as his own.”

      “But Kylara thought they were alive, right?”

      “I think so too,” Jasmine said. “After the Second Mage War when pixies were created, a mage captured some. He used them as batteries but he kept them alive so he could constantly recharge himself. I think that if this wizard had a method where he simply consumed all the pixies’ energy, we’d be dead already. He only let us go because he needed to recharge.”

      “Or because he wanted to go kill Hound and Rider, thus making himself even stronger and more impossible for us to beat, especially since we don’t have Ky,” Karl said smugly. Jasmine liked him but he could honestly be quite a downer at times.

      “If that’s the case, I think we’re screwed,” Sam said dourly. “We have to act under the assumption that this guy heard the same story we’ve all heard and somehow managed to replicate the process. We go in, hope to hell Kylara has already discovered how to free the pixies, and we do our best to make that happen.”

      Jasmine nodded. “If we deny him his power source, we can beat him.”

      “And if we can’t?” Tanya asked.

      For once, Sam looked grim. “Then we hope to hell that Kristen Hall finishes whatever is happening in Antarctica and comes to save us before this jerk either kills us or turns us into something nasty and irreversible.”
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      Mort could not believe his good luck. In the last two days, he had captured not one, not two, but three pixies. Even more amazing, he had faced a team of four dragons and a mage and came out on top, and that was without these last three pixies.

      He had already connected the first two to the copper wire bracelets and tied them into his altar. The copper plugs he’d inserted into the holes he'd made in his arm were almost primed. He would put them on as soon as he had settled this latest catch.

      Over time, he’d found that the pixies he had already captured worked fine if he left them in bowls of saltwater. It tired them if he left them tied with a copper bracelet to drain, they’d wear themselves out trying to escape without him there. They were wet, weakened creatures when he returned but after a few days in a jar and some nectar, they’d be as good as new. With as many as he had, it wasn’t an issue and with only a few more, he’d never have to worry about running out of power. He’d have enough to overcome those who would oppose him.

      Although part of him wondered if he would even need more pixies. This latest one was different.

      He picked the jar with his latest catch up off the table and tried to peer inside but couldn’t see through the dark glass. The sand he’d used to make it had been mixed with copper oxide and sulfur to give it a dark color. He’d tried to only use the copper oxide at first, which only turned the glass blueish or greenish instead of the dark-brown that adding the sulfur produced, but the bottles had made him uncomfortable to look at.

      Mort knew the little creatures inside were hardly any different than animals. If anything, they were less than animals. They had been made in labs, after all, by mages who wanted a weapon to use against the dragons. That was what they were—weapons. Organic weapons, perhaps, that liked the taste of wildflowers but weapons all the same.

      That didn’t change how they looked. Even though he knew the little beasts were less than human, it was uncomfortable to watch them pound their little fists against the walls of the jars that imprisoned them. Their grotesquely large eyes still cried tears despite their uncomfortable appearance. They still grew tired and slumped or wept themselves to sleep like humans did. It was all an illusion of sentience, of course, but still. He was glad he’d converted to the darker colored glass so he didn’t have to see their little pantomimes of misery.

      Now, however, he regretted that. The pixie in this bottle was most certainly different than the others. Pixie magic couldn’t penetrate copper but Mort’s could easily enough. Inside the jar, he felt a being with way more power than any of the pixies he had captured. If he could harness it, he wondered if he could exclusively use his latest captive as a power source and only switch to the others to augment himself when this one needed to be recharged with nectar and sleep.

      “I cannot wait to meet you, little pixie. I am Master Smith but you may call me Mort. Everyone else does.”

      Muted shouting issued from inside the jar. That was new. Some of the pixies protested their capture and most cried, but none had yelled at him before. He took that as a very good sign. This pixie most certainly was special.

      He couldn’t wait to drain her into himself, but he had to as he had two pixies already in the saltwater baths. Quickly, he scooped them up, wrapped them in a shield that dampened their powers, and dumped them into their jars. He took two copper plugs out of his arm—it still hurt every time—and put the fresh spikes in. Immediately, he felt a flush of power as the pixies’ energy became his own. It felt great and it always felt wonderful to taste such a surge of power, but he could not stop thinking about the new pixie.

      Mort took a few handfuls of flowers and shoved them inside the jars with the weakened creatures before he turned his attention to his latest catch. He put her jar on the little pedestal next to the bowl. For some reason, the entire system worked better if all the metal involved was copper. He dumped the saltwater out and prepared a fresh bath for his latest acquisition.

      That done, he unspooled a little copper wire, fashioned a cuff at one end, and connected the other end to a spike. With the power he felt coming from this pixie, he would put the spike in virgin flesh. It would hurt, but the rush that would come would wash all that away. It was invigorating to think of having more power coursing through him.

      There were spells he had yet to attempt—magic that dragons took for granted but remained tantalizingly out of reach for him. He wanted to live as long as they did and to have their physique as well. Of course, he also wanted his hair to grow back. There were rumors of spells that could accomplish all this, but they were dangerous and the power cost was high. But his latest catch might hold the key to the youth he desired.

      Mort would remake himself into a new man and he would then be ready to present himself to the world. Mages would bow to him if he looked the part. Dragons would grovel at his feet. He would make the world a better place—a safer place where biological weapons didn’t wander fields and endanger children or where fire-breathing carnivores were not allowed to fly about unmuzzled.

      His world would be a just world for the regular man. No longer would the Steel Dragon and her agenda of integration be the dominant politics of the world. With the power he was about to acquire, people would remember that it was men like him—good, hardworking men who were proud of their European heritage—who had made everything what it was. With him in charge, he could finally make the world great again.

      But first, he had to use this creature, as was his right.

      The tiny being twitched frantically inside the jar. Attacking its reflection in the glass perhaps? He gave the bottle a good shake, which stopped the creature’s agitated movements.

      Mort was about to open the jar when he felt a pang in his stomach. Someone had crossed one of his wards. It wasn’t completely unusual but worth paying attention to. He waited for almost a minute but the feeling did not go away. That meant whoever had entered had not yet left. Again, this wasn’t completely unusual. The neighborhood had its fair share of junkies who sometimes passed out where they should not have, but he had not come this far to ignore a warning sign on the precipice of achieving his dreams.

      “I’ll be back, little pixie. Together, you and I will secure a future for people like me.”

      He filled the room with mist. In it, he saw four shapes moving in a mirror representation of what was happening outside. He could not see colors in the mist but he recognized the four people all the same. They were the little twerps he had fought the night before. Two boys and one of the girls had the haughty posture of dragons. The other girl must have been the mage who had almost cracked his defensive shield.

      There had been a fifth one too. Had she died? Or perhaps this mage had opened a gate and fled before she could save the dragon. Or—and this might be too good to be true—maybe one of the dragons had already recognized his power and decided to not come back. Yes, what if that was the case? It was possible that he was building a reputation for himself and had already frightened a dragon off.

      Still, there was no cause to celebrate yet. These interlopers had found a way to track him somehow, which wasn’t a good development. He felt the skies and touched the essence of no other dragons or mages, which was good, but there was also no guarantee that these four had not gone and tattled to their elders.

      He did not understand how they had tracked him, but that was a question he would answer later. Right now, brimming with power from two fresh pixies, he prepared to welcome his guests.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Kylara prepared her fists to punch Mort the second he opened the jar he’d trapped her in. She previously had difficulty turning her fists to diamonds and although she had done it a few times, it wasn’t with enough consistency for it to be a skill she could rely on in duels or combat. But now, in this pixie body, her fists transformed effortlessly into diamond. She looked at the plug in the jar that—despite being wood—kept her locked inside as surely as the glass walls of her prison did.

      But before her captor opened the stopper, something pulled his attention away and he left.

      Kylara stood at the bottom of the bottle, her fists cocked at the lid and wings ready to propel her, for thirty minutes. Or was it thirty seconds? Honestly, she couldn’t tell. It felt like an eternity of waiting and eventually, she lowered her fists to investigate her prison. Time did not seem to be something pixies had much experience with and she had no clue as to how much had passed. It was a frustrating feeling, knowing that her friends would be there soon but no longer able to understand what soon meant.

      Eventually, she decided she would simply have to break out. It was a better choice than sitting waiting for her friends, even if it had never been a part of the plan. The first thing she did was call on her light energy. Her hands illuminated immediately and she was able to see the interior of the jar, although the thick, brownish glass made it impossible to see what was outside. That meant trying to use a quirk of the environment wasn’t an option.

      Which left her with what she had inside the bottle—only herself.

      She tried her light powers on the wall first and blasted a beam of light energy at the glass, but it did not shatter. After a moment, it started to warm but she didn’t have the patience to see if it would melt. She did not know if the moment she’d spent was ten minutes—in which case she would never have the energy needed to melt the jar—or ten seconds, in which case it would have been possible to do so.

      Discouraged and impatient, she tried her shadow powers next. These were even less effective. The dark tendrils had nothing to grasp hold of. She whacked them against the glass and tried thicker and thinner iterations, but no variation of the power worked.

      Feeling like an idiot, she remembered she could open gates. She tried to do so immediately but found that this power wasn’t working. That made sense, she realized. If pixies could gate out of these jars, they would not be captured at all. Even logic leaps as short as this one no longer came easily to her.

      Part of her wondered why Sam’s energy had worked and her pixie gates had not. She felt like there had to be a reason for that. If she could only tease out why one power had warmed the glass and the other had refused to materialize at all, maybe she could get out of there.

      But Mort returned before she found her answers and moved her jar to another part of the room. She pounded on the glass with diamond knuckles and knocked tiny chips of glass away, but it was so thick that to break through it would take hours. It would be like a mouse chewing through an oak tree. That might be technically possible but was hardly realistic with the limited time she had in which to act.

      Suddenly, the jar shook violently and Kylara lurched about inside it, banging against the wooden cork, the walls, and the floor. When it finally stopped, she sprawled on the glass bottom with a broken wing.

      Something outside the jar was now affecting her. She felt as if her energy was slowly being wicked away through the floor. This must be what he was doing to the pixies. But Mort did not seem to celebrate or revel in this new power. It was hard to see anything but the vaguest of shapes through the glass, but it looked like he was working on some kind of a device. A more advanced or efficient way to drain her power, perhaps? Already, merely touching the glass weakened her. What more could this mage do to her?

      A moment later, the sensation stopped.

      Although muffled by the glass, his next words still penetrated. “I’ll be back, little pixie. Together, you and I will secure a future for people like me.”

      Kylara realized that her friends must have distracted him. They were coming to rescue her and the other pixies exactly as they had planned. They would try to break her free, but the best-case scenario was that she could liberate the pixies while Mort was away.

      Which meant getting out of the bottle was more important than anything else she might do. Kylara turned to the walls around her with diamond knuckles and began to try to create a hole. Each punch dislodged a grain of glass and she soon realized that it simply wouldn’t work. She would not have time to save her friends.

      Desperate and now regretful that she’d agreed to the plan in the first place, she had no idea what to do and continued to punch the glass. Each blow felt frivolous and a waste of her energy, but she could think of nothing else. If she didn’t escape before her friends arrived, they would not be able to defeat Mort. He could even kill them.

      Tears fell from her eyes, but she didn’t stop working on the glass in front of her, even though each second felt like hours.
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      The team hadn’t proceeded very far into the warded space around the abandoned building before the wizard appeared. Jasmine would have liked to claim that she had sensed him coming, but she had been as surprised as everyone else when the figure—dressed predictably in a robe decorated with stars and moons—floated down to land in front of them on a column of air.

      “Why are you here?” he demanded. “I beat you all once, badly enough to send your other dragon away for good. Why do you dare to approach the lair of Master Mort?”

      “Mort? I thought it was Smith.” Karl sneered. Jasmine usually loved his sarcastic sense of humor but now did not seem to be the time for it.

      “I’m still working on my name, but I think Master Mort might work because everyone calls me Mort and there’s the alliteration—but I don’t have to explain myself to you. It is not a master’s place to explain himself to his servants.”

      “Servants?” Tanya asked. “You want us to be your servants?”

      “Yes!” He chortled with glee and seemed relieved. “Is this why you came here? You served the dragon but realized I am more powerful. There will be a place for all of you in the new world we will bring about together. Mage girl, despite your…er, ancestry, you will have a place of honor. Dragons, you will be treated kindly as beasts of your breeding deserve.”

      “Despite my ancestry?” Jasmine was furious and her telekinesis whipped her hair and clothes wildly. “You doubt my ancestry? I am the daughter heir of the Patel family. We have been mages for over a thousand years and you speak of my ancestry?”

      Mort swallowed hard and there was fear in his eyes.

      Sam sensed it as easily as the young mage did and took a step closer. His broad figure towered over the chunky wizard. “We are here to make you let the pixies go. Do so willingly and you don’t have to get hurt.”

      “Humankind is done with your ilk,” the wizard stammered. He pointed at the sky and a thin beam of blue energy extended upward from his hand. It expanded outward and began to fall. In moments, they were inside a massive dome of magic that covered multiple city blocks.

      “No one will be able to sense what happens inside here,” Jasmine murmured. “He doesn’t want an audience.”

      Sam looked like he wanted to punch him in the face but Karl acted before he could. Black tendrils erupted from around the man’s feet and bound his hands to his sides.

      “Jasmine talks down to us. That means no one talks down to Jasmine,” Karl said, lifted Mort in the air, and squeezed him until his face turned red.

      “I warned you!” the wizard blubbered. “I gave you a chance to swear fealty but like so many others, you ignored civility and turned to violence.”

      A hurricane of wind exploded from him and catapulted the four of them in opposite directions.

      Jasmine barely managed to shield herself before she bulldozed into a wall across the street. She anchored her feet to the ground with her telekinesis and tried to rush into the battle, but it was almost impossible with the wind. It swirled effortlessly from Mort as if he were casting a simple light spell instead of creating more wind than she had thought possible from a mage.

      The dragons were no stranger to wind, though. Sam and Karl transformed long before they collided with anything and caught the current it produced with their wings. They soared upward and above the roofs of the buildings.

      Tanya had vanished, but that was the plan. Someone had to get past the wizard to free Kylara and the other pixies. Jasmine and the others’ task was to make sure Mort did not notice.

      The two airborne dragons seemed more than willing to play their part. Sam unleashed tight beams of light that punched holes in the stones near the wizard’s feet. Mort obviously understood the danger of a laser-blasting dragon because he extended a hand and a bolt of lightning streaked from his fingertips and struck the golden dragon.

      Sam screamed and fell to the roof of a building, but Jasmine knew he was all right. They had all sparred with Kylara enough times to get a taste of lightning.

      Karl tucked his wings and plummeted toward the fat mage. The man tried to blast him away with wind but the dragon lashed out with shadow tendrils that anchored him to the earth and increased his speed.

      The wizard screamed and threw his hands up in defense as Karl pounded into him with enough force to turn him into a crater.

      “Inside!” Midnight shouted.

      Jasmine didn’t understand the urgency but she ran all the same. The fight was over—or so she thought until she saw the ground beneath her teammate shift. Rocks moved and reassembled themselves before a wall of stone reared from the earth and hurled the dragon across the street.

      Jasmine yelped in concern for Karl and it cost her dearly. The ground beneath her turned to lava. She lifted herself by her robes to float over it, but a wave of it rose and solidified across the door to the abandoned building.

      “Freeing them won’t save you, you know,” Mort said and pointed to one of the long sleeves of his robe. “Their power is already in me.”

      “Then let them go,” Jasmine said as she used her magic to lift a sphere of lava out of the melted street. She hurled it at the man with every ounce of strength she had, but he deflected it effortlessly.

      “The dragons I understand,” Mort said. “But why would you work with them?”

      “Because they want to work with me.” Jasmine shouted the last words to cover the sound of Sam breaking a window in one of the upper floors of the building to gain entry.

      “For now,” the wizard said. “But that won’t last. They’ll treat you like they treat all mages. We are nothing to them, nothing without power. The only way they will ever respect us is if we make them.”

      He gestured at the wall and a thousand bricks exploded outwards. Sam was in the middle of it all and glowed until he and the bricks plunged into the lava river the street had become.

      “Mercy!” he screamed.

      Jasmine recognized their pre-agreed code and knew it was her turn to try to get inside.

      Sam screamed in pain again, and she hoisted herself higher with her robes to enter the hole where a brick wall had been only moments before. She glanced over her shoulder as she turned down a hallway and glimpsed a net of darkness lash at their adversary and hurl him skyward.

      The young mage didn’t think being tossed even a mile high would stop him but it would hopefully slow him a little.

      She sprinted down the hallway and reached out with her magic in an attempt to sense the pixies. Frustratingly, she couldn’t feel even a hint of them. She knew that much of Mort’s power must come from the little creatures, but she had to give the mage credit. He knew how to hide something.

      She used telekinetic thrusts against every door she encountered to force them aside and reveal empty apartment after empty apartment.

      “Think, Jasmine. Think. If you were a scummy mage trying to be sneaky but also filled with delusions of grandeur, where would you hide your base of operations?” It would be a large space to give him room to work. Plus, he would need to be secure. He would not want anyone to stumble on him, magic or otherwise.

      “Top floor!” She snapped her fingers at the realization. While she didn’t know if this apartment building had a penthouse suite, if it did, it would be on the top floor. Plus, that would give the wizard a vantage point. Jasmine headed to the stairs. She had only ascended one flight when the building shook so violently that she had to use a shield to stabilize the walls around her.

      Mort must be grounded again and had possibly thrown a dragon into the side of the building. Being crushed by a crumbling apartment building did not sound particularly pleasant, but it was still better than letting a racist, narrow-minded lump of a man attain godlike power. With that encouragement in mind, she dropped her shield and raced up the stairs.

      She kicked open the door to the top floor and knew immediately she was in the right place. Take-out bags, dirty napkins, and empty cups littered the hallway. The smell of grease was still fresh. This was his hideout and all she had to do now was to find the door he’d put the pixies behind.

      Before she could take another step, the sound of breaking glass issued from a nearby room. The door hurtled off its hinges and into the opposite side of the hallway. A dragon stepped through the doorway, except it was not a dragon at all. It was a simulacrum of one made from the glass windows pulverized into sand.

      The beast roared at Jasmine, and instead of fire spewing from the back of its throat, a million particles of sand blasted into her. She was upended and shoved down the hallway while the sand ripped her hands and face raw. Desperately, she tried to raise a shield but the force was too strong. Jasmine tumbled repeatedly until she thunked into the wall at the end of the hallway.

      She sat hastily, covered her face to protect herself from the sand, and brought up the strongest shield she could, bracing the bubble against the wall behind her. It was, fortunately, strong enough to stop the blast. She breathed a sigh of relief and spat grains of sand from her mouth.

      The dragon powered into her shield, shattered the wall behind it, and knocked her from the top of the building and out into the night sky.

      Jasmine tried to take hold of herself with her telekinesis to stop her fall, but every time she pinched a corner of her cloth, the sand dragon swiped the spot and shredded the fabric to nothing. While she tried desperately to avoid the attacks and regain control, the speed of her fall increased. She was no dragon. If she struck the ground from this height, it would be the death of her. She had no scales to protect her and no dragon healing powers to mend her wounds if she somehow managed to survive.

      Fortunately, Karl caught her with a net made of shadow.

      Jasmine did not see it when she fell into it, but she noticed that instead of becoming a bloody mess on the street, she now bounced in a dark mesh.

      “Get clear!” he yelled.

      It was good advice. Above her, the sand dragon fell with his jaws wide, teeth bared, and claws extended, and a great cloud of sand billowed behind frighteningly sharp features.

      A blast of light sliced across the sand dragon’s face and melted the sand into glass again. “Your shield!” Sam snapped and the young mage obeyed.

      She raised a shield around her in time for the glass face of the dragon to drive into it with tremendous force. It shattered and didn’t harm her magical barrier. It seemed that turning the sand to glass robbed the wizard of his ability to control it.

      “She’s on the top floor,” Jasmine told the dragons and hoped that Tanya had already discovered this fact.

      Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case at all.

      A powerful blast of wind knocked another hole in the building and Tanya careened out of the building amidst the wreckage. She managed to transform into her dragon form and catch herself before she crash-landed.

      “You cretins had a chance,” the wizard screamed and his voice cracked. “Your kind has controlled the world long enough. It’s the regular man’s time now.”

      He rose from the roof of the building. A tornado supported him and one hand burned with flame while the other crackled with lightning.

      Sam bulldozed into him. The golden dragon with the single black scale kicked and clawed at the squishy mage, but Mort had wrapped himself in a shield far stronger than anything Jasmine could hope to make. Still, Sam was not one to give up easily. He punched and bit and scratched and clawed. His attack only ceased when his adversary ripped the concrete off the top of the apartment building, formed it into a fist of rubble even larger than his dragon form, and punched him with the force of an avalanche.

      The golden dragon impacted with a building seconds before the rubble did. The structure lasted all of three seconds before it collapsed inward and buried him in the pile. It seemed the wizard needed things to be in their natural state to have fine control but he could brute-force objects without difficulty.

      “You bastard!” Tanya screamed and dropped from the sky at the wizard.

      She’d ruined her element of surprise with her outburst and the man caught her easily in a whirlwind that tore the webbing from her wings and sent her into a tumbling free-fall.

      She struck the side of a building and managed to sink her claws into the brick and stop herself from pounding into the ground at full speed. Her wings were a wreck, however, and she wouldn’t reach Mort at the top of his funnel cloud.

      “It’s up to us,” Karl said, materialized from shadow, and took his dragon form before he scooped Jasmine onto his back with his shadow powers.

      She barely had time to grasp his body with her legs before he was airborne and streaked toward Mort as he built a web of darkness in front of them.

      Lighting blasted through it and the dark dragon spun in a barrel roll and somehow managed to dodge. A fireball punched another hole and Jasmine brought up a shield to deflect it. The web of darkness that protected them transformed into a hundred barbed spears that all launched at Mort like the barbs of the world’s darkest jellyfish.

      He exploded with light and they all evaporated into nothing.

      “Nooo!” Karl screamed as he brought his claws up in a desperate attempt at a final strike. It was fruitless. The wizard fired a massive fireball from his hand that struck him squarely in the chest. Two blasts of lightning followed and shredded his wings. He tried to use shadow to make a kind of parachute, but the enemy simply seared it with more light and it turned to nothing.

      “We’re going down!” Karl shouted although that was already obvious.

      Jasmine lifted herself from his back before he made impact. She didn’t know whether to see if he was all right, turn to face Mort, try to save Kylara, or simply run, but it didn’t matter. The man landed behind her and suddenly, wind whipped around her and lifted her even higher.

      He grinned and didn’t look even slightly out of breath. “The dragons I understand, but you? Why would you choose them over an alliance with a mage as powerful as me?”

      “You’re nothing,” she snapped. “You have to steal pixie powers, which means you’re nothing but a thief.”

      “Countries were founded on less,” he retorted. “I rediscovered how to harness pixie magic and perfected the technique. The world will be mine because of what I have done to myself.”

      He pulled a sleeve of his robe up to reveal a bloody row of spikes inserted into his arm. “If I’m nothing, who did this? Would you belittle Edison for only inventing the lightbulb? Or perhaps insult Einstein for only discovering special relativity? We are human. That means our brain is our greatest weapon. I’m the first person in centuries to use mine.”

      “But…how?” Jasmine asked, hoping to buy herself the time she needed. It was a long shot but she had a plan. She began to carefully build up a telekinetic force. To escape his notice, she made it small and tight but it was difficult to concentrate with the wind whipping her hair while it held her aloft and made it hard to breathe. She would only have one chance and even if she was successful, it would only give her a window. One of the dragons would have to come to her aid and she had no idea if any of them could. Still, she had to proceed. This was her only option.

      Mort laughed. “Oh, now you want to join me? I supposed the allegiance of a well-bred family might serve my purposes well. It was simple. The trick is in the copper. Pixies can’t touch it.”

      Jasmine took hold of one of the copper plugs with her telekinetic grip and pulled with every ounce of strength she had. It resisted for only a fraction of a second before it popped out with a bloody squelch. “But mages can.”

      The wizard screamed in pain, dropped to his knees, and clutched the open wound with his other hand as blood ran through his fingers. Thunder boomed overhead and the earth shook beneath their feet to collapse what was left of the building that had already crushed Sam.

      The young mage fell in an undignified heap. Wind still whipped all around her but it was no longer controlled or focused.

      “I would never join you.” She took a step toward him and raised a shield to trap him inside like he had trapped so many pixies.

      Unfortunately, she never had the chance.

      Mort, still on his knees with one hand pressed against his bloody wound, whipped his head back to reveal eyes that glowed with the light of the sun.

      “You fool!” he roared and thunder cracked overhead as if to emphasize his point.

      He punched through her shield with a beam of light so strong that it made Sam’s powers seem like they belonged to a flashlight.

      “All you had to do was kneel.”

      A rock lifted and hammered into her shin to shatter the bone beneath. She screamed in pain but before she could fall, she was lifted high again.

      She rose on a fountain of wind as Mort raised his hands to the sky. From the crumbled building, Sam rose too. Karl and Tanya joined them in the air. The dark dragon appeared unconscious while Tanya thrashed wildly against the wind that forced her upward.

      “The other dragon was wise to flee. You four will get to watch me achieve my final level of power. A great honor, to be sure. You won’t live to the dawn to tell anyone about it, so try to enjoy yourselves before you die.”

      Their ascent continued, although they remained far beneath the shield of magic that hid this battle and had not so much as shimmered since he had created it. He peeled the roof of the apartment building back to reveal his lab within and make it clear to Jasmine that their plan, however bold, would never have worked against a mage as powerful as he was.
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      Kylara had no idea what was happening outside the bottle. She no longer felt the timelessness that defined the first stages of her imprisonment. Instead of time being marked by nothing, there were now rumbles that shook her prison. She still could not tell how much time passed between each tremor, nor did she know exactly what caused the vibrations, but given that she was in Master Mort’s secret lair, the ground shaking struck her as a good thing.

      A pile of broken glass lay at her feet, but she had made next to no progress on the bottle. The glass was too thick and too resistant to her blows. It was frustrating to have powers and still be so helpless. She had alternated between her light powers, shadow powers, and good old-fashioned diamond fists, but none of it worked effectively. It was incredibly frustrating because if she could only teleport via the pixie realm, she’d be free. Why did that power stay stubbornly out of reach while the others worked?

      Was it because it was a pixie power while the others were abilities granted to her by dragons?

      She stopped punching the glass. Had she stumbled on the answer? This jar was designed to stop pixie magic but it didn’t seem to have much of an effect on abilities inherent to dragons. She hadn’t been able to break free but that was because she was in her pixie body, which did not have access to the superhuman strength that being a dragon afforded her. Still, her powers had not yet worked. She needed something to shatter glass. Light and shadow were not what was needed for the job. A spiky, diamond-studded tail or talons seemed like a far better option.

      After a moment’s thought, she decided she had to become a dragon. It was the only way out. And—judging by the increased rumbling—she had to escape soon.

      Ky reached into her inner magic and called on her dragon abilities. They did not answer immediately.

      She tried again but her heart wasn’t in it. She had too many doubts about what might happen. What if she transformed into a tiny dragon and was still trapped inside the jar? What if Mort killed her friends and found a pixie dragon and could somehow steal her ability to take powers from other dragons? If that happened, there would be no stopping him. Any dragon who stood against him would be destroyed or their powers would be absorbed.

      Or maybe she would transform into a dragon, grow, and simply be squashed like a grape inside the still unbroken bottle.

      Instinct told her, however, that she had to try. She had diamond scales, after all. Those would be stronger than glass. They had to be. And besides, she could not remain where she was, crippled by fear, when her friends fought for their lives and freedom for the pixies.

      She called on the dragon inside her but again, it did not answer. It was hard to understand why not because transforming to a dragon had always come so easily to Kylara. It felt like being able to read perfectly well in English, then being dumped into downtown Beijing and expected to understand the words. The magic simply did not want to come.

      Something changed and the light that filtered into the jar grew darker as if the overhead lights had been extinguished. Great flashes came that she assumed was lightning, followed by the boom of thunder. Had something happened to the roof? Whatever was happening, she was still trapped, a failure in a jar.

      But failure was not an option. Kylara knew she was a dragon. Yes, she was a mage too and she had now accepted that she was a pixie, but she had been raised as a dragon. Her mother was a dragon. She had the honor of a dragon that demanded she do everything she possibly could to help those weaker than her. Not only that, but she had the power. She merely had to use it.

      Diamonds rippled up her arms. Instead of diamond fists, her arms, shoulders, and back transformed too. It felt strange and beyond unnatural, but she pushed on. Her wings changed and in the distorted reflection of the brown glass, she saw they were no longer the wings of a desert moth but were instead those of a dragon.

      She bellowed and drew on both the magic inside her and her core of strength to make the sound bounce off the glass walls. Her tail sprouted from her back and her antennae thickened into horns.

      The power inside her surged and grew from a creek to a stream to a river to a torrent like the Colorado during a flood, powerful enough to carve out the Grand Canyon itself.

      Kylara gasped as her lungs expanded inside her chest. Her bones barely kept pace and her skin ripped and tore repeatedly as diamond scales regrew to replace the spaces between. In a moment, she had filled the jar and the process stopped.

      The bottle was too strong.

      Her magic flowed through her like a torrent but had encountered a dam wall. Still, it didn’t seem that her magic was any more aware of the blockage than water was aware of a dam. It continued to flow and filled every part of her until she felt like her cells were overflowing.

      It hurt terribly to have her insides convinced they could grow while her outsides had met a limit. Her heart felt too big and as if with each pump, it might rupture the veins in her brain. It felt as if her lungs could not get enough air—like her ribs were folding in on themselves to puncture organs that healed with the flood of magic but still told her how much it hurt.

      She heard her bones crack and was quite certain her skull had broken until glass exploded away from her in every direction and, finally free, she grew and continued to do so. Instead of pain, she felt pleasure. Rather than imprisonment, she felt freedom. In place of doubt, she felt certainty.

      Her inner assurance that she would defeat this wizard seemed emphasized by her lengthening bones. She knew it in her multiplying scales and she knew it in her soul.

      Mort had other ideas. “What is this?” he screeched from above her and suddenly, wind whipped around her and lifted her as she grew to her full size.

      Kylara looked at the room she had been trapped in but had not seen. The jar she had occupied had been on a type of altar with a number of others. The captured pixies were most likely inside them. There was a bowl of water too, and copper wire that looked nefarious to her. It was a miracle that none of the other jars had broken when hers had, albeit a miracle that helped Mort.

      “What are you?” the wizard demanded as she rose to his level. “A pixie dragon? A dragon pixie? And to think I could have your power inside me.”

      “Creep,” she snapped in return and called upon the wind he was using to hold her.

      It pulled away and she fell, spread her wings, and caught the current.

      The man shrieked like someone had caught him cheating at a board game and he hurled balls of fire and bolts of lightning at her as she gained altitude. She met the fire without flinching and her diamond scales protected her easily enough. Her shadow tendrils caught the electricity and directed it where it wanted to go—to the earth.

      “Fight me and your friends die,” Mort screamed as she dive-bombed him. “All I want is a secure future.”

      “Secure this.” She drove into him with her talons but was not able to reach the pudgy wizard. Her claws met a shield and he remained safely inside like the yolk of an egg.

      She forced him earthward and blasted him and his shield into a street that looked like it had been molten lava mere moments before. Unfortunately, the shield did not crack and didn’t even splinter.

      “Fool!” Mort shouted and the earth began to shake.

      It made her think of her Aunt Cassandra’s earth elemental as she took to the air. She couldn’t defeat this mage on the ground, not when he could hurl slabs of concrete like they were pebbles or could turn the ground to lava without breaking a sweat.

      Kylara had always been comfortable in the air. Now that she had weather powers, that was truer than ever. She forced the wind to increase its velocity and used it to jolt her friends free of the bubbles of wind that had trapped them.

      The dragons looked okay. While trapped, they had no doubt focused on their healing abilities but Jasmine was pale and her nose bloody. She had given this fight everything she had. Without healing abilities, she was in real danger.

      “Sam, get Jasmine out of here. Karl and Tanya, with me.”

      The dragons didn’t acknowledge her orders. They simply obeyed. Sam swooped toward Jasmine and caught her tenderly in his claws. Karl lashed out at Mort with his tendrils of darkness while Tanya took a handful of seeds and threw them into the wind to blow into him.

      But the wizard knew about seeds better than he did almost anything else because of his pixie powers. He caught them in a vortex of wind and hurled them into Karl. A hundred of them exploded into dandelions, which each bloomed and created a hundred more seeds. The weeds replicated until the dragon fell, choked with dandelion fluff and covered in growing roots and barbed leaves.

      “I command the powers of nature,” Mort boasted. “You cannot stand against me with powers taken from the same realm from which my powers are born.”

      Kylara was about to attack and show the mage what diamond claws thought about his powers when Jasmine’s voice intruded.

      “His right arm, Ky! Go for his arm. You have to get those plugs out before he drains the pixies completely. He’s used those to link himself to them. If he draws too much out, they’ll die.” The young mage brandished a copper spike. Kylara had seen one like it on the altar.

      She realized it meant that all she needed to do was sever one side of the contraption. If she could reach the altar, she could end this.

      “Hold on, Karl!” she shouted and turned to the top floor of the building.

      Saving the pixies was their only hope.
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      Kylara had time to land, transform into her human body, and take three steps before Mort dropped a ton of concrete on her.

      A day earlier, it would have broken all the bones in her body and she would have been sidelined, waiting for her dragon powers to heal her body, but now, she was a woman with diamond skin. With her muscles flexed and skin taut, she pulled herself out of the rubble and turned to face her adversary.

      “All we want is to free the pixies.”

      “And all I want is to take your power and make the world a better place,” he snapped in response.

      “You want my power? Have it!” She lunged forward and extended her foot in a blow intended to break the man’s neck.

      He deflected it with the back of a flattened hand and flung her aside and across a table of instruments that clattered noisily to the floor. She hadn’t even touched him. The wizard had strengthened his defense with a super-thin layer of air.

      Kylara pushed to her feet and attacked again. This time, she managed to deliver three punches and a kick before Mort threw her off with a blast of air.

      “You can’t beat me, not when I have your friends to power me.” He raised a hand and she saw what Jasmine had been talking about. The seven spikes plus one bloody hole in his arm had to be her goal.

      She raced forward and threw a punch she knew would be blocked. Mort used a cushion of air to strengthen his blows, but air was something she could sense. She dodged two of his strikes, tried a kick that was deflected, and barely managed to stay standing after a punch to her ribs.

      The brief skirmish had been enough, however. She was close enough to grasp one of the pins—the one closest to his wrist and next to the bloody hole that Jasmine must have created—and yanked on it with diamond fingertips.

      The pin jerked out, followed by a squirt of blood and a bellow of pain from Mort. But he did not seem weakened. Instead, his eyes blazed with fire as he opened his mouth and launched a blast of flame at her that would have cooked her had she not been covered in diamond skin.

      “You idiot!” he shouted. “Do you think you can undo my power? I have thought of redundancies for when brutes like you tried to stop me. I haven’t so much as touched the power in these plugs.” He pointed to the ones the farthest up his arm. “You can thank—what were their names? Rider and Dog?—for these.”

      “His name is Hound, you piece of crap.” Karl stepped from shadow and lunged at the man. His fists were tipped with black spikes of darkness but although he battered the wizard furiously, he was unable to puncture the shell of wind Mort wrapped himself in.

      “Fool!” Mort said as Karl raged against this invisible wall. “You cannot defeat me. Not when you’re still at the mercy of my powers.”

      It seemed Karl had not cleaned all the seeds as they now burst into plant life as if summoned and grew in profusion to cover him in moments.

      Mort threw a wind-augmented punch and the dark dragon careened across the room, crashed into the altar, and upended it, although none of the jars fell or broke.

      “A good plan for an idiot,” the man boasted as Kylara tried to punch him repeatedly and was met with nothing but the wind shield. His powers over the elements were more acute than hers and much more powerful. “You’ll notice the bottoms of those jars are wired into my altar. I draw power from those pixies even as we speak.”

      “Bastard!” Karl yelled and raced into another attack. He punched, kicked, and lashed whips of shadow in a blur of darkness.

      Kylara called upon the clouds above them and joined the fray as well. Every time she threw a punch, she called a bolt of lightning and directed it into Mort.

      The mage defended himself against the two dragons but he was sweating now. Alternating between wind and a telekinetic shield to protect himself, he had to exert himself in a way he hadn’t before.

      Sam now joined the fight. With a kick that flashed with the power of the sun, he cracked the wizard’s shield and hurled him into a shelf of jars and tools that fell in a clatter on his head.

      “Oh, now you’ve gone and made me mad,” he grumbled as he stood. He was bleeding from his bald head. His robe had pulled up over his belly to reveal pale, hairy legs and he fussed with the garment while the three dragons approached.

      Even in this condition, Kylara doubted that they could defeat him. He was too powerful. And him sweating only meant that he would finally start trying. But she felt something else too and had not failed to notice that Tanya had not rejoined the fray.

      “Surrender, Mort,” she demanded and made thunder boom overhead and the cloud to open and begin to pour rain on them.

      “Do you think a little water will intimidate me?” He gestured to the puddles on the floor and they animated themselves into dancing ponies and dolphins that leapt out of them before they vanished.

      No, but I hoped it would distract you. She wisely kept that thought to herself.

      She took a step forward. “That’s only to make the lightning easier.” A bolt streaked from the sky directly toward Mort’s shining head.

      He caught it in one hand.

      “I have the power of pixies, you foolish girl. That means the power of nature itself.” He closed his fingers around the lighting that crackled in his hand. It extinguished like a cigarette butt under a boot. “You cannot hurt me with wind or water and you cannot hurt me with earth or fire. I have claimed the power of nature itself for my use and you will all bow to it.”

      Light poured from his face and blinded Kylara as lightning shot from his fingertips and through her body. She screamed in pain but not loudly enough to drown out the screams of Karl and Sam on either side of her.

      Her muscles were desperate for a respite from the electricity but none came. The wizard pumped more and more power from the sky and directed it through the three dragons.

      Kylara collapsed, a twitching mess of misfiring nerves.

      By chance, she fell with her head turned away from their attacker, which gave her an unobstructed view of the altar on which the pixies were trapped.

      Instead of the burnished copper shine, it was now choked with green. Dandelions! Karl plowing into the altar had been no accident. He had known full well that he had still been covered in seeds and had counted on it. When he made impact, he had managed to wipe some of the seeds onto it and now, with water from the rain and Tanya’s magic to fuel them, they exploded with growth.

      The dragon mage twitched in pain as the roots from the dandelions searched for soil. Finding none, they burrowed into the next closest thing—the wide maple corks used to keep the pixies trapped inside the glass jars.

      Her teeth gritted, she tried to hold on as long as she could to give Tanya the time she needed. She pushed to her feet as electricity crackled through her. If the dandelions could do it, so could she. As the roots thickened and tried to gain purchase, she finally stood.

      Mort, who now seemed terrified, focused all his powers on her. The pain from the lightning intensified. Kylara could feel her muscles cooking beneath her diamond-scaled skin but she would not give up. Not when there was still a chance to win this fight.

      She took a step forward, then another. On the ground, Sam and Karl still twitched despite no longer being under direct assault by the lightning.

      The dragon mage had no idea where Jasmine was or if she was even alive, but that would come later. Right now, she had to reach Mort.

      Suddenly, the magic stopped. The wizard fell forward as if the lightning had helped him to stand.

      The telltale sign of breaking glass broke the silence.

      In the next moment, the air was alive with pixies. Golden sparks and ribbons of light crowded the space as the creatures celebrated their freedom.

      Kylara wanted to join them. She wanted to take flight in a rocket of sparks exactly like them, but Mort had to be stopped first.

      He was trembling and held both hands up and while he mumbled under his breath.

      “I don’t think so,” Jasmine shouted and the wizard was lifted by the back of his robe as if he were nothing more than an unruly puppy.

      “I told you to get out of here,” Kylara said.

      “You told Tanya to get me out of here, which isn’t quite the same thing,” the young mage said, although her gaze remained locked on the enemy as the sleeve of his robe was pulled back.

      One by one, the copper plugs in his arm were ripped out by her telekinetic grip. When she was finished, she dropped him and he was left as a weeping puddle of a man. He was beaten and no longer a threat. Jasmine wrapped him in a shield of magic and his whimpers could no longer be heard.

      “Kylara. You have done it,” Petalwing enthused. Freed of Mort’s jars, she zipped around the room and barely slowed enough to take a human form.

      “Petalwing, I’m so glad you’re all right. Are the others?”

      A pixie materialized with long dragonfly wings and a look in her big eyes that Kylara could not help but think of as human. She assumed this was the ambassador, Lady Dragonfly.

      “We survived because of you.” Lady Petalwing bowed.

      “Where are Hound and Rider?” Karl asked.

      The two pixies manifested out of a puff of sparks but both of them looked exhausted.

      “We’ll be okay, me lads and lassies,” Rider boasted, but he sounded super-tired.

      “A rest in the ponds would be nice.” Hound sniffed. His antennae drooped and his mouth parts hardly moved at all.

      “What do you think we should do with Master Mort the wizard?” Kylara asked aloud, not aiming the question at her friends or the pixies but not entirely sure what she thought either. He was no longer a threat, that much was clear. Without the copper plugs in his arms to fuel his pixie powers, Jasmine was able to contain him as effortlessly as he had hidden their magical battle from the world.

      Her friends appeared to be about as unsure as she was, although it was possible that one of them had an answer. None of them had the chance to express themselves, though, because the pixies were more than happy to reply.

      “We will handle his punishment,” Petalwing roared in her high-pitched pixie voice and vanished into a shower of sparks that whipped around the room at lightning speeds.

      “Rest assured, we will make sure the consequences fit his actions,” Lady Dragonfly said and a wide pointy-toothed grin spread across her face. In that moment, Kylara wasn’t sure what the pixies were capable of. Instead of seeming like innocuous servants of nature, they now appeared to be about as friendly as rattlesnakes.

      “Maybe we should wait to talk to the Steel Dragon?” Tanya suggested.

      She was ignored by the pixies. They raced around the room and threw sparks that started gold but faded to red as their mad flight continued. Even Rider and Hound joined the display and seemed to gain strength from the mad giggles emanating from the other pixies.

      “We are ready,” Petalwing yelled and Jasmine hastened to obey and deactivate the shield that had imprisoned Mort.

      A portal immediately opened beneath his feet and he tumbled through it. Kylara caught a glimpse of the meadow of pools ringed by the tall trees of the forest under a timeless sun before the gate closed and the pixies and their former captor were gone.

      “I hope they don’t go all pixie on that guy and let him off with a warning,” Karl said.

      Everyone else nodded, although Kylara had the opposite concern. She had never seen pixies act that way. Exactly what did they have planned?

      “Oh, wow, you guys. The sun is rising,” Sam pointed through the nonexistent roof of the building to the nighttime sky.

      “Come on,” she said and opened a portal. “If we hurry, we should be able to make it to our dorms before the sun rises in the mountains.”

      Her friends—exhausted, sleep-deprived, but alive and well—followed her home.
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      Amythist Skyjewel had given up on staying up until dawn long before. The night before, she had retired at two in the morning. The students had all returned to their dorms. Only the headmaster and a few of the teachers had the stamina to dance that late into the night.

      She had only stayed up that late because she had assumed Saturday would be relatively normal. That delusion was shattered when one of the new mages—a boy named Jaylin—knocked on the door of her office far too early in the morning.

      The old dragon had not remembered falling asleep there, but who remembered falling asleep? She had simply wanted to fix herself a cup of tea before going to her room but somehow had never made it out of her chair. As a result, it was a disheveled headmaster who answered the summons of the young mage.

      “Speak, child,” she told him as she poured water in her kettle and began to warm it with powers earned in the pixie realm.

      “Um…last night I…uh… I saw someone sneak off campus when the ball was starting.”

      The teapot she was warming turned to ice.

      “And you took this long to tell me because…”

      “Because I thought they would come back before now.”

      “And by they you don’t happen to mean Kylara Diamantine and her cadre, do you?”

      His grin said that was exactly who he meant. It had not been hard to find the tunnel the dragons had dug beneath the perimeter that she and her professors had so painstakingly crafted.

      What was far more difficult was not racing off after Kylara but Lady Amythist had survived three mage wars. She knew the value of patience better than anyone. Instead, she nestled herself in a hidden place in the woods and waited.

      At some point in the night, she fell asleep but that did not matter much. Her keen ears heard Kylara and her friends return through the tunnel they had built. She heard their quiet feet move over the forest floor. While she could not see them, not with Karl Midnight cloaking them all in shadow—he was getting good at that—they had not thought to cloak their auras, children that they were, so she felt them pass her.

      She let them reach the path before she cleared her throat and rose to her full height. The headmaster knew that even though four of the five of them could take the same shape as her, it was still intimidating to have a full-sized dragon rear and tower over you—especially when that dragon had the power to lock them in detention for months.

      “I would like an explanation and I would like it right now,” she said, her voice as cold as the tea she had frozen solid. “Each lie will add a day to your detention. Kylara, I can tell you’re not wearing your pendant so don’t assume that I can’t tell if you’re trying to fool me. Now, tell me why you should not all be expelled.”

      “It was the pixies, ma’am,” the dragon mage began.

      “Now, let me be crystal clear,” the headmaster warned. “You have broken school rules and left to gallivant about because you assumed your headmaster and the Steel Dragon were not doing enough to solve a problem we both assured you that we would take care of. Your impatience could have cost you your lives and that could be the end of this school. Tanya and Sam, your parents are generous in their praise, but I know they would be as swift in trying to raze this school to the ground if we let something bad happen to either of you. Kylara, your mother is no gentle lamb either. Jasmine and Karl, your parents would likely disown you if they knew what happened.”

      “The thing is that we already solved the problem.”

      Amythist snorted because it was the only way to suppress a smile. At least dragon faces were harder to read than human ones. “Are you telling me that in the span of thirty-six hours, you solved an investigation that has befuddled one of Lady Steel’s best teams?”

      Kylara and all her friends looked at each other, then to their headmaster, nodded, and answered with some version of, “Yes, ma’am,” “You got it,” and “Basically, yeah.”

      “I think it might be best if you start at the beginning.”

      “The pixies were all missing from Detroit, right?” the dragon mage began.

      “So we knew we had to get there but first, Kylara wanted help from the pixies,” Tanya added.

      “So we went to Colorado because she knew these pixies there.” Sam’s tone sounded as if he tried to make this all sound like official dragon business. It was quite cute to hear it from someone so young and it reminded Amythist of the boy’s grandfather. “Did you know some pixies don’t have human faces at all? There was one, Hound, whose face looked about as ugly as—"

      “We took the pixies to Detroit, where we found out that a mage was capturing them.” Kylara tried hastily to get the tale on track again.

      “Exactly like the legend of the pixie tree,” Jasmine added, her eyes wide as if she’d seen things she had never imagined.

      “He was far more powerful than we had thought,” Tanya said. “It was a nightmare. We would never have gotten out if not for Kylara.”

      “I took us to the pixie realm.”

      “Where she learned how to become a pixie,” Tanya blurted.

      Amythist startled at that. “Is this true, Kylara?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” She nodded and—to the old dragon’s complete and utter surprise—changed into a pixie. While she still looked like Kylara, she now had moth wings protruding from her back, eyes that were too large for her face, and feathery antennae—and then, of course, there was the fact that she was less than twelve inches tall.

      “This is quite a development,” the headmaster said, her eyebrows raised high enough that they almost seemed ready to lift off the top of her dragon head.

      “We used her as bait,” Jasmine continued. “When she was captured, we followed her to Mort’s lair.”

      “He sucked,” Karl added.

      “Totally sucked,” Tanya nodded in agreement.

      “These four all came and saved me,” Kylara said and transformed into her human body. “And Jasmine worked out how Mort was using the pixie powers.”

      “Copper spikes.” The mage pointed to her arm, her face a picture of disgust.

      “We ripped them out and he couldn’t hurt us anymore.”

      “And where is he now?” Amythist asked, fearful that the students had used the old method dragons employed to punish the other races—immolation.

      “The pixies have him,” Sam said, although his tone made it clear he did not quite understand what that meant.

      Amythist nodded and tried to decide what she would do to these five students. She was furious with them for leaving campus, bypassing her orders, and sneaking around in the Steel Dragon’s hometown without even telling Kristen. But at the same time, if this all proved to be true, she was quite impressed. And given that Kylara had already proven the most unbelievable part of the story to be true, it seemed likely the students had, in fact, spent their weekend saving the missing pixies.

      But how should she deal with the consequences of their actions? She wanted to smile and laugh at their accomplishments, but that simply would not do. It would send the wrong message—that sneaking out was all right even though it was quite dangerous. She would not allow herself to show mirth at their disobedience. But was it proper to show anger?

      Frankly, she was pissed that they’d disobeyed her, but if this Mort had been left to his own devices, he could have become even more dangerous. It would have been different had she been actively investigating, but she’d been caught up with the Ball and Kristen was away in Antarctica. With the lack of help, it made sense for the students to take matters into their own hands.

      Most of all, the old dragon was proud of them. It was amazing that the next generation was already working together in ways that she had never envisioned. This team of dragons, mages, and now a pixie did not care one iota about their differences. They accepted them implicitly. No, more than that, they used their differences as a strength. One day, she would tell them all this but that day was not today.

      “I will verify the details of this story, but I detected no lies and cannot see how you could fabricate Kylara’s transformation. Assuming this went as you all said it did, it is a job well done.”

      The students grinned with weary faces. The boys high-fived each other and Tanya hugged Kylara.

      “However…” Oh, but was it sweet to watch the victory slide off their faces like melted ice cream. “It was not your job to do. If you truly thought it to be as urgent as it proved to be, you should have come to me or any other professor. Using Kylara as bait was reckless at best and terribly irresponsible. One day, you will all make this school very proud, but we are not in the habit of graduating our students to the Steel Guard before they’ve completed even the first semester of their second year. Your periods of detention will be long. You’ll have the day to consider what you think is appropriate and you will present it to me. If I find it lacking, I will double it. If I find it severely lacking, I will triple—”

      She was interrupted by a fountain of sparks that erupted from the tunnel the friends had dug.

      “Big Pixie!”

      “How have you been?”

      “Do you know how hard it is to get into this school these days?”

      “We never would have made it if not for Hound. He smelled the other end of your tunnel.”

      “It’s a very nice tunnel, by the way.”

      “Lady Dragonfly. It is a relief to see you doing well,” Lady Amythist said, cut the pixies’ ramblings off, and honored the ambassador all at once. One did not get to be headmaster of a school for magical beings without learning a few tricks about how to steer the other species.

      “It is only because of the Big Pixie and her team of battle-hardened warriors. We wished to come and voice our support for her.”

      “And by the Big Pixie you mean Kylara?”

      Lady Dragonfly nodded.

      “And that would make these other four the battle-hardened warriors?”

      The pixie nodded and the boys high-fived again.

      “They stood against a mage the likes of which the pixie world has not seen in centuries. Without them, we would be dead or worse, batteries to fuel his twisted obsessions.”

      “I’ll take that into consideration for their detention.”

      Lady Dragonfly nodded. It seemed likely that the ambassador did not know exactly what detention was.

      But Petalwing did. “Now wait a minute! Lady Dragonfly told you that these five saved our proverbial butts. They don’t deserve detention. They deserve homework passes or something.”

      “Homework is a valuable part of our education,” Jasmine mumbled and earned a jab in the rib from Tanya.

      “This detention is a punishment?” Lady Dragonfly asked.

      “It is,” Amythist added.

      “It will not do for these younglings to be under punishment here while they are being honored,” Lady Dragonfly said.

      “And who will be honoring them?” the headmaster asked.

      “From here, we will go to the Steel Dragon to request medals for these five. That is what your kind does for heroes, is it not?” the ambassador asked.

      “Humans like medals…yes,” she agreed. “Dragons have historically preferred chests of gold but I think we can all agree that’s a relic of the past.”

      The students all nodded, pleased that this appeared to be going their way. Only Karl slumped. Amythist knew he was not from as prestigious a family as the other dragons, nor did his family own a vast piece of land like Lady Diamantine did. Still, there was nothing to be done about that.

      Although again, the pixies seemed to disagree. “Why medals?” one demanded.

      “Yeah, flowers are better.”

      “Humans don’t like flowers as much as pixies do.”

      “How can they not like flowers as much as we do?”

      “No one likes flowers as much as we do.”

      “That’s true.”

      Giggles ensued all around.

      “What about cupcakes?”

      “Yeah! Cupcakes are good.”

      “I like the ones with those tiny little edible stones made of sugar.”

      “Sprinkles?”

      “No, not sprinklers. Although sprinklers are awesome. Maybe we should have a sprinkler parade.”

      “Cupcakes are better.”

      “The point is,” Petalwing said and ended the chatter, “they saved us and who knows how many more from an eternity of imprisonment or a slow, horrible death. They are heroes to us like no other. The Steel Dragon showed respect for us, but the Big Pixie and her team saved our very lives. If you do not honor her here, we will throw the biggest party you have ever seen and we will do it during finals.”

      Amythist sighed, as much at the threat of a party as it was at Kylara now being a pixie as well as a mage and a dragon. She had never thought that her job would be easy. In fact, she knew that this weekend of all weekends would be particularly difficult. But she had hoped that the extent of the trouble would be convincing old-fashioned dragons that mages deserved equal rights. She did not know how she would tell any of those old-timers that now the school not only had a pixie on staff but one enrolled as well.

      “I suppose I cannot very well issue detention when doing so will only trigger the kind of fanfare I was hoping to avoid.” She capitulated reluctantly.

      “Woohoo!” the pixies transformed into sparks and streaked about in celebration.

      The boys high-fived yet again. The old dragon was not a fan of the sound.

      “So…about that detention?” Tanya asked.

      “There will be no detention, thanks to the Big Pixie,” the headmaster said. It was a good solution. She saved face because the students still thought that she wanted to punish them, even though it seemed odd to punish anyone who had accomplished what they had. They truly deserved a celebration. If this mage was as powerful as they said, it was fortunate indeed that they had defeated him.

      Had they, though?

      “Where is the mage now?” Amythist asked. “I would not have my students out there doling out justice.”

      “Oh, they had nothing to do with his punishment.” One of the pixies giggled.

      “Not at all. This was all us.”

      “A fair punishment,” Lady Dragonfly said but her grin was cruel.

      “Would you like to see, headmaster?” Petalwing enquired.

      Before Amythist could reply, some of the pixies had darted to the mouth of the tunnel to the other side of the shield that protected campus. They opened a gate to the pixie realm that looked onto the forested edge of the meadow where the little creatures spent so much of their time.

      The old dragon’s blood went cold at what she saw. “That’s…”

      “Oh yes.”

      “He’ll think twice before messing with pixies again.”

      “He wishes he’ll think again.”

      “He can wish and think all he wants.” Vicious little giggles issued from all the creatures.

      “I’m sorry, what are we looking at?” Karl asked. “You guys buried him in the swamp, or what?”

      Tanya was the first of the students to see what Amythist had recognized immediately. “Jasmine, what happened to the first mage who did this to the pixies?”

      “Every mage knows that. They trapped him inside a tree—grew an acorn out of his heart and roots down his veins. It was supposed to be a warning to the rest of mage kind.”

      “It looks like Mort didn’t get the message,” Kylara said and pointed to a piece of fabric that protruded from a ridge in the bark. It was decorated with stars and moons.

      “Oh, God…” Sam brought his hands to his mouth. “I think I’ll be sick.”

      “You…you trapped him inside the tree?” the young dragon mage asked the pixies.

      Amythist was speechless. She knew exactly what the pixies had done. They had not killed Mort but this was no kindness.

      “Oh yes! We trapped him inside that oak like the man whose research he stole was trapped.”

      “And by trapped…you mean he’s still alive?” Karl asked. He seemed only slightly less revolted than Sam. The two boys were more alike than either of them wanted to admit. One day, they’d see the truth of this but until then, any attempt to point it out would only delay that realization.

      “Of course!” Lady Petalwing nodded excitedly. “We were alive inside those bottles so he will be alive inside this tree. He harvested our energy so now the tree will be able to use his as its own.”

      “And he can, like…think or whatever in there?” Tanya asked.

      “Over time, his thoughts might fade as he finds peace,” Lady Dragonfly said. She did not sound as if she cared at all whether he found peace or not.

      “How long will you leave him like that?” Kylara asked.

      “Time does not flow in the pixie realm as it does here,” Petalwing explained. “Sometimes, a day can feel like an eternity. At other times, weeks can pass in a blink.”

      “What matters is how he feels. How long did it feel like you were trapped in his jar, Big Pixie?” Lady Dragonfly asked her.

      “An eternity,” she said reluctantly because she didn’t particularly want to admit it.

      “That is how it felt for all of us,” the ambassador agreed. “He will feel what we felt—each of us— until such a time as the oak tree finally dies. Then, he will be free.”

      The young dragon mage swallowed hard, as did the other students. Amythist hid a grim smile. At least they had all learned to never cross a pixie. Ever.
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        * * *

      

      When Kylara returned to her room, she had thought that she would pass out from exhaustion but she could not. She was still wired from the battle, horrified at what had happened to the wizard, and relieved that all the pixies were unhurt. Some were tired and Hound and Rider had looked especially rough, but she knew they would be back to their old selves soon.

      “Are you asleep yet?” Tanya asked from the other side of their dorm room.

      “Not even kind of. I think I might as well stay up all day and go to bed in the evening.”

      “Do you want to go meet the boys for a picnic?”

      She nodded. “I’d like that.”

      They met in the U. Decorations still adorned the buildings, and a few tents from the ball’s after-party were still set up, although one or two of them had been taken down already. Kylara looked at the other groups of students chatting on the grass. Everyone had the same conspiratorial posture as if only they could have had a weekend as spectacular as they did. It was funny to think that when they looked at her and her friends, they probably assumed they had done nothing wilder than sneak off from the ball.

      “So, raise your hand if you already knew that pixies were insane,” Karl said.

      Everyone laughed. Only Jasmine and Kylara raised their hands.

      “Now that you’re a pixie, will you turn us into bushes if we refuse to fight with you in a tournament?” Sam teased.

      “Now that we beat that mage, I don’t think it would be fair for us to compete in anything,” she said.

      “Kylara not wanting to rush into things? That’s new,” Tanya smiled.

      “Eh. The pixies said we’ll get medals for beating that mage. I don’t want the other students to try to fight us and get their butts kicked given how rad we are.”

      “Oh, all right. So you don’t want to compete because you know we’ll win?” Karl grinned. “If you had said how sure you were about us kicking butt, I would have joined way sooner. It would have been better than fighting that weirdo.”

      Everyone laughed a little uneasily at that, but the memories and the wounds were still too fresh. Without conversation, Sam took sandwiches out and passed them around. They ate in amicable silence, proud of themselves for saving the missing pixies but still overwhelmed by what they had all been through.

      “It takes the pressure off finals, I guess,” Tanya said.

      Everyone nodded.

      “I’m truly sorry about dragging you all into this—” Kylara started to apologize.

      That finally seemed to knock the group into their old selves.

      “Oh, my God, Ky, if you start with that crap, I swear I’ll run off to make you feel less self-important,” Tanya teased.

      “You do realize that if you had gone by yourself, you would still be in one of those jars and we would all still be talking about how dumb you were for skipping the ball?” Jasmine said.

      “Is this still a thing with you? Do you still think you’re the special one?” Karl grumbled. “So what? You’re a mage who can turn into a dragon and absorb dragon powers and now turn into a pixie. Big deal!”

      They all laughed at that and she could not help but grin. She was beginning to realize that life would never be normal for her. No matter what she was—mage, dragon, or pixie—she would be an outsider to some groups or something to be captured and studied to others, but that didn’t matter.

      What mattered was that she had true friends who had proven again and again that they would stick by her. They were better than that, in fact, and had proven that if she tried to do anything without them, they would kick her butt. These were the kind of friends she had dreamed about when she thought she was only a young dragon growing up on her mom’s ranch because that was the way of things.

      She never imagined that through her actions—through her very existence—the world would change even more than it already had in her lifetime. She could not know what the future would hold, of course, but if the pixies did talk to the Steel Dragon about what had happened, it seemed the future would be anything but boring. She knew that with friends like these, she was ready for whatever her future held. Her friends would risk their lives to help her on a mission that wasn’t even about her.

      Kylara looked at the autumn sky and let herself relax. Life was good, and with any kind of luck, the rest of the school year would pass in normalcy. After all, how many more undead dragon lords, estranged magical relatives, or abusive mages with power issues could there be in the world? If Kristen Hall solved whatever was happening in the south, she was willing to bet that the world might stay calm for a year or two. Long enough to graduate if she was lucky.

      That meant that all she had to navigate for the immediate future were her classes, her new status as a pixie, and her relationship with her friends.

      She had botched the night that could have made everything simpler. Now, instead of Sam and Tanya and Karl and Jasmine pairing off, everyone had spent their entire weekend saving her. She was in the middle of a tangle of relationships again and did not see any way out of it. Karl and Sam both looked at her with eyes that betrayed their hidden feelings—although for all she knew, if they’d stayed and gone to the dance, maybe it would have made things worse.

      “Oh…uh, Jasmine, you mind if I get my pendant back?”

      “Of course.” The mage tossed it to her and she put it around her neck with a sigh of relief.

      At least now, no one could sense that she was more uncomfortable navigating crushes than she had been fighting a wizard.
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      Hi there! Hope you loved the book!

      This was a fun one to create. It’s more self-contained than any of the other Children of Tiamat books; just one story from beginning to end, all nicely wrapped up. Of course, we see a few hints at the future in there as well (did you spot them?). But I’ve been wanting to tell a story about the pixies for a while now, and this was the perfect chance!

      We’re already hard at work on the next Children of Tiamat series, by the way! Kylara’s tale ends (for now, at least) with her sixth book, which is already complete. So Michael and I tossed around ideas and finally figured out what we’re writing next.

      Galen is such an interesting character, isn’t he? He starts out as sort of a jerk, then spirals badly from there, but he came through in the end against Lord Boneclaw. He will appear again in Kylara’s saga, but even after her books are done, Galen still has a long way to go if he wants to find real redemption.

      We haven’t explored dwarf culture too much yet, either. So for this next set of books, Michael and I plan to do both! We’ll be looking at Galen’s further adventures and exploring dwarfs more at the same time. Book one of Galen’s story is underway already, and I can say with certainty that this one is gonna rock!

      What else is going on? Well, I moved; I’m still in Boston, by my wife and I are now happily tucked away inside a Beacon Hill apartment. It’s not quite as fancy as the old 31st floor place, but it’s a whole lot more homey. You know how some apartments just feel like a blank slate? They’re nice, but basic? Not a lot of character.

      This new place is anything but.

      We’ve got brick walls, a spiral staircase, tons of kitchen storage, and pretty near the weirdest layout I've ever seen for a small apartment, but I am not complaining. In fact, I’m enjoying the quirks. I like living someplace with character. I grew up in rural Vermont where most houses were old and somewhat rambling, so it’s nice to have a place like that again.

      And did I mention the birds?

      Well, up on the 31st floor we saw the occasional bird fly by, but they didn’t visit. Now that we’re at the street level, I’ve been tossing birdseed out to the sparrows. Today they finally discovered the bird feeder I hung for them, and they devoured every scrap of food in it over the course of one afternoon. They’re the cutest little critters, and it’s nice to hear their peeping out the window as I write.

      It’s been a great move for us, and I can’t wait to see what comes next.

      Again, thanks for reading! Dragon’s Daughter will continue in book five, where we finally get to see what the next major conflict is all about. Stay tuned — you are NOT going to want to miss it!

    

  







            Michael’s Author Notes

          

          

      

    

    






February 12, 2021

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading through this story and here to our author notes in the back!

      Kevin mentioned the birds in his author notes which immediately made me think of ‘The Birds’ by Alfred Hitchcock.

      And Kevin is throwing seed OUT to the birds on purpose?

      I’m going to have a writing partner that is nothing but a bit of flesh on bones, aren’t I? The little ‘peeps’ he hears outside is not the dilly-dally of birdsong floating on the breeze brightening Kevin’s morning. It’s the talking of murderers (a Murder of Crows anyone?) that are chatting amongst themselves, ready to punish Kevin if he doesn’t provide the needed sacrifice each morning.

      That’s not too dark, is it?

      Right now, I suspect Kevin is underneath a ton of snow which is the ONLY reason I am not insanely jealous of where he lives. Boston is beautiful, with an Italian area to die for.

      Mind you, I said ‘die for’ not ‘live in the freezing cold all winter’ for. There is a difference.

      You only die once. You suffer each and every year when you live in the brutal cold areas of the United States. Plus, you get to throw the dice each and every winter to see if you die of frigid weather, too.

      I love Italian food, but not THAT much.

      On to the next series!  Wait…wait….

      So, Kevin provided a hint to the series happening AFTER this one and it’s going to be fun. Looking at this world through the lens of a completely different character and finding out how he can pull himself up from his…

      Dragon-ankle socks?

      Yeah, that didn’t work out as well on paper as it did in my head. Either way, we have books 05 and 06 for Dragon’s Daughter all lined up and then the NEXT series with Galen coming out soon after. Don’t forget to check out other books by Kevin or myself if you need a read between Dragon’s Daughter books.

      We got you covered!

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle
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