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      For nearly a week, I had been holed up in my room with the blinds drawn, pretty much afraid to move. I definitely had a problem. I wondered if I was becoming an agoraphobe.

      I had recently read an article about the condition on the National Institute of Mental Health’s website. Agoraphobia was “the fear of being in situations where escape might be difficult, or that help wouldn’t be available if things went wrong.” In other words, agoraphobes worried a lot about leaving home. They shopped online instead of going to the grocery store. They flew into a panic at the thought of a party or even walking around the block. The really bad ones just spent their lives holed up in a house, with the blinds drawn.

      Of course, I had ventured to the bathroom and raided the kitchen for food. A few times, I had even stood on the big front porch, looking out at my suburban street, the green grass, shiny SUVs, sloped gray roofs. I had listened to cars roaring on the nearby highway and lawnmowers grinding down the block. But I couldn’t bring myself to step on the front walk, much less the street.

      Once, a plane flew overhead, and I ran back to my room and hid under a blanket. Another time, the tinkle of an Ice Cream on Wheels truck sent me flying back in the house. Even the gentle rustle of wind in the trees made my hackles rise.

      Was it always going to be this way? I hoped not. I was eighteen years old. I was supposed to be having the time of my life.

      At least my Uncle Leo and Aunt Amy weren’t around. If they’d had a chance to really observe my behavior, they would be worried. But Aunt Amy had packed up her pottery in a van days ago and roared off to the Southern Craft Fair in Tennessee with her business partner, Twyla. And my Uncle Leo, a long-haul truck driver, was piloting his rig somewhere near Tehachapi and wouldn’t be home for three or four more days. So they didn’t have to witness my mental breakdown, which was a relief. After all, they shouldn’t have to worry about me anymore. I was supposed to be a grown-up.

      But I was slowly going nuts. I was convinced if I went outside, I would get sucked into another world.

      To be fair, this fear was not misplaced. I actually had been sucked into another world. Twice. It didn’t help that I was also plagued by vivid, strange dreams, especially bad ones, since making it back home. In them, I was often riding a giant eagle over a forest fire, heat and smoke drenching us. Sometimes I was on the ground too, running from fierce dragons in the sky. Often, I was grabbed by a strange snarling man with a tattooed face. Occasionally, I was even kissing Ajax, who lit my whole body on fire while he trailed his supple hand down my belly and touched…

      I would inevitably wake from all these dreams, drenched in sweat, my heart pounding. Usually, I would get up from my bed and stumble down the hall, I would open the front door and stand on the front porch with its fraying wicker furniture and sun-faded floral cushions. Familiar stars would gleam in the sky. A car would glide down the street, headlights glowing. Everything would seem normal, harmless. But still, I would stop on the threshold, restless, yearning, and too petrified with fear to step back into the world.

      I also felt torn in two. Part of me really wanted to believe my memories were just dreams. I wanted to believe I had imagined the golden heat of Alartha, with its shapeshifting dragons, massive pyramids, and tiny, golden fairy-like beings that floated through the air like soap bubbles. I wanted to believe I had imagined Dryadalis, a whole world of deep green forests, glowing tree trunks, potent waters. And surely I only imagined I was supposed to rule Dryadalis as its queen.

      But another part of me didn’t want to think of those memories as dreams. Because so much of what I had seen and experienced had been beautiful, wondrous, and magical. The sensation of water in an Alarthan bath, for instance, coating my skin like lotion, somehow thicker and silkier than the water in Kentucky. The way wind slapped my face as I nestled in the feathers of a giant eagle named Clee, who winged over a canopy of deep green trees, under an impossibly blue sky. The sight of dragons, flying and wheeling like bats under an enormous white moon, one far bigger than our moon on Earth.

      If I really had made up all that stuff, if all those amazing memories really were the stuff of dreams, then I had officially lost my mind. And that meant as soon as Aunt Amy came home from working a craft booth in Centennial Park in Nashville, I was going to have to ask her to please drive me directly to the University of Louisville Hospital for a psych eval. And let’s face it, that would suck.

      I had barely graduated from high school. I had a lot of things I wanted to do. I wanted to go to college. I wanted to get a cool job. I wanted to fall in love. I wanted to a least have sex once! Maybe get my heartbroken? Splurge on some nice clothes, go to a couple of concerts, travel to Asia and Africa—heck, do stuff—at least a few more things—before I checked into a padded cell and asked for a permanent prescription for Haldol.

      At present, only three things kept me from just doing that, though. They were all at the bottom of my closet, right next to a prized pair of high-retro Nikes and my archery contest Hoyt Prodigy recurve bow. There was a simple tunic and a pair of trousers, both made of smooth beige fibers that smelled of very high-grade incense. And near them, wrapped in a lump of tin foil and sealed in a Tupperware container with a yellow top, there was a simple brooch, concentric circles surrounding a fiery, golden stone.

      These three objects didn’t look like anything special. But that tunic, trousers, and brooch were real. They were incontrovertible proof that all the impossible things that I remembered experiencing with my friend Kayley in Alartha and Dryadalis had really, truly happened. And so they were the only reasons I hadn’t already called the men in white suits to come to my house and drag me away.

      I really had stumbled into other worlds. Kayley and I had really dined with dragons. We both had slept in the branches of magical trees. And that meant—

      Nope. No. I’m not thinking about it.

      Once more, I padded down the hall, slipped out the front door, and stood on the porch. Humid air embraced me with sticky heat. The street shimmered in ordinary summer sunshine. And I wondered for the four thousandth time what I was going to do.

      The brooch, with its golden stone, could take—had taken— me from another world. I knew I could touch it again and transport myself to Dryadalis, where a draught of water was more sweet and potent than bourbon. But should I do that? Should I really take my place as queen, rule a country I didn’t know or understand? Should I really fight a war I had no stake in and lead a country that was strange to me? Overall, it seemed like a better bet to just stay in the house.

      Then, there was a cave in a nearby park, close to a wall of crashing water called Cumberland Falls, that led to a magical portal. This portal had transported me to a beautiful land, full of sumptuous palaces, peopled by golden-skinned beings who could change into dragons. One of those dragon-people was a sinfully attractive prince, with tumbling, dark hair, and a laughing mouth. He had charmed me, flirted with me, and infuriated me, and part of me really missed him.

      I shook my thoughts away. I turned back to the house, thinking I would grab my cell phone. Scrolling social media was always a great distraction. I could lose myself in the latest gossip, give a thumbs up to some posts, check out some ads for new clothes.

      I was halfway down the hall and to my room when I remembered I had left my cell phone in a distant palace in Alartha. It was there, with one of my favorite flannel shirts, a pair of jeans, and worn Adidas sneakers.

      More proof I had really visited another world. More proof I wasn’t going crazy. More proof that I should stay in the house forever.

      Of course, I had ordered a new phone, forking over some of my hard-earned college money. It was currently being shipped to me. I missed it a lot. Ads for Flat Tummy Tea, random texts from my friend Davis Gutierrez, photos of Tory Minter, all white-gloved and hair-sprayed at her stupid cotillion ball, would have gone a long way towards making me feel more normal. There is nothing like scrolling Instagram to make you feel blissfully mundane. It’s the next best thing to eating ice cream and binge-watching reality TV on Netflix, which I had also been doing, sometimes long into the night.

      I wavered in the hallway, between rooms, between thoughts, between a world outside the door that I was afraid to step into, and worlds inside my mind I was afraid to remember. A shadow sliced across the hall carpet. I flinched, thinking of marauding dragons and stealthy elves.

      But it was just my best friend Kayley. Her sunny face peeked around the door jamb. “You jumping at shadows?”

      I relaxed a little. “Yeah. All the time. You?”

      “You bet.” She stepped over the threshold, a compact girl with a sunny smile and blond hair like dandelion fluff.

      Immediate guilt twanged in my stomach like an out-of-tune banjo string. Kayley was my best friend. She had been by my side through all my otherworldly adventures. I had been avoiding her as assiduously as I had been avoiding everything in the world since we both got back home.

      Now she shrugged out of a backpack and gave me a very familiar look, one that clearly said, “I see your B.S., and I’m not buying it.” She placed the backpack on the floor and got straight to the point. “How long were you planning on avoiding me?”

      “Oh, Kayley.” I sagged against the wall.

      “No, I mean it.”

      “Look, I’m still waiting for my phone. It’s not like I can text you.”

      Kayley raised a brow and pointed to the landline on the foyer table. Neither of us had used it since middle school when we got our first cell phones, but we both knew it was there. I even knew her number by heart.

      “Okay, I’m lame,” I admitted.

      “Well, at least you can come out and say it.”

      Kayley headed towards the kitchen. She was perfectly at ease, knowing every room and object almost as well as I did. Kayley had spent the night at my house more times than either of us could count. She even called my adoptive parents “Aunt Amy” and “Uncle Leo” with the same love and familiarity that I did. Over many years, we had played in this house, laughed in this house, weeded and mowed the lawn together, baked cookies, burned popcorn, put marshmallows in the microwave to see what happened. We had whispered about boys and puzzled about sex and eaten pizza and M&Ms until we were sick. We had played countless games of Phase One, Monopoly, and Scrabble. Why did I suddenly want her to leave?

      “Are you gonna come in here and talk about what happened?” Kayley called from the kitchen. I could hear her opening the refrigerator.

      “Do we have to?” I moaned.

      “Oh, for Criminy’s sake, Carina. This doesn’t end just because we escaped Dryadalis.”

      “Why not?” I shut the front door and headed into the kitchen, dragging my feet.

      Kayley was already pouring two glasses of sweet tea and garnishing them with sprigs of fresh mint, plucked from Aunt Amy’s mini herb garden, flourishing and fresh, by a sunny window. All of the herbs were planted in colorful stoneware pots Aunt Amy had made in her pottery studio, right next to the kitchen.

      The pots, fired into shiny jewel tones, red, purple, yellow, green, made me think of the brightly colored tiles in Alartha. I took a breath and looked away from them.

      Kayley sat at the table and pushed a glass of tea towards me. She indicated I should sit across from her. Sliding into my chair, I felt heavy with dread.

      “How’s Matt?” I asked about Kayley’s boyfriend, who was in basic training.

      “He’s fine, and don’t try to divert this conversation.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because Carina, you’ve pulled a major disappearing act. When was the last time you ate? Did a few laps at the pool? Went to the dojo and worked out? Talked to a person?”

      “I …I don’t know.”

      “See? This is not good.” Kayley pushed back her chair and bounced to her feet.

      “What are you doing? We just sat down.”

      “I’m making you a grilled cheese.” Kayley was already pulling a packet of cheddar from the refrigerator. She slammed it on the counter. “Girl, you’re going to eat some real food, you’re going to take a nice long walk, and then we’re going to have a serious talk about the future.”

      “Why do I have to eat and walk first?”

      “Because I know you, dumbass.” Kayley had found a sharp knife and began slicing the brick of cheese. Her face had turned pink with anger. “You need food and exercise to be sane. Locking yourself up isn’t the way to clarity, Carina. It’s just a cop-out.” She grabbed a loaf of bread from the counter and unwrapped it.

      “Maybe I want to cop-out.”

      “Maybe you just can’t afford to right now,” Kayley said. Her blond curls shook as she brought the knife down. “I don’t know if you were listening the last time we were cooling our heels in another world, but you’re the heir to an elven throne and some kind of prized prisoner for a shapeshifting dragon realm, and the last time I checked, neither of those roles required you starving yourself and sitting on your ass in the suburbs. So buck up and pull it together.”

      Kayley was right, as usual.

      I sighed. “Okay.”

      “You can start by melting some butter in a pan.”

      I smiled in spite of myself and turned on the stove.
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      After eating a hot, gooey grilled cheese and tomato sandwich, Kayley and I washed up the dishes. Then as promised, she made me go outside. The sun blazed. I automatically scanned the sky for dragons. But of course, only clouds had started to gather above.

      “Thunderstorm coming,” Kayley muttered. “Best hurry so we don’t get wet.”

      As we headed down my street towards the river, a breeze picked up. I could smell the rain on its way. It would break up the humid air and wash the stickiness away.

      “This is nice,” I said.

      “Surprise, surprise.” Kayley held her curly hair off her sweaty neck. “It’s been a while, but Carina, meet the world. World, meet Carina Whitlock.”

      I laughed. “Okay. I’m sorry I’ve been a shut-in. I just…”

      “You were avoiding.”

      “There’s a lot to avoid, Kayley.”

      “And you put your whole, dang heart into it.” She steered me towards the Indian Hills trail.

      Birds twittered in the nearby trees. The Ohio river spread just ahead, brown and blue. Across it, appearing far away, was Indiana.

      “I’m confused,” I said.

      “Go on.”

      “I don’t know what to do next. I feel like no one in Alartha or Dryadalis really told me the full story.”

      Kayley nodded. “They each said the other was an enemy.”

      “But both held back information. Didn’t you feel that way?”

      “I did. But both tried to make you stay in their world, whether you wanted to or not.” Kayley bit her lip. Above us, the dark clouds started to crowd one another. “So you have a big role in whatever’s going on.”

      “The elves told me I was a queen. They said the Alarthans wanted to kill me. But the Alarthans didn’t try to kill either of us.” I looked over at Kayley, who was nodding, still thoughtful. “And if I really was the Alarthan’s enemy, why would they have thrown a ball in my honor and then made me meet all those dukes and duchesses and countesses and stuff?”

      For a moment, I imagined myself in the Grand Palace ballroom again. Prince Nyx stood by my side, tall and solemn. A line of Alarthan dignitaries stretched out in front of us both. Almost all of them had greeted me with enthusiasm and joy. Was that how people treated an enemy?

      “Everyone lied, I think. And right to my face.” I went on, “So is it any wonder I don’t want to see any of them again?”

      “Not at all.” Kayley’s expression was grim. On cue, thunder rumbled ominously up above us as she added, “But I don’t think they’re going to let you go, Carina.”

      She was echoing my own fears. It was one of the reasons I had been staying at home and hiding. “So, what do I do now?”

      “Girl, I’m not sure. But that’s why I’m here.”

      “But Kayley, we don’t know—”

      She shook her head vehemently. “I get it. We won’t know a lot. But that doesn’t mean we stand around waiting for someone else to act. Look. I brought my laptop.”

      “Your laptop?” I stared. “What good is that?”

      “Hey, it’s information. And since we got back, I’ve been looking at all kinds of websites about mythology and magic, elves and dragons. If the elves and dragons won’t tell us what’s going on, we can at least try to figure it out. You’ve got to get ahead of this thing, Carina, not lie around with your thumb up your butt.”

      “You’re right.” I sighed.

      “Sure I am.” Kayley smiled.
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      We beat the rain back home, but only barely. By the time Kayley and I hurried up the front walk, drops had started to fall, and the thunder was closer. Kayley grabbed her backpack with her computer, and we headed to my room. While she booted up, I burrowed in the closet and extracted my dryad artifacts. Outside, rain began pouring in earnest. Wet air blew in from an open window. I kept it open. The air smelled fresh, tangy from lightning and wet grass.

      Kayley’s eyes went a little wide as I brought my stuff over to her. “Wait. You put that magic brooch in a Tupperware container?”

      “Well, I didn’t know if it needed to stay dry.” I placed the eleven garments on the floor with the same care I would have reserved for radioactive materials. Then I held out the plastic container to her.

      Kayley just eyed the yellow lid. “You want me to open it up?”

      “Honestly, I’m afraid if I touch it with my bare hands, it’ll whip me off to another world again. I don’t know how it works, Kayley. Part of me just wants to throw it in the garbage or bury it in the yard.”

      She nodded and looked a little nervous as she took it popped the plastic lid. “Tin foil?” She smiled at me.

      I shrugged. “Just playing it safe.”

      “Don’t blame you.” Kayley reached for the shiny wad and started to unwrap it. I clenched my teeth and held my breath. She peeled away a layer, then another, slowly revealing the brooch.

      We both studied it. It was very pretty, almost ordinary-looking—a golden jewel in a simple setting of silver concentric circles.

      “You think I can touch it?” Kayley asked.

      “I’ll get you an oven mitt.”

      She snickered. “It’s not hot, Carina.”

      “But it’s not safe either.”

      She shook her head. “I think it’ll be fine. I’m not a secret elven princess like you. I’m just the human sidekick. So I’m pretty sure this won’t work magic for me.”

      Still, she reached out her hand tentatively to pluck the brooch from its foil nest. I held my breath. She folded her lips. Her fingertips brushed the jewel.

      Just then, lightning blinked outside, and an enormous clap of thunder rolled. The lights went out. Both of us yelled.

      “Oh, cripes!”

      “Crap!”

      “Dang.”

      “Kayley! Are you all right? “

      A second later, she laughed. “Yeah. Holy moly. It’s the thunderstorm. That’s all. Just dang scary timing. I’m fine. And I’ve got the jewel in my hand. Nothing’s happening.”

      Relief oozed through my body as rain poured outside. “Oh, my God. I thought we were going wind up in another cave.”

      “Right?” Kayley was still laughing.

      “Hold on while I get some candles.” It wasn’t exactly dark outside yet, but the room was very dim.

      “Girl, let me come with you. I sure don’t want to be alone right now.”

      Aunt Amy kept storm candles in the hall linen closet. Kayley and I shakily made our way there, still sort of giggling. The candles were lined up in glass jars, all in an array of pretty colors. They made the stacked sheets, pillowcases, and towels smell like gardenias and freesia.

      “I think I’ve got a pack of matches in my desk,” I told Kayley, passing some of the jars into her arms.

      Back in my room, while rain drummed, we lit candles and set them up on various surfaces. A warm glow filled the room. Kayley opened her laptop again. She had set the brooch on my bed, still in its nest of tinfoil. I moved around it gingerly, avoiding touching it with
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