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“Once upon a time, a story comes along that captures your heart and mind in equal measure. Fans of expertly woven lore that dips into familiar classics and those who love heroines that make you laugh and cry will delight in this gem. I couldn’t put it down!”

—C.J. Redwine, New York Times best-selling author of the Ravenspire series

“Reminiscent of classic favorites like The Neverending Story and The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, The Unraveling of Emlyn DuLaine is at once chilling and enchanting. The fantastical world of Rivenlea captured my imagination and held on tight. A must-read for all portal fantasy fans!”

—Lorie Langdon, author of The Doon Series and Disney Villains Happily Never After Series

“There’s no place like Rivenlea in Lindsay Franklin’s magical portal fantasy, The Unraveling of Emlyn DuLaine. Readers will unravel alongside these whimsical characters as they swoon over story boys, soar with wyverns, and sail into classic stories teeming with nostalgia and wonder. Franklin’s brilliant nods to literature will have fans of Oz and other beloved tales flipping the pages for more. Filled with unexpected friendships and twists that are sure to leave readers guessing, this un-putdownable novel is an instant modern classic!”

—Sara Ella, award-winning author of The Curious Realities, Coral, and the Unblemished trilogy

“Franklin has crafted a sparkling adventure full of mystery and shifting reality. I loved traversing familiar and strange worlds with Emlyn DuLaine, a character who is relatable, charming, and perfectly sarcastic.”

—Rachelle Nelson, author of Sky of Seven Colors and Embergold

“Franklin has created a love letter to the voracious reader. In The Unraveling of Emlyn DuLaine she provides a fun, flirty, yet perilous jaunt through the fantasy realm of Rivenlea and some classic stories as Emlyn tries to save her sister in a literal literary adventure. She tackles tropes in YA fiction and twists them to rev up the merrymaking, only to then leave the reader wanting more by the end. This book was so enjoyable—the only downside is waiting for book two!”
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MY SISTER IS dead.

That’s the only explanation I can think of, anyway. Why else would I be sitting here, at the police station downtown on a Wednesday afternoon, when I should be doing my calc homework or studying for my physics test? My sister is dead—and they want to question me about it.

Again.

My knee bounces incessantly, and I hear Mom’s voice in my head. Emlyn, would you stop, already? You’ll jackhammer through the concrete.

If only I could jackhammer through the concrete. If only my anxious twitching could open a hole in the floor large enough to swallow me. Then I wouldn’t have to sit here, waiting for Detective What’s-His-Name to come in and grill me about Camille.

Could be worse, I guess. Mom could be in the room with me rather than just in my head. I know she’s on the other side of the two-way glass, ready to listen to everything I say, everything they say to me, but at least I can’t see her fretful gaze and that disapproving line between her brows.

That line has taken up permanent residence in the seven years since Camille disappeared, and I’m honestly not sure if it’s on account of her missing daughter or her disappointing daughter who was left behind.

“Miss DuLaine.”

I startle at the sound of Detective Whatever’s voice as he strides into the room, all business and armed with file folders.

The files catch my attention—mostly due to their pathetic thinness. To be expected, I suppose, when someone vanishes without a trace. No evidence. No reports or analyses or leads to follow up on. The thinness of those folders represents my family’s many unanswered questions—and the thinness of our bonds to each other since Camille left. Left us alone, side by side, absent the glue who used to hold us together.

“Miss DuLaine?”

I startle again and look up. He’s staring at me, and I realize immediately he’s asked me a question I’ve failed to answer.

Already.

“I’m sorry, Detective . . .” I search for some kind of name tag, but I don’t see one. He’s not uniformed, instead wearing a dress shirt and tie—well-matched, fashionable, quality fabric. I briefly wonder if his wife dresses him—is he married?—and how much money a detective in a largish city makes and whether or not he’s one of those men who spends money on expensive haircuts.

I meet his gaze and realize I’ve done it again. “I’m sorry, what?”

He smiles, not unkindly, but it’s a little condescending. Like I’ve accidentally amused and annoyed him in one fell swoop.

Join the club, sir.

“Detective Garcia. That’s my name.”

His detective badge hangs from his neck and lies on top of his tie. It looks weirdly heavy. “It’s the most common surname in California.”

He sits at the table across from me and smiles again—easily this time, obviously trying to put my awkward, tense, ball-of-anxiety self at ease. “Is it? I didn’t know that.”

I nod, feeling my lips press into a tight line, but I can’t seem to relax them. As if the signal between my brain and my body has been short-circuited.

“Miss DuLaine, thank you for coming down here today.”

“Did I have a choice?” My question sounds sassy, but I don’t mean it that way. I don’t mean to back talk, but couldn’t they have told me over the phone?

Hello, Emlyn, good to speak with you again—your sister’s body has finally been found. You can now return to pretending you’ve moved on with your life. Take care!

How hard would that have been?

Instead, here I am, sitting in this awful chair. They could at least spring for comfortable chairs. If you have to deliver terrible news to dead peoples’ family members, you could at least let them sit somewhere comfy while you do it.

But then it occurs to me that suspects probably sit in these chairs too.

My stomach suddenly turns to iron. Then liquefies. Then reforms in not quite the right spot inside my torso.

Am I a suspect?

Detective Garcia immediately morphs into a mythical supervillain—like some weird amalgamation of Lex Luthor and the Joker, wearing an expensive tie and banal smile as he plots my painful and unnecessarily complicated demise.

I close my eyes, willing the thought from my imagination. When I open them, all that’s left is the expensive tie and banal smile.

“I’m sorry,” I choke past my Saharan throat. “I’m a little anxious.”

I can hear my therapist laughing from across town.

“That’s okay.” He places his file folders on the table and opens one. “I’m sure it’s not the easiest thing to talk about.”

“I didn’t kill her,” I blurt.

“Excuse me?”

“I did not kill my sister. I was only ten when Camille disappeared.”

“Yes, I know.” He raises one eyebrow and pauses. “Perhaps we’ll wait for my colleague before we get started with the interview.”

Interview? Is this an interview, an interrogation, or informing next of kin?

Then it all snaps into place.

“You’re a cold-case detective.”

He looks mildly surprised. “Yes. Very good, Miss DuLaine.”

“You haven’t found Camille’s body. Or any new evidence at all. I’m just here to give another statement.”

Every nerve in my body begins to spark. It starts at my scalp and tingles across my shoulders, moving throughout me, all the way to my toes in a slow, excruciating wave of dread.

There’s no new information. No body, no evidence, no leads. Just like before. They are simply here to rehash everything—to rip open the wound, pull off the scab, revisit the very worst day of my life in sharpest detail.

Detective Garcia is greeting his colleague as she glides into the room—Dr. Crawford, the ID badge on the lanyard around her neck says—and I know immediately she’s a shrink. I can spot them a mile away—kind, yet clinical, warm enough to get you talking, cold enough to remain detached from whatever trauma you’re about to spew at them.

I immediately resent her close-lipped smile, even though I know I’m being unfair.

“Hello, Emmy,” she says. “Can I call you Emmy? I read in your file that you prefer it. Though you were a child then. Perhaps you prefer Emlyn now?”

“Emmy’s fine.” Said absolutely no one ever.

“Emmy.” Dr. Crawford smiles sadly, understandingly. “I know this is difficult. But this is actually a good thing—your sister’s case being transferred to the cold-case unit. That means Camille’s disappearance is going to get fresh eyes, fresh attention. Detective Garcia and his colleagues are going to work really hard to get you and your family some answers. I’m sure you miss your sister a lot.”

My walls slip into place around me—the emotional fortress that is my most familiar domain. I don’t like being told how to feel, what I must be thinking.

I mean, she’s right, but that’s beside the point. She doesn’t know me. For all she knows, I’m a self-centered brat who doesn’t miss my sister at all.

“It was a long time ago,” I say.

“Can you tell us what you remember?” Detective Garcia leans forward and fiddles with a recording device. “I’m going to record our conversation, if that’s okay.”

I have to wonder why they phrase it that way. What if it’s not okay? Am I allowed to say no? I already know the answer, and I’m annoyed they always pretend you’re in control of something when you’re not.

“We’re not really in control of anything,” I accidentally say aloud.

“Pardon?” Dr. Crawford’s pen pauses over her notepad.

“Nothing. Sorry.” I know she’s about to scrawl new diagnoses for me there.

“Can you start from the beginning?” Detective Garcia asks.

The rehearsed story slides out easily.

“It was seven years ago. I was ten. Camille was twelve. She and I were playing at the park down the street from our house. We were on the swings first, then Camille wanted to do flips on the bars. She did gymnastics. She was good at that stuff. I wasn’t—I’m not—so I sat nearby under a tree and told her a story.”

“A story?” Detective Garcia interrupts.

“Yes. That’s my thing. Was my thing. I liked to write stories.”

“But not anymore?” Dr. Crawford presses.

“No.” This is not part of the rehearsed story, so I don’t add more.

Detective Garcia tilts his head. “What happened next, Miss DuLaine?”

I feel Mom watching me from the other side of the glass.

Stick to the script, Emmy.

“I got to the fun part of the story. It was about a magic library.”

Dr. Crawford smiles. “Magic library?”

I squirm, a little defensive. “What ten-year-old book lover doesn’t want to visit a magic library?”

“Sure.” She writes something on her notepad. “I’d want to visit one now, honestly.”

I don’t answer. I’m waiting until it’s appropriate to get back to the script. Detective Garcia nods at me, and that’s my cue.

“I had a good idea. I turned to write it down in my notebook—I always carried one with me. That distracted me for a minute, and when I looked up . . .” I pause, my brain tripping over the script.

I don’t like to lie.

“It’s okay, Emmy.” Dr. Crawford urges me forward with her sad, understanding, close-lipped, unfairly irritating smile. “What did you see when you looked up?”

“Camille was gone.”

“How long do you think you were writing in your notebook?” Detective Garcia asks.

I wasn’t.

“Maybe a minute?” My leg is bouncing again.

“Wow.” Dr. Crawford leans back in her chair and sighs. “It’s such a cliché that someone’s life can change in a minute, but yours really did, didn’t it?”

“Yes.” What else should I say to that?

Detective Garcia is studying my face. “Miss DuLaine.” He smiles. “Emmy.”

Uh-oh. He’s first-naming me. “Yes?”

“You know, any information you can provide will help us with your sister’s case.”

Mom’s gaze burns harder from the other side of the glass.

“Yes, I understand,” I say.

“We’re not judging you,” Dr. Crawford adds. “We just want the truth.”

“Any detail you remember could be helpful.” Detective Garcia tilts his head the other direction, his gaze never leaving me. Dr. Crawford’s smile is gone, and slight frown lines have appeared around her mouth.

They know I’m lying.

But they don’t understand why. I have to lie. Everyone has told me for seven years the truth is wrong. What else am I supposed to do?

Stick to the script.

“Emmy?” Detective Garcia’s expensive tie is staring at me. His badge is judging me. His recording device waiting to accuse, convict, and sentence me.

“She . . .” My tongue is Death Valley. My throat is the Gobi. “Camille vanished.”

“You mean you looked up and she was gone?”

“No. As I told my story, I was watching her, not looking at my notebook.” I imagine Mom screaming from the other side of the glass—though I’ve never actually heard her scream before. “I watched her unravel.”

“Un . . . ravel.” Detective Garcia’s black eyebrows rise so high they nearly disappear into his hairline. “What do you mean by ‘unravel’?”

I mean exactly what it sounds like—and this is why I always tell the lie, like I’ve been trained. “I mean that one second my sister was there, turning flips on the bar. The next second, she dropped to the ground and”—I struggle to get the words out, knowing how ridiculous they sound, knowing there’s a reason I haven’t said them aloud for years—“she ribboned away.”

“Ribboned?”

“I don’t know how else to say it.” I fight to erase the frustration from my voice but lose the battle. “I mean it literally. I watched her hands and arms and legs and body—her face—shred to ribbons, unravel into strips, and then disappear.”

Echoing silence booms through the room.

“Miss DuLaine.” Detective Garcia places his palms on his open file folder. “If something like that had happened to Camille, there would have been blood evidence at the park, surely.”

“I don’t mean it like that.” I rub my forehead, a familiar headache beginning to pulse behind my eyes. “I don’t mean her flesh was shredded.” Dr. Crawford winces. “It was like she was made of fabric, and the fabric came apart at the seams, turned into strips, and then vanished into thin air.”

They’re staring at me.

“That’s what I saw.” I fixate on an imperfection in the tabletop. “I know it sounds . . . stupid.” I avoid the word “crazy” because it’s not my favorite.

“Emmy,” Dr. Crawford says softly, “I believe you.”

My eyes snap up. “You do?” Suddenly, I love her sad, understanding, close-lipped smile.

“I believe you are not lying to us right now. I believe you honestly think you saw that happen to Camille.”

I hate her sad smile.

“Emmy, sometimes when we experience something traumatic—”

“Our minds create a reality that’s easier to accept than the trauma we actually experienced?” I finish for her. “I know. I’ve heard that before. But do you honestly think it’s easier for me to sit here and tell you I watched my sister unravel and disappear than it is to say something that makes reasonable sense?”

Dr. Crawford places her notepad on the table. “Emmy, my hope is that you and I will be able to work together to uncover whatever is buried beneath this manufactured memory.”

“You’re not listening.”

“Remember, anything you witnessed in those moments when Camille disappeared will be helpful to the detectives working on your sister’s case. This is very important.”

“You . . . you think I don’t know that? You think I don’t wish I could provide something more helpful than ‘my sister ribboned away’ or even ‘I looked down, and then suddenly she was gone’? If I could offer anything—anything—to help close Camille’s case, I would. Of course I would.” I look at them both, wondering what they must think of me. Either that I’m crazy or some sort of deranged psychopath—those seem to be the only two options.

Suddenly, I’m on my feet. “I told you the truth. I told you what I saw, and if you think I’m making it up, I have nothing left to say.”

“Miss DuLaine, we—”

“No. We’re done. I already know it’s my fault. Whether you want to believe the truth or the script, I’m to blame.”

“Script?” Poor Dr. Crawford looks very confused.

“Either I saw what I think I saw, and I have nothing useful to tell you—no information, no leads you can follow, no help to give—and Camille’s case remaining unsolved is my fault. Not to mention the fact that I might be insane. Or else everything my therapist and my parents have been telling me for seven years is true—I got distracted, looked away, and didn’t see how it happened. Didn’t see who snatched her, where she wandered, or anything else of value.”

“Emmy, please sit—”

“Don’t you see? Either way, it’s my fault. And now it’s been seven years, and Camille is probably dead. We all know that’s true.”

“Miss DuLaine,” Detective Garcia begins, “we didn’t mean to suggest—”

“Don’t feel bad.” I grab my bag and sling it over my shoulder. Tears sting my eyes, but my internal walls are still up. They keep me from any outward displays of emotion.

Except anger.

“Look, Detective Garcia, Dr. Crawford. I appreciate the attempt. But we all know Camille is dead, and whatever happened in that park, it would be better for everyone if this case went from cold to nonexistent.”
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MOM’S FURY BILLOWS around me like a cloud. I consider cracking the window, like that might vent some of her rage into the air rushing past us as we jet down the freeway toward home.

My knee bounces, and my fingers tap a frenzied rhythm against my armrest.

“Emlyn, would you please.” My mom has a talent for finely dicing her speech so that even normal words hit my skin like little blades.

“Sorry.”

I wait for the tinderbox to explode, but it doesn’t. We sit in passive-aggressive silence so thick I could practically skate across it.

The mental image—gliding gracefully over my mom’s expert-level passive-aggression, prepping for an Olympic jump—makes me snort.

“Is something funny?”

“No. Just about to double lutz on our communication issues.”

“What?”

“Nothing.” I turn to the window and watch the shoulder zip by.

Weird that it’s called the “shoulder” of the road. Imagine a shoulder that ran the entire length of your body. There’s probably another name for it. I scan my memory, recalling someone saying “breakdown lane” once. That’s a better name. More accurate description.

“After all these years, Emlyn.”

There it is.

I pause. Chew on her displeasure for a moment. “‘Breakdown lane’ is better than ‘shoulder,’ don’t you think?”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Could you pay attention for one second?”

“I am.”

“Then did you hear what I said?”

“What?”

Mom sighs. I’m being difficult on purpose, I know. But so is she. What is the point of rehashing all of this? I said what I said. I can’t take it back now. I could pretend, but what good has that ever done any of us? How has it made anything better?

It hasn’t. Not ever.

I chew the inside of my lip, buying an extra three seconds. “Sorry. You must feel like you wasted a lot of money on my therapy.”

“That is so rude.”

She’s not wrong.

“Why would you say such a thing?” Her voice takes on the shrill pitch it gets when her feelings are hurt—or at least when she’s about to tell me I hurt her feelings. She waits a beat. “You are so hurtful.”

“Sorry.”

“Are you? I’m not sure that’s true.”

“What do you want me to say, Mom? My memory is what it is.”

“Emlyn.” She sighs again, seeming to gather every shred of energy, every scrap of willpower I haven’t yet obliterated with my tiresome existence. “Seven years of therapy. You’ve worked on this with Katelyn, haven’t you?”

“Yes.”

“And yet still, when being questioned by the police, of all things, you revert to this ridiculous childhood imagining?”

“Weren’t you listening at the station? Dr. Crawford says I’m traumatized, not ridiculous.”

“That’s not funny.”

“Isn’t it?”

“No. Emlyn, this is important. I have never been more embarrassed in my life.”

I’m sure that’s not true—I’ve had way worse outbursts than today’s, and we both know it. But I let her keep going.

“They are investigators, Emlyn, and to say something so absurd to them is humiliating. For you as much as me.”

“I’d think more for me, since I’m the one who said it.”

“And yet you’re not embarrassed in the least! It’s like you have no sense of . . .” Mom trails off, like she can’t find the word.

“Shame? I have no sense of shame?” I can hear my therapist laughing again.

Mom draws a deep breath and flips on her signal to take our exit. “No sense of propriety. This was an inappropriate time to repeat that story. At some point, imagination turns to dishonesty, and dishonesty is wickedness. Repeating that story crossed into dishonesty a long time ago. You were a child when it happened, but you’re seventeen now.”

I don’t bother pointing out the irony here. There are layers.

I’m being accused of dishonesty for telling the truth. Because the truth sounds unbelievable. Fantastical. And, yes, ridiculous. But it’s what I saw.

Unless . . .

A gremlin of doubt tiptoes into my mind. What if Katelyn and Dr. Crawford and every psych I’ve talked to in the last seven years are right? I can’t process what I saw the day Camille disappeared, so I’ve created a new narrative. I believe I really saw it, but I didn’t. Something else happened, and it’s blocked from my mind.

And yet it’s all so clear. The surprised O of Camille’s mouth, her sharp intake of breath, the wideness of her eyes as her body unraveled.

“Imagination can become a stumbling block, Emlyn.”

Mom never loved my natural inclination toward storytelling. It bordered too close to lying. I don’t point out that I haven’t written a single story since that day. Even though Katelyn told me I should—to help me heal, to help reconnect with my “artist’s heart,” as she called it.

I have been unable to convince her my heart shriveled up and died a long time ago. If I ever had one.

“You absolutely must get past this,” Mom continues. “For all our sakes.”

“But especially yours?”

“No, especially yours!” I can practically hear her teeth grinding from the passenger seat.

“Right.”

An out-of-place detail catches my attention as we drive up our street. The neighbors’ yard. Something’s not right. What is it?

They haven’t pulled in their trash cans yet, and their Christmas lights are still up, even though it’s May. But none of that is unusual for them. Then I notice the beds of nasturtium out front.

The big bed of flowers had just bloomed, and I swear they were like flames this morning—reds and oranges and sunny yellows.

Now they look . . . white? Could they have replanted? Why would they? Is there a white variety of nasturtium? Probably. But it still doesn’t make sense.

As we approach, my forehead creases deeper. Because I can see now the flowers aren’t white at all. They’re murky and depressing, like the flat gray sky when the marine layer settles over my patch of SoCal suburbia.

Or like someone has sucked out the color through a straw.

“Weird.”

“Excuse me?” Mom’s needlelike words pierce me back to awareness. We’re still awkwardly trapped in the car together, both probably wishing we were anywhere else.

“Nothing. Sorry.” I glance over my shoulder at the neighbors’ yard one last time.

“What ever are you looking at, Emlyn?”

I consider mentioning the weird flowers. Mom’s better with plants than I am. Maybe she knows something.

But I turn to her, and she’s practically glaring, waiting for me to say something offensive or disappointing.

“Nasturtium.”

“What?”

“Never mind.”

The gloomy, brooding flowers match my mood, so I let it alone for now. I hop out of the car at my first opportunity, then slam the door behind me with satisfying finality.

My sister is dead, and to be honest, most of the time I wish it had been me instead.
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“DINNER IS IN an hour,” Mom calls down the hall after me.

“Okay.” I get a second chance at a good door-slam. Not enough to draw my dad’s attention, but enough to let my mom know I’m feeling . . . things.

The moment I’m alone in my room, my anger drains. Like a plug somewhere in my toes has been pulled, and every drop of the frustration and snark and irritation I immerse myself in for protection runs out in a pool around me. I’m left exhausted. Empty. Hollowed, like a fractured eggshell relieved of its insides.

I draw a breath and lean against my closed door, as though I’m too fragile to move.

Sometimes it feels that way.

I flip on my light switch. The LED strip lights lining the seam where my wall meets the ceiling come to life—bright purple to match my galaxy bedspread.

Camille is dead.

Today is the first time I’ve said it aloud to anyone. My sister is dead.

I close my eyes. Try to picture her.

A flash of honey-gold hair swirls through my memory. Her carefree laugh in response to some dumb joke I’ve made. Her eyes—sparkling blue.

My eyes snap open. Blue green? Or blue gray? Or clear, crystal blue?

I push off my door and go to my nightstand to grab the framed picture from beside my bed. But Camille’s eyes are closed in this photo. She and I are little—maybe nine and seven. She has her arms around me, and we’re laughing. Laughing so hard, our eyes are closed. I’m curled in on myself, my face barely visible to the camera, and Camille’s head is tilted toward the sky, uninhibited in her laughter, soaking up every moment of fun, every moment of life.

Because that’s how she was.

And I’m curled up like a constipated turtle, because that’s how I am.

She would have laughed at that.

I smile a little and set the frame back down. But the fact remains—I can’t remember exactly what my sister’s eyes were like. I can’t remember exactly what her voice sounded like, can’t force it to mind the way I used to be able to when I imagined she was still beside me on our adventures.

I sink to the floor and lean against my nightstand. After a moment, I reach under the bed and pull out a treasured shoebox, filled with my Camille things. A bracelet she braided for me out of Mom’s embroidery floss. (Mom scolded her, but only a little.) A folded piece of paper I don’t bother to open. It’s a feature I printed from a local news website—Camille’s disappearance made headlines for a couple days when it happened. But a missing child case with no leads can’t really compete in the twenty-four-hour news cycle of a largish city. With no new info to keep the clicks coming, Camille quickly faded from relevance, and I was left with my sad little printout as evidence our community once shared in the heartbreak.

At least for a second.

Camille’s seventh-grade school picture—wallet size—rests somewhere near the bottom of the box. I pull it out and examine it. It’s not the same as seeing her eyes in person. No photo can capture the sparkle. The life. The way her eyes twinkled when she laughed or when we shared a sisterly joke.

But they’re definitely blue green, I decide.

In the very bottom of the box is my notebook. The pocket-size one I had on me that day. The one where I jotted down my notes about the magical library and the dragons and the characters in beautiful clothes. With all their hair colors noted in detail. Camille always asked about hair for some reason, so every strand was accounted for. None of my story people ever had to wonder about their hair color, texture, highlights, lowlights, or battles with frizz.

Camille insisted I document it all.

I smile, and tears trickle out with it. Because grief is like that, shifting the context of all your memories. It sneaks up on you in the middle of a happy recollection, tinging everything, casting a shadow, robbing you of everything that used to be good.

A once-joyful moment is now a moment lost, a time you can’t revisit. A person you can’t see or touch or feel.

Or even fully remember anymore.

I place my hand on the notebook. “I’m sorry, Camille. I should have written you down. Every detail.”

For seven years, I should have been writing Camille so I’d never forget exactly what she was like.

Before I can think better of it, I’m grabbing a pen. Opening that notebook.

Inside, a child’s imaginings lay preserved in time.

Friendly dragons. Overpowered superheroes who can do the most ridiculous things, like shoot lasers and fire from their hands. Enchanted forests that serve no purpose except to delight a ten-year-old—a girl who dearly wanted to stroll through a grove of trees filled with glittery leaves and strange fairies and magical pools of water.

I flip to a fresh page and stop, pen poised above the paper.

What to write?

A memory floats back to me—Camille up on the bars, flipping backward as she giggles at my plot twists.

“You need a boy, Emmy,” she’d said.

“What? Ew, no.”

She laughed. “I mean in your story. A story boy.”

“Still ew, and still no.”

“Oh, come on.”

I’d sighed. Camille had some obnoxious new interests since she’d entered junior high. “Fine. What kind of story boy?”

“A swoony one.”

“Obviously.”

“But make him kind of sensitive—sensitive and swoony.”

“Is there any other kind of story boy?”

“He should be chivalrous.”

I glanced up at her, eyebrow arched.

“It means courageous but courteous. Chivalrous, like a knight.”

“I know what it means. I don’t know how to spell it.”

“So, like, he’s the hero, but he’s nice still.”

“He’s the hero? Then I bet he’s a little bit of a jerk.”

Camille frowned disapprovingly. “Emmy.”

“I’m just saying. Are the popular boys at your school nice?”

She’d sighed at me. “Some of them, yes. But anyway, you’re writing him. You can make him whatever you want. Heroes can be nice.”

“Fine, so he’s swoony, chivalrous, and a little bit of a jerk sometimes because he knows he’s good-looking and it’s gone to his head.” I smirked up at her. “He has dark-blond hair. And brown eyes.”

She grinned. “What’s his name?”

“Um . . . Larry?”

Camille snort-laughed. “No.”

“Lar . . . Laramie.”

She shook her head and did another flip. “That’s weird.”

“It sounds fancy.”

“I think it’s a city in Wyoming.”

“I’m keeping it.”

“Okay. As long as you make him more nice than jerk. Deal?”

“Deal.”

“Good. Now tell me about these dragons.”

I’d done so. I had started telling her about the dragons and then the magical library. Ten minutes later, she was gone.

I flip to a fresh page in my notebook and gently press pen to paper.

A shiver tiptoes down my spine. Camille’s ghost whispers in my ear.

What comes next, Emmy?

An adventure through the enchanted forest? A trip to the magical library? Maybe a ride on a friendly dragon?

No. The story boy, of course. Because that’s what Camille had asked for. The hero who is mostly nice.

Laramie . . . who needs a last name. Shayle, I decide, because it’s perfectly ridiculous and Camille would have hated it. (It’s a rock, she would say; sedimentary, I would reply.)

He is what comes next.

My pen begins to glide across the paper.

“Shayle, huh?” Laramie brushes sweaty, dark-gold hair from his forehead with the back of his hand and grins. Sunlight beats down on his face, and tall grass brushes about his knees, just hitting the tops of his boots. But otherwise, the scene is blank, like he’s standing in an empty field in the middle of nowhere.

It’s my story sandbox where I bring my characters so we can get to know each other.

I lift a shoulder. “I’m the storyteller. Do what you’re told.”

He draws a sword from the scabbard at his hip and assumes a fighting stance. “And what would that be, exactly?” Another grin. “Rescuing maidens? Slaying fire-breathing beasts?”

“Don’t be silly. The dragons there are friendly.”

Laramie’s forehead puckers a moment, then smooths. “The dragons here,” he says, glancing around at the nothingness. “And where is here?”

“Rivenlea,” I reply without hesitation, because of course that’s where he’s from. That’s where he is. The storyworld of my childhood.

A blanket of grief suddenly envelops me, encircling my shoulders, squeezing my chest, flattening me into the floor.

Laramie’s expression changes—falls, deepens, presses in toward me, until I can feel his gaze as if he were actually in the room with me. “Miss, are you all right?” He reaches out his hand, as if he might brush away the tears I don’t dare shed.

I stare back at him, Camille’s chivalrous story boy, and hunt for words. “My sister—” A lump in my throat cuts me off. I swallow hard, forcing it back down. “My sister and I used to play there.”

“Here? In Rivenlea?”

“Sort of.” A smile breaks through my shroud of sorrow. “It’s hard to explain, and you wouldn’t understand, story boy.”

His eyes lock with mine, the tiniest smile pulling at one corner of his mouth. I notice the dimples in his cheeks then, and the strong cut of his jaw, just showing signs of stubble. The way his broad shoulders stretch his shirt ever so slightly, and the definition of his biceps when they catch the sunlight.

My stomach cartwheels.

“Wouldn’t I?” he says.

I will my internal organs back into their proper positions. “Wouldn’t you what?”

His smile grows. “Understand.”

Oh. Right.

I glance down at my notebook. I’ve filled two pages with notes about Laramie and his chocolate-pudding eyes and mischievous dimples.

Can dimples be mischievous? Because his are. It says so in my notes.

“Okay, Camille,” I mutter. “I get it now.”

If only I could actually say it to her. If only I could show Laramie to her—see what she thinks and ask what I should change.

The name, for one, she would say, and of course I would refuse.

I lean my head back against my nightstand and blow out a long, slow breath, because my therapist, Katelyn, is forever telling me to “breathe through the hard moments, Emmy.” So I try. I really do. Pulling in and releasing slow, steady breaths, as though that will actually make it hurt less.

But something isn’t right. Something is wonky, and it’s not just my therapist’s advice or my lame attempts to implement it.

My LED light strip. Wasn’t it purple before? Purple to match my galaxy bedspread. Now it glows cool white—colorless.

Dad must be tinkering with the smart bulbs again. He’s forever tweaking those things and accidentally messing up my light design.

I consider pulling up the app and switching it back, but I lack the energy to dig in my bag for my phone.

So I glance back down at my notebook and reconjure the picture of Laramie Shayle in my mind. But this time, he’s not alone. Quite against my will, someone else is there.

A woman—probably late twenties—stands beside him, her eyebrows raised, her dark river of hair accentuating high cheekbones and a no-nonsense expression.

“Are you coming, or what?” she asks. “We haven’t got all day.”

I frown at her. “Are you talking to me?” This isn’t how it works. I’m the one who gives the commands. I’m the one who steers the conversation.

She is breaking the rules of the sandbox.

I can feel her exasperation across the cosmos. “Who else?”

“I . . . I’m the storyteller.” It sounds extraordinarily feeble, even to my own ears.

“Well, then.” The woman narrows her gaze, and I swear actual flames dance in her dark eyes. “Why aren’t you telling the story, Emlyn?”

I gasp and snap the notebook closed. The characters never know my name. Not unless I tell them. And I’m sure I’ve never met this woman—in my imagination or elsewhere.

My skin prickles, sparks of anxiety flitting across my face and arms, skittering all the way to my toes.

Maybe that’s enough writing for today. Maybe this is something I should ease into a day at a time.

Or . . . a month at a time. A year?

A quarter past never?

I stand, preparing to find a safe spot in my desk where I can tuck the notebook. Possibly forever.

That drawer—the one where I shove old homework and scraps of paper I’ve scribbled ideas and questions and thoughts on. I open the drawer and begin to slide the notebook inside.

“Why aren’t you telling the story, Emlyn?”

I hear the dark-haired woman’s voice as though she’s standing right next to me, and I have to choke down a scream. I retract from the desk like it’s on fire.

But then I hear her voice again: “Are you coming? We’ve already been waiting for ages.”

Without thinking, I chuck my notebook across the room. I want it as far away from me as possible, as quickly as possible.

It skids under my bed. I hear a soft plunk as it hits the wall on the other side.

There. That’ll teach it.

But a split second later, I freeze. The swirled purple and blue and pink and black of my bedspread are gone. It has been replaced by a plain gray comforter.

Except, as I look harder, I can make out the faint pattern of the stars and dust and space gas that make galaxies look swirly.

And there is the ghost of that grape juice stain from two years ago. That slight pull in the fabric where I caught my bracelet last week.

And I realize my colorful bedspread has not been replaced with a plain one. Instead, the color has somehow drained away from my actual comforter, leaving a hollow shadow in its place.
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I’M ROOTED TO the spot, cycling through my options.

Scream. Run. Call my shrink. Call the authorities. Call Dad. Call Mom.

The options get less enticing as the list continues. But I can’t seem to stop the scroll of words running through my brain, nor can I settle on what to do. What is the proper response when the color begins to drain from one’s room?

I stand there, thinking of every possible action, while doing exactly nothing.

If that isn’t a metaphor for my life, I don’t know what is.

A wet, snorty grunt interrupts my musings. It sounds like a pig with a deviated septum. Or a dog with severe hay fever.

Maybe that is the better metaphor for my life.

I blink really hard, as if that might hit the reset button on my brain.

But a moment later, another grunt sounds. It’s coming from under my bed.

I close my eyes again, forcing my nausea to subside. There is no way I am actually hearing this noise. How could I? We don’t have pets. And even if we did, what kind of pet would make that sound?

Another grunt—louder this time, and I can’t ignore it.

There’s only one thing to do. I tiptoe toward the bed and slowly lift the drab comforter. I peek into the void, telling myself I will see absolutely nothing, and the delusion will be beaten back into submission.

A pair of glowing sapphire eyes stares at me.

I yelp and scramble away from the bed in a mess of flying limbs and acute terror.

Because that pair of sapphire eyes is now thundering toward me.

A creature the size of a Shih Tzu charges me, a blur of midnight-blue scales, leathery black wings folded back, and a spiked tail poised for striking.

My body flounders as my brain pounds the truth at me—a truth too strange to comprehend. Dragon. Dragon!

Tiny. Weird. Dragon!

A tiny, weird dragon that stretches its mouth wide as its sapphire gaze focuses on my arm.

It’s going to bite me.

I grab the first thing I lay hands on from my desk—the novel I’ve been reading—and lob it at the charging mini-dragon. It glances off the dragon’s scales, barely fazing it.

Next, I hurl a stack of math notes. And then a handful of colorful pens. And then my AP US History book.

But the dragon’s leathery wings unfurl, and it launches itself over my defenses, beyond all the school supplies within my reach, and sinks its teeth into my forearm.

I let loose the scream I’ve been holding in, expecting a wail that will draw the neighborhood, a screech that will peel paint from the walls and separate light from dark.

Instead, I produce a hoarse shriek.

But as the tiny, regrettably sharp dragon teeth sink into my flesh, I realize I know this dragon. I know it because I created it. Many years ago, I wrote it into one of my stories—this specific dragon, though much, much larger.

I’d written one for Camille too. Hers was aqua and pale yellow, like the water and sand on a tropical beach. Mine was dark and midnight because . . . well, obviously.

And here it is, my own dragon, doing its very best to gnaw a chunk out of my forearm.

Pain lances up to my shoulder, and panic threatens to overwhelm me.

But then I remember something crucial.

The truth of it beats back the panic and infuses steel into my spine.

I am the storyteller.

I created this dragon, so I ought to be able to command it. But it needs a name . . .

“Frank!” I blurt the first name that comes to mind. “Frank the Dragon, I demand that you stop.”

Frank freezes. Baleful sapphire eyes look up at me, and he cocks his head to one side, my arm still firmly trapped between his jaws.

“Frank—drop it. Drop it now.”

He glances down at my arm, then meets my eyes again. He does not let go of my flesh.

“I mean it. Let go.”

I feel rather than hear him sigh. But he releases my arm, and blood oozes to the surface immediately. Then he sits on his haunches like a cat, studying me intently.

I study him right back, my eyes narrowed. “You’re cute. Don’t get me wrong. But this is it, right? You’re the evidence that I have, indeed, finally lost my mind.”

Frank makes a noise midway between a snort and a purr.

“I’m hallucinating.”

Frank chortles.

I must be hallucinating.

“Okay, great. Thanks for nothing.” I glance at my bed, then at Frank. “You stay there. Don’t move.”

I can’t quite bring myself to turn my back on this mini-dragon while I go investigate under my bed. I’m not sure what I’m hoping to find—a portal or a dragon factory or the empty eggshell Frank just hatched out of—but I have to at least check.

I pull up the bedspread again, take another glance at Frank, and peek under the bed.

Nothing. There’s nothing—no evidence that a dragon has just charged out from there.

Except the notebook.

I stare at the notebook for five long seconds. And then I notice the page it has fallen open to. Ten-year-old notes about Frank, alongside some scribbles about Camille’s tropical dragon. I’d written down their descriptions and sketched a couple of lopsided creatures that might be construed as dragons, if you squinted really hard. But how could . . . It just doesn’t make—

I let out another hoarse cry when I glance up to find Frank hovering inches from my face, trying to peer under the bed with me.

I glare at him. “Can you not do that?”

He snuffles.

I reach under the bed to retrieve my notebook. I immediately snap the book shut and shove it in my back pocket, half expecting Frank to disappear when I do.

He doesn’t. He extends one leathery wing, then the other, eyeing the webbing like he’s inspecting stitching on a new garment. Then he turns to me and snorts.

“Where did you come from, Frank?”

My imagination, of course. It’s the only explanation. I simply must be hallucinating this creature next to me.

Except a drip of blood on my laminate flooring begs to differ.

Frank has, very clearly, torn a number of little holes in my arm. I prod the wound, just to check if it hurts.

It does.

I squeeze it to see if it bleeds more.

It does.

“Okay, little dragon. I am not amused. But we are going to assume you’re a figment of my imagination.”

He blinks his reptilian sapphire eyes.

“I’m sorry. Don’t mean to be rude. But I’m sure you understand. Now, I can’t explain why I’m bleeding if you’re not real, except that I must have scraped my arm on something.”

Something tooth-shaped.

I shove the thought away. Force myself to act like everything is fine. Because . . . I really need it to be.

Another drop of blood hits the floor.

“I’m going to go wrap this up, and when I get back, I expect you to be gone, okay?”

Frank huffs, and a tiny bit of white smoke curls from both his nostrils.

“Don’t even think about it.”

I pivot and stride to my bedroom door—decisively, as if I haven’t completely lost it. I pull the door open like I mean it.

I march down the hallway toward the bathroom feeling slightly better about my life choices, until I hear the click of dragony claws against the laminate.

Frank is following me.

I ignore the bodily presence I sense behind me as I begin to pull first aid supplies from the cabinet—mild soap, antibacterial ointment, sterile bandages, and tea tree oil for good measure. Because who even knows what’s in dragon saliva.

A scrape, I remind myself. It’s just a scrape. I begin to clean and wrap my wound that is definitely not a dragon bite.

Frank headbutts my leg.

“Stop that.”

Frank headbutts me again, then snorts.

I’m about to scold him, but then I hear it. Footsteps headed this way. Careful, deliberate, passive-aggressive footsteps.

Mom.

Despite the fact that I’ve just spent the last five minutes telling myself this dragon isn’t real and he didn’t really bite me, I scoop Frank into my arms. He looks up at me uneasily, seeming to understand we’re both in danger.

Mom’s footsteps pad closer, and I can tell she’s about to turn the corner in the hallway. When she does, we’ll be in full view.

Without another thought, I shove Frank into the cabinet under the sink and slam the door.

Mom turns the corner a heartbeat later. Her frown impales me, even from a distance. “Emlyn, please don’t slam the cabinets.”

“Sorry.”

Frank snorts. Barely muffled by the cabinet door.

Mom halts in the hallway. “What was that?”

I can’t stop my eyes from darting to the closed cabinet door. “Nothing.”

Frank burbles.

Mom’s eyebrows pinch together. “I heard that.”

I clutch one hand to my stomach. “Sorry. I’m so hungry. Is dinner ready?”

“It’s been ready. That’s why I came up. I’ve been calling you.”

“Sorry. I didn’t hear.” Three apologies in the space of a minute? That has to be a record.

Frank unleashes a noise that could not be mistaken for a person’s stomach on any planet—a huffing, snorting, grunting chuff. If my stomach ever makes that sound, I will seek medical attention immediately.

Mom’s eyebrows shoot up. She’s not buying it either. “Emlyn! What on earth is that noise?”

“I . . .”

I have no idea what to say.

Mom steps into the bathroom, apparently unconcerned about all the first aid supplies on the counter or the two large bandages on my arm, and goes directly to Frank’s hiding place.

Though “hiding place” might be a stretch. Because Frank decides at that moment to let out another huff, and white smoke ghosts out from under the cabinet door.

I briefly wonder how hard it is to strangle a dragon.

But then I remind myself—Frank can’t possibly be there. He can’t actually be under that sink. If he’s a delusion, as surely he must be, we are in no danger. Mom will pull open that cabinet door and be met with bottles of cleaner, a bag of cotton balls, and some extra rolls of toilet paper.

Not a dragon. Obviously.

My arm throbs. Frank’s smoke is beginning to billow about the bathroom tiles. A crash sounds from within the cabinet.

“Emlyn!” Mom snaps, like I’ve carelessly knocked something over, even though she can see me standing here, touching nothing.

“Sorry.”

“What are you hiding in here?”

“I—”

She yanks open the cabinet door.

And is met with nothing unusual. Bottles of cleaner. A bag of cotton balls. Toilet paper.

There is no dragon inside the cabinet, and my nerves seem to flare with heat and cold at once. My stomach drops.

Where is Frank?

I’m not sure if I’m more concerned about the fact that Frank is missing or the fact that I actually expected him to be there. My mind feels split down the middle.

Mom leans over and peers into the cabinet, her frown deep. “What’s going on in here?”

My tongue feels like sandpaper. It scrapes across the roof of my mouth as I try to form words. “Nothing. I was just bandaging my arm.”

Mom glances at my arm but doesn’t ask. She’s still frowning as she reaches out and rights a bottle of tub cleaner that has fallen over.

Been knocked over?

No. Because there is no dragon. I try to wipe the image of that white smoke from my mind. Try to will the scent away from my nostrils.

Mom closes the cabinet door and straightens. She looks concerned, but I can’t track why. Is she concerned about her cabinet? About me? My arm or my mental health?

But all she says is, “Dinner is ready. Come down now, please.”

“Sure. I’ll just”—I glance at the mess of first aid supplies—“put this stuff away. Be down in a few.”

After one more hard look, Mom nods, then turns and retreats.

I wait until I hear her footsteps hit the squeaky bottom stair. Then I drop to my knees and yank open the cabinet door again.

Nothing.

I start pulling out bottles of cleaner and rolls of toilet paper like a maniac. Because somewhere, deep in my soul, I need Frank to be in there.

Deep in my soul? Probably more like deep in my stomach, which is working itself into a proper pretzel. Either way, I keep tearing apart the bathroom, searching. And, if we’re honest, hoping. Hoping that I haven’t lost my ever-loving mind.

But Frank isn’t here. I’d have seen him immediately if he was. Spiky tears poke at my eyes because I’ve had about enough of this day, but I pull out the bag of cotton balls anyway. I’m nothing if not thorough.

And there awaits a tiny dragon, covered in midnight-blue scales and standing about three inches tall now. Glowing sapphire eyes stare at me unblinkingly. One dragony claw is held to his lips that I swear are curled into a smug smile, as though telling me to shh. He has nestled himself among my bottles of nail polish. One color matches his scales perfectly.

I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. Or squish him in my fist.

“Frank?” I whisper.

He weaves through the nail polish bottles toward me, grunts wetly, then climbs onto my outstretched palm.

I draw him to my face, note the weight of him in my hand, inhale the scent of smoke still lingering on his scales. “Are you really here?”

He bites my thumb.

I only just stop myself from dropping him. “Don’t do that!”

His innocent sapphire eyes stare. Dinner is getting colder by the second. Mom will come back soon.

“What am I going to do with you?”

Frank reaches out his forelegs and wraps them around my thumb. He begins to pull, and I become immediately aware that even three-inch dragons are strong. Frank has succeeded in subluxing my thumb by the time I realize he’s trying to pull me somewhere.

I leave the disaster all over the bathroom floor and obey the pocket-size reptile, who seems to be directing me back to my room. But when we reach my doorway, Frank gestures forward, pointing his snout toward the stairs.

“Bad idea, little buddy.”

Frank grazes his teeth along my palm.

“Ouch!” I glare at him. “You can’t bite me every time I annoy you.”

Frank sinks his teeth into my finger.

I swallow a yelp. “Fine,” I whisper. “What do you want?”

He points his snout toward the stairs again. Then gestures his foreleg at the front door.

Oh no.

I hear Mom close the silverware drawer with a medium-size crash.

She is not pleased.

I bite my lip and throw caution to the wind.

Gripping Frank securely in my palm, I fly down the stairs. “Be right back!” I shout in the direction of the kitchen.

“Emlyn?” Alarm sharpens Mom’s tone.

“Don’t wait for me!”

“Emlyn!”

I breeze out before she can stop me. But the second I pull the door closed behind me, I realize I have no idea what I’m doing or where I’m going.

Need to ask my dragon, obviously.

I uncurl my hand and find . . . nothing.

The front door swings open. “Emlyn Aveline DuLaine!”

I whip around.

Mom’s cheeks are red, and I can practically hear her blood pressure rising. “What on earth is wrong with you today?”

My mouth opens soundlessly. It closes shakily. I don’t know what to say. More importantly, I don’t know where my dragon is.

Something squirms against my backside. My spine stiffens, and I suck in a breath. Because I am one hundred percent sure there is a tiny dragon wiggling into my back pocket, and I am equally sure he just nipped me.

Unless a giant wolf spider has made its way into the back pocket of my jeans somehow. The idea takes hold in my mind, and suddenly I’m picturing a bunch of hairy spider legs waving out of my pocket, and I can’t suppress a shuddering snort.

I sound like Frank.

“Emlyn, are you sick?” Mom reaches for my forehead.

“I’m okay, Mom.” I dodge her hand. “I just need to . . . check something.”

“Wha—”

I don’t let her finish. I turn and run, because my mom does a lot of things well, but running isn’t one of them.

She calls after me, but I don’t stop. I put my head down and run as hard as I can.

Sprinting toward nothing. And if that’s not a metaphor for my life . . .

Well, you know.
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CALCULATIONS ABOUT PRECISELY how angry my mom will be when I return home are not going well. This is worse than the time I hung up on her when she called from the store, and my punishment for that rudeness was pretty stiff. (Lots of extra chores and grounded for two months from all electronics, except my laptop for school.)

I haven’t run away since I was six years old. This time, it isn’t the least bit cute. There’s no tiny suitcase full of stuffed animals and pretend credit cards I made out of cardboard. And this time, Camille isn’t here to follow me to the park, where I was determined to live under the play equipment, and convince me to return home so Mom and Dad wouldn’t be sad.

“Emmy, if you don’t come back, Mom won’t have anyone to help her in the garden. I’m bad at it,” Camille had said, kneeling beside me.

It wasn’t true, and I was vaguely aware of it, even at the time.

“Dad will be so sad. You’re the only one who thinks he’s funny.” She’d wrinkled her nose and smiled.

Also not true—we both always laughed at his dorky jokes.

I had focused on the little tower of wood chips I was stacking. “They don’t even like me. They wish I was like you.”

Camille added a wood chip to my stack. “That’s not true.”

I shot her a look.

“They just don’t know you like I do,” she said softly.

“They’re my mom and dad.”

“Yeah, but you don’t talk to them like you talk to me.”

She had a point. But it was because they didn’t understand me—they never really had, and now, eleven years later, it’s only gotten worse.

“What do they always call you?” Camille had asked.

I’d rolled my eyes. “Their miracle baby.”

The memories swirl around me now—almost visible, like wisps of smoke—and I realize I’m not running anymore. I’ve stopped, and when I look around, bile crawls up my throat.

I’m at the park. The one near our house. The one where Camille and I always played. The one I haven’t visited in seven years.

My gaze snaps to the monkey bars, and my stomach clenches. I blink, and Camille is there, flipping on the bars.

I blink again, and she’s gone.

My hands rest on my knees as I lean over, heaving. My stomach is empty, so nothing comes up, except the bile already burning my throat.

A soft thud next to me snags my attention. Frank has jumped down from my jeans pocket. He doesn’t seem bothered by the fact that my body is trying to vomit up my feelings. Or even like he notices. He’s gesturing onward, straight into the park.

Straight into my worst memories.

“I can’t,” I choke.

I see her unravel. Her surprised face. Her gaping mouth. Her body as it unwinds, shreds, disappears.

Her wide blue-green eyes—asking a question, pleading for help, crying out.

I drop to my knees, unable to hold myself up anymore. The notebook in my pocket presses against me.

Frank snorts, pointing his little head toward the bars.

“I can’t, you insufferable reptile.” Sweat breaks out across my entire body, and my lungs squeeze. The hyperventilation is coming on.

Frank chuffs impatiently.

Camille’s eyes unravel.

Frank grunts.

Camille screams.

I grasp my head with both hands. That scream never happened. Those terrible few moments when I lost my sister were silent. My imagination is trying to change the story, and I need to get my thoughts under control. Reel it back in, Emmy.

“Well? Are you coming?” the dark-haired woman’s voice intrudes. “We’ve been waiting for ages.”

The wind picks up around me, and my breathing becomes frantic. There isn’t enough air in all of California to fill my lungs.

I look up and see that Frank is the size of a Shih Tzu again. Someone is going to notice him, but I can barely muster the brain cells to worry about that right now. He stands on the precise location where my sister vanished.

“Frank.” The word scarcely registers over the rushing wind. “Frank!” My parchment-dry throat isn’t helping matters.

Frank’s wings and ears flap as he looks back at me. I squint and lean forward, trying to force my vision to correct itself. To obey. To show me what’s actually there.

Because the gateway I’m seeing now can’t possibly be real. It’s barely visible, shimmering like it’s made of heat waves—a transparent arch just behind Frank, over the exact spot where Camille unraveled. He’s still paused there, sapphire eyes beckoning.

I can’t.

He snorts, disgust clear. But he doesn’t try to convince me again. He spreads his wings and jumps through the gateway.

I inhale a gasp—then watch the dragon ribbon into bits and vanish.

The wind kicks into a gale. The trees edging the park bend under the force. I stare at the spot where my imaginary dragon stood a moment ago.

He’s gone now. He’s gone, and I could simply turn around and run home. Fight the wind, face Mom. It wouldn’t be pleasant. But I could do it.

My nerves prickle. Ice trickles down my spine.

Because in that moment, I realize the most awful truth. This is the closest I’ve ever been to finding out what happened to Camille. For the first time in so many years, it feels like the answers dance just before me, within grasp.

I take a step toward the gateway, still shimmering transparently.

What if . . . ?

The hope is almost too sharp, too painful to bear.

But what if—what if I could not only find out what happened to Camille but actually find Camille?

What if she’s still alive?

I shake myself. I need to run away, go back home. Be responsible and sane. Instead, I take another step forward. And then another. And then I’m running toward the gateway before I can change my mind. I’m running toward my last, painful, desperate, foolish hope of finding my sister alive.

A whirlwind hits me so hard it throws me the last few steps to the gateway. My hair whips against my face like stinging branches. I close my eyes against the cyclone, but then I feel it happen. I feel my body disconnect from itself, my seams part, my fibers unwind.

And I’m sure my mouth is frozen in a surprised O.

My shredded body ripples through the air, tumbling and floating at once, falling into nothingness.

Until I feel the strips of myself knitting back together, becoming solid, taking shape. And then the presence of something large is rushing toward me.

The ground.

Oh well. It was fun while it lasted.

I land awkwardly on my back, and the air is knocked from my lungs. But I don’t smash my head. A miracle.

I pause. Force a painful breath.

I’m almost sure I’m not dead. Tall grass waves over me, a purplish-blue sky spans far above.

But then my vision is blocked by a silhouette. A dark cascade of hair pops into view. High cheekbones. No-nonsense expression. Now-familiar voice.

“Well
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                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.



