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I Teach the Dragon Boy a Lesson


“You can’t be serious,” I say, folding my arms and leaning my head against the headrest. 
Our van rolls to a stop in front of a run-down sign that reads “Park Motel.” It consists of only floor-level rooms, the doors so close together that only a bed with a few feet on the other side could fit. I clench my teeth, burning frustration building like a volcano about to erupt.
My demon side stirs within, writhing and twisting to emerge and make me smash a window—or even someone’s face.
“At this point, I’ll take anything just to get out of this van. My legs are all jittery,” David says behind me. 
His voice gives me the sudden urge to spin around and plant a fist right on his nose. I don’t do it, even though a little voice in my head tells me I’ll have to keep listening to him if I don’t shut him up. Flexing my hand open and closed, I turn my attention to the motel, inspecting it and thinking of the positives. 
David’s right. We’ll get out of this car, we’ll take a rest for a day or two, then we’ll be on our way north. I unbend my knees a few inches. My legs feel restless, too. Drawing on that feeling helps me calm the stoking heat within, reducing the desire to punch a hole in the window. 
I wonder if I could. I’m constantly surprised by what I’m able to do in my demon form. Not pleasantly surprised, mostly terrified-surprised. I shift my jaw back and forth, warding off the newfound anger that spurs at the thought of my dumb demon father and this temperament he forced upon me by siring me. 
Mom turns around in the front seat and stares at me. It’s like she knows I’m fuming as she raises a questioning eyebrow to silently ask if I’m okay. I give her a nod. I can deal with the anger. It’s something I’ve lived with my whole life. Sure, when I was younger, I may have indulged in the feeling a little bit. More than one bloody nose has gotten me suspended or expelled from schools, but for the most part, I can keep it at bay. 
Her clear blue eyes study my neutral face. She sizes me up. I can see the way she’s scanning me from head to toe to figure out if I’m about to be a danger to everyone in the car. Does this annoy me? Yes. Everything does. A deep, gravelly tone—the voice of the demon in my mind—tells me that Mom doesn’t trust me and doesn’t think I’m capable of handling myself, but I push it away. 
I don’t feel like dancing today, demon, get out of here, I think.
“I’ll go grab us a room—maybe two or three,” Bob, Jared’s dad, says.
“Great, honey,” Mom replies, her eyes still trained on me. “I’ll stay in here and make sure no teenagers try to get out of the car and escape into the fields.”
Her eyes twinkle at her jest. The demon protests at her stupid joke. 
Tearing my eyes away from her, I watch as Bob lumbers over to the room on the far right of the motel. A laminated white piece of paper with the word “Office” is taped to the door. His massive tribal tattooed arms soak in the sun beating down from above. I like Bob. He seems to be one of the few people who my demon anger doesn’t attach to every second of every day. Something about the big islander man endears itself to the more severe part of my personality. Even though I like him, I can’t call him Dad. 
He’s just Bob. 
“Is there any food in this place? I didn’t see a single restaurant as we drove in here,” Amir complains from the seat over my left shoulder. 
“Do you think of anything besides food?” David asks, his tone light. 
“Food has literally driven human existence for thousands of years. So no, underneath all my science and math neediness, I don’t care much about anything else,” Amir responds.
Jared chuckles from his bucket seat. “I’ve been listening to the kid’s thoughts for the past few days and can attest to the fact that he does not think about much more than food. Well, food and how far behind he’s getting in school.”
Amir folds his arms, shooting daggers from his eyes. “If you had a perfect attendance record and straight A’s, you might be more concerned about not missing school. I’ve already come to terms with the fact that my attendance is ruined, but I can at least keep up with my assignments.”
I shake my head. I’m not sure how much more I can listen to before my anger reaches a bursting point. School sucks. That’s that. With my vibrant red hair and eyes that practically glow in any amount of light, people often want to talk to me and be my friend. Why does physical appearance make a person popular in school? One glare and they would run away screaming. Jared cares more about being friends with everyone. I just want to live my life—the life my demon father forced on me when he decided to have a child with my mother almost seventeen years ago.
“There is going to be food,” Mom says, shaking her head. “I should have guessed that two more teenage boys would have exhausted our driving snacks in an hour flat.”
Amir beams at the comment.
“I pride myself on the ability to eat far more food than necessary. Growing boy and all that, you understand,” he says, puffing his chest out.
David groans. “I know you said you’d keep us from running away and whatnot, but can I at least get out of the car and stretch my legs? It’s been hours since we last stopped.”
What a complainer. He tries to shift his legs and bumps the back of my seat. Something primal roars inside my chest. Memories of riding in airplanes with younger Jared come to the forefront of my mind. Other passengers would bump my seat, and it enraged me. I want to spin around and gouge David’s eyes out.
But I don’t.
Fury comes easier than forgiveness in most instances, but it took only a few infractions to learn that follow-through actions are never worth it. 
Mom sighs, then gestures out the sliding door.
“Fine, but stay by the car. The last thing I need is you wandering off and doing something that gets the police called on us,” she says. “And that includes turning into a red-scaled version of yourself. It took way too long to explain our way out of that one.”
I don’t even bother stifling my laugh. David’s face turns bright red, and he glares at me. Two stops ago, David was walking across a street toward a gas station bathroom when a car zoomed near him. It wasn’t close enough to hit him, or even clip him, but it activated a defensive part of his brain, and his face scaled up like a dragon. Sure, only three people happened to see him like that, but the police were called in a jiffy. We spent a few more hours than we expected to in that city, much to everyone’s chagrin. 
“You of all people should know how difficult it is to control your powers at first,” he says. “At least I didn’t smash a register.”
My smile falls, the rage returning. I don’t often lose control, but that checkout guy deserved that. 
“Krista, please keep yourself from going all demon in the car. We can’t afford to have a popped tire because your body suddenly weighs four times its normal value.” 
My eyes snapping to David’s face, I see his gaze slip down toward my arm, which feels unnaturally cold. All of my body is unnaturally cold. Something about demons having a lower body temperature. There’s nothing like getting freezing cold when it’s even sixty degrees outside. Most people would be wearing their shorts and tank tops. I can wear sweats all day every day until it gets near a hundred degrees. Does it turn lots of heads when I go about? Absolutely. Do I care? Not even a little bit.
I focus on my breathing, counting to five, then holding my breath for five, then letting it go slowly. Almost immediately, the stoking fire inside me calms down, and my arm returns to its normal size. When I peer at David again, he looks pale. Did he honestly think I’d go all demon on him and tear his head off?
I need to be better at making friends.
“Sorry, I’m fine,” I say, looking at Jared.
He raises his eyebrows and gently taps the side of his head. The message is clear. So, I lower the barriers in my mind, allowing his consciousness to brush up against mine. Having a half fairy for a brother used to drive me crazy, and putting up mind barriers was the first thing I learned as a part of my training. There are times, however, that it can be really handy.
Are you doing okay? You seem to be more on edge than usual, his voice echoes in my mind. 
I’m fine. Though it’s been way too long since I’ve been able to punch someone, I reply. Spar after this?
Jared’s mouth presses into a thin line. He doesn’t want to. I try not to sigh out loud.
All right, fine. I can tell you don’t want to, I say.
His eyes flick to David, then back to me.
You could always try to get David to fight with you, he suggests.
“Okay, why did everyone get so quiet? Are you doing the creepy brain thing?” Amir asks. “Because I’m not okay with you having secret conversations without me.”
Jared’s consciousness leaves my mind, and I focus my eyes on Amir.
“Some things are best left private. Not everyone wants to wear their emotions on their sleeve like David,” I say.
David growls quietly in the back of his throat. I can tell he’s about to tell me off when Bob knocks on the window, flashing a couple of key cards. Mom rolls down the window, hot air blowing into the car and making me sigh in relief. I’ve already closed the air conditioner vents facing me, but everyone else seems bent on having the inside of the car feel like Antarctica.
“No adjoining rooms, unfortunately, but I figured we would be fine with rooms right next to each other. Boys in one room, Krista with us?”
Joy. Nothing I want more than to hang out with the gross lovebirds.
“Actually, I’m fine just staying in the same room as Jared. I’m sure he’ll keep the raging hormonal teenage boys off of me,” I say.
David blushes, and I smirk. For some reason, I find it entirely all too fun to tease him. He’s overly confident and doesn’t embarrass easily, so I’ll take any chance to make him squirm.
Leave him alone. He didn’t do anything to you, Jared presses into my mind. 
I’d forgotten I left my barriers down. I focus on my walls, solidifying the image until I can feel Jared leave my mind. 
Bob hops back in the car and drives down the row of floor-level rooms until we get to the corner one. We have two rooms nestled there. I’m struck with the smell of stale cigarette smoke and cleaning products. Apparently, the previous tenants didn’t care about the faded “No smoking” sign on the door—or the signs plastered throughout the room. Blue-and-yellow-swirled carpet meets my eyes in a sickening 80s dance room kind of way. Two queen-sized beds sit against one wall, and an old brown dresser with a box TV sits against the other wall. A narrow brown door on the back wall leads to a bathroom that has a yellow porcelain sink, a toilet, and a bathtub shower. 
I’d like to say that it’s better than sleeping on the streets, but I don’t believe it’s that much better. 
“I guess Amir and I will take this one,” David says, slipping his pack off his shoulder onto the bed closest to the door.
“Nope,” I say, grabbing his pack and yanking it from his hands. I toss it on the bed closest to the bathroom. “I always sleep closest to the door.”
He scowls at me. 
“Aren’t you going to realize at some point that we aren’t going to get attacked? We’re fine here, Krista. It’s been two weeks since we came from Qotan, and there haven’t been any other enemy sightings. You just need to chill!” David huffs, moving to the other bed.
I give him a clear “I don’t care” expression and fold my arms.
“I am always by the door,” I say firmly. “Get over it, dragon boy.”
His jaw locks, and I wonder if he’ll take a swing at me, but instead, he shakes his head.
Amir whistles. “Tension in this room is hotter than the asphalt in hundred-degree weather. Did I miss something here?”
Jared shakes his head. “Just two cocky teenagers struggling to fit their big heads into the same space.”
David spins on Jared, ready to retort. Before he can, I laugh. I’m not sure why this makes me laugh. Probably because I know my brother has a point. I’m cocky. So what? It’s easier to mask the fury with a false charisma than hide in a corner. Most people run away from cocky kids. 
David trains his attention on me, his eyes narrowing. I shrug in response.
“It was actually funny, that’s all,” I say.
Before he has a chance to say anything else, I throw a thumb over my shoulder.
“Anyone up for sparring? There’s a field across the way with some tall grass. Probably high enough to hide what we’re doing,” I suggest.
Amir throws his hands up. “No thanks! The first and last time I tried to practice fighting with you, I got my butt handed to me. I think I’d rather sit and read.”
He moves over to the bed I assigned to David and him and pulls out his e-reader. Jumping backward on his bed, he slips both shoes off and lets out a loud sigh. 
“Oh man, it feels so good to lay down. I think I’m done with cars for the next week,” he says. 
Jared gives me a half smile, then points to our bed. “Actually, I think I’ll stick it out with Amir. We’re buddy-reading this one, and I can’t let him get too far ahead. The only reason I haven’t fallen behind is because I can actually read in the car without throwing up.”
Amir looks up from his e-reader, a frown on his face. “Hey, I hear that’s genetic. Don’t poke fun at my inability to do anything but sleep and look out the window while driving.”
Jared chuckles and settles in with his own tablet. 
I look expectantly at David, who’s still glaring at me.
“Actually, you know what? Yeah, I’d like a chance to smash your face in a bit with some sparring,” he says. 
I grin at him. We may not get along all the time, but some healthy competition will do us some good. Bob has been training David here and there with weapons. Given that we packed enough weapons to last us a while, it’s just about finding the right place. A grouping of trees here, a field there. Each time we stopped our car ride, we have been able to find places for us to teach David a thing or two. He’s getting better at potentially surviving a real fight. 
We all have it in us. At least, that’s what Mom says. She used to spar with me, telling me that my Qotan roots gave me the skills I needed. With David, I’m definitely seeing evidence of that. The last time he sparred with Bob, he managed to get some hits in. Of course, he took more of a beating, but his instincts are there. 
“Let’s do it,” I say.
* * *


Twenty minutes later, David and I are squaring off in a field half a mile away from the motel. Mom and Bob made us promise to have our phones turned all the way up, just in case they needed to call us. They also said that if we see any signs of trouble, we’re supposed to stop right away.
My fingers rub the wooden handle of the practice one-handed sword. There are weights embedded in the wood grain over the blade and handle to simulate what a steel sword might feel like in a real fight. The sun beats down on my head and face, the heat filling me with a warmth that so often eludes me. David’s face is pink, sweat forming on his brow. I have the advantage here because of my years of training. 
“First to five blows wins?” I suggest.
He nods curtly. “But only blows on normal skin. I need to practice my scale defense. In a real fight, that would keep me from losing anyway.”
I shrug. “That’s fine. You can have the handicap.”
He glares at me, but I don’t let him say anything else. Rushing forward, I swing the sword at his head. His eyes widen momentarily before they harden into resolution. He attempts to block my blow, but his movements are too slow, and he ends up missing, his sword swishing through the air. In a freak set of events, this causes his body to fling to the side, the heavy sword pulling him along with it, making me miss by a hair. 
What dumb luck. I rush him again, stabbing toward his stomach, but he dances away. 
“Two bouts and I haven’t struck you. You’re actually improving, Davie!” I tease.
He scowls at me. “Don’t call me that. You know I hate it when—”
He chokes on those words as I dive forward, threatening his left side with a feint before spinning and throwing the sword at his right side. It cracks on him, and he lets out a strangled cry.
“That’s one,” I say, shuffling backward.
Pain reflects in his green irises. I should feel bad—I could imagine a teenager having enough empathy to feel bad for hurting someone—but the demon inside me shivers with satisfaction. It’s a terrifyingly realistic part of my life. 
Face determined, he steps forward, swinging his sword wide. I can tell there’s strength behind it, but it’s slow and not precise. I sidestep him, his sword sliding past me. I take the moment to thump him on the top of his head with the flat of the blade.
“Ow!” he shouts, stumbling away from me.
“Respect the weight of the sword. You may be strong from football, but you can tighten things up,” I instruct.
My preferred weapon is a two-handed steel sword. I have it stowed away in the back of the van. I wish I could fight with it in my human form, but with my small girlish frame, I can’t do anything with it. Even with my lithe, strong muscles, a massive two-handed sword is a bit much for me.
When I’m in demon form? It feels as light as a toothpick. 
“Again,” I say, taking a deep breath and stepping forward. 
David manages to parry my next few attacks, but I’m not moving at my top speed yet. Just as our swords clack, I see his footing get unstable on the uneven ground. He pitches slightly to the side, opening up his left for an attack—which, I take advantage of without any reservation.
Another thwack and cry of pain.
“What about your scales? I thought you were going to practice those?” I say, not necessarily in a goading way. He still takes it that way.
“Shove it, Krista!” he snaps. 
I respect that he doesn’t try to defend himself. Two weeks ago, when we first sparred, he tried to explain his way out of everything. At least he’s stopped doing that. 
“Again,” I say once more.
When I step in this time, he’s ready for me. He parries my stab, then pushes my sword to the side. Evidence of his physical strength transfers through the parry as my arm swings away with the force of his weapon. He tries to use that to his advantage and smack me on the chest, but I dance away. 
“All right, we’re getting somewhere.” 
Sweat pours down his face, and I almost feel bad. I hardly sweat at all with my colder blood. 
We launch into a good set of attacks, a dangerous dance that would be deadly with sharper swords. This time, when he stumbles on his footing, my sword clacks on the side of his face, but the sound is different. A dull thud reaches my ears, and I’m shocked to see his face scaled over.
He gives me a mischievous grin. “That’s more like it.”
My gut twists in annoyance. I’m practicing with him so that he gets better at fighting. Why am I bothered that he’s actually learning now?
The bout increases in speed, and my neck prickles with the heat of our actions. It feels good to move. My heart pounds in my chest. My breathing comes in desperate gasps as fatigue closes in on me. I can tell David is slowing down, so I get him with the last blow and declare myself the winner.
He grits his teeth. “How about we go until one of us gives up?”
“Or until one of us disarms the other?” I suggest.
He nods, his brows pinched with determination. 
A thrill fills my chest. “You’re on, Drago.”
He grimaces but takes his position.
This time, the fight is of much higher quality. He bends and weaves, focused on my blade and my feet. I land blow after blow, but he scales over every time. Something must have clicked for him. He looks triumphant—and distinctly in less pain now. 
Exhaustion creeps in, but I can’t seem to best him now that he’s using his scales. Maybe I shouldn’t have given him the scale clause …
Gearing up for my final move, I rush him, jabbing my sword forward to get a blow in before he can move. He takes it on the arm, the scales protecting him. Then a sharp pain rips through my head as it’s thrown to the side. 
I stumble back, my hand coming to my head where purple blood spills out. 
Another strange effect of my father’s bloodline. Let’s just say with the cold body temperature and my discolored blood, trips to the doctor were ill-advised. Mom had to learn a lot of medical care to avoid having to explain my state to doctors.
David’s eyes widen, and his cheeks pale. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to hit you that hard.”
The burning fury in my chest—the demon inside complaining that I’ve been bested and I’m not enough—accuses me of failure. The human part of me smiles. He actually did something. I wasn’t expecting him to intentionally block my sword with his arm. This new skill changes the way he can fight. 
“Lucky shot,” I mutter. 
My arm throbs, the demonic anger threatening to bubble into something monstrous. I push it away, pressing forward and slapping David on the chest before hooking his sword and yanking it away. It spirals in the air before thudding to the ground.
“I win,” I say with an evil grin.
“Hey! I was just making sure you were okay!” he complains.
“How many times have I told you not to let your guard down? That’s your bad.”
He grumbles incoherently but doesn’t argue. I slayed him once again in this session, but for the first time, I can see he’s leveled up. I take a moment to close my eyes, breathing slowly with a therapeutic count and listening to the swishing grass. David stays quiet. I think he’s finally learned when I need some cooldown time. 
The demonic feelings diffuse enough that I can open my eyes and look at David without going all massive on him. 
“You’re getting better,” I comment. 
He smiles at me. Is that relief on his face?
“I never thought I would improve,” he says, holding up his bare arm and flexing the muscle there. Red scales flow over his arm seamlessly, like an ocean tide moving in to lap up the beach and pull the sand away. “But when you hit me the fourth time, something snapped inside me. I can feel the burning, the scales.”
I watch as he moves the patch of scales under the sleeve of his shirt and onto his face. It ripples like a worm wriggling through his flesh. Then, it disappears.
“I’ll go ahead and take credit for that one,” I say. “Heaven knows you wouldn’t have made progress if I hadn’t been smacking you around.” I stick the point of my sword into the dirt.
He scowls at me. “You would make this about you.” 
“It’s always about me. I’m the life of this entourage, after all.”
David doubles over in laughter. Rage and amusement swirl together inside me like a terrifying circus of colors. I want to punch him and hug him at the same time.
No. We’re not doing that.
I shove the feelings away so hard that it’s almost painful. It takes a whole minute before David recovers and looks at me meaningfully. My heart skips a beat, and I suppress a growl. Stupid teenage hormones.
“Really, though, thank you,” he says. 
I nod in response.
A light wind flows over my face, and I shiver. David sighs, using his shirt to wipe the dirtied sweat off his forehead. After sticking his sword in the dirt next to mine, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out one of the sectioned stones. I don’t say anything. I just watch him. His furrowed brow is enough to tell me that he’s processing something deep. A beam of white light protrudes from the stone toward the northwest. 
“Did you ever wonder, why you?” he asks me suddenly.
“What do you mean?” 
He sighs. “I mean, did you ever wonder why you had to be one in billions? A person who is only half human?”
My heart flutters. In reality, I wonder about this all the time. But I don’t feel like I could tell David this. I don’t know him that well.
“We were born this way. We weren’t chosen. That’s just how life works. Sometimes you win, sometimes you get smacked in the face with hereditary issues,” I say bitterly. “Nothing to do about it except make something of it.”
David nods, still not meeting my gaze. “I just wish my dad trained me more. I’m useless. In Qotan, I managed to do nothing but get hurt, captured, and run away.”
I shrug. “Yeah, that’s kind of true. But it is what it is.”
He finally meets my eyes, and I regret agreeing with him. Pain. Lots of pain. Somehow, I managed to forget that his dad is gone—his blood sacrificed for Urothar’s teleportation stones. I clear my throat, sucking in a deep breath.
“I’m sure he had a good reason for not helping you. Besides, it doesn’t matter anymore. I’m helping you.” 
Tears brim his eyes, and I squirm inside. Feelings. I hate feelings. There’s nothing more awkward than sitting next to someone in tears. The only instinct I have in these instances is to run away. They say females are supposed to be more empathetic—be more keen on how to connect emotionally—but I feel the opposite. I know it’s my dad’s cursed blood in my veins, but I still wish I could be a little more human.
I understand David’s question more now. Why me?
The moment is broken suddenly as both David’s and my phone light up at the same time. His ringtone is something chaotic—a rock song that’s popular among high schoolers. Mine plays whatever frantic ringtone is the default. I never bothered changing it. 
At the same time, I hear an explosion from the direction of the motel. 
Blood drains from David’s face as he slams the phone against his ear. I do the same. 
Jared’s voice shouts through the earpiece. “Krista! They’re here! Help—”  
The phone cuts off.
We waste no time. Grabbing my practice sword in one arm and David’s in the other, the two of us sprint across the field toward the now-smoking roof of the motel.
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Qotan Invades the Small Town


David’s athleticism really shines when it comes to running. He outpaces me so easily that the frustration burns in my chest. As much as I want to keep up, his feet are a blur on the asphalt as he vaults toward the van. 
Two goblins are beating on the side of the silver car, shouting something in their grunting language. David descends upon one of them, whacking him in the head. The blue-haired goblin slams into the trunk door and collapses. The other goblin, shocked at our arrival but still nimble, dodges David’s next blow, swiping with his dagger. It slices David in the thigh, blood spurting out and down his leg. He cries out in pain. 
Before the goblin, now baring her yellowed teeth, can lunge at him again, my sword comes down on the back of her head in a precise motion. She falls in a heap before melting away to a black pool of tar. A groan slips from the grimy lips of the goblin David just smashed. He rolls over, sees us, and tries to scoot away. 
I don’t give him that luxury. Grabbing the collar of his burlap-sack shirt, I allow my fury to flow into my arms, the skin stretching and growing. The process is uncomfortable as the flesh threatens to split on my forearm. Chilled blood pumps through my veins, which now pop out like a children’s art book. 
“How did you find us? What do you want from us?” I shout at him.
The goblin winces, then spits on my face. It’s at that moment that my body explodes outward in anger. My chest grows four times its size. My face expands, the skin pulling and tugging painfully. With an animalistic roar, I throw the goblin like a football. He screeches as he slams into the brick wall of the motel with a crunch. Before he even hits the ground, he’s a pile of black ooze.
“What’s the point of questioning him if you’re just going to smash him to pieces?” David exclaims.
I spin on him, anger pressing me to grab him by the skull and crush it into the ground.
No. I have to keep it under control. He’s a friend. A really annoyingly good-looking friend. 
I stare him down, measuring the weight of my words before I let them out. A therapist I once saw weekly for anger management told me that the most important place of decision is between anger and action. Fortunately, I have almost mastered this area.
“He was pissing me off. Besides, he couldn’t understand me anyway,” I argue.
David tilts his head, clearly not remembering that goblins don’t speak English. He frowns, then bends back over his wound, which is still oozing blood. I can tell from the bleeding pattern that it isn’t a deep cut. With a look of concentration, David’s leg sprouts red scales around and over the wound. Blood disappears as it blends into the color of his scales. 
He sighs, then looks back at me. “Apparently, the scales curb the pain.”
Good for you, buddy. Any pain or injury I sustain in this form hurts like the dickens—though the burning fury inside masks it well enough. That is until I shift back into my human form. At that point, I’ve mostly healed from the injuries. 
Anger masks a lot of sensations . . .
Glass shatters inside one of our motel rooms, and I spin in that direction. Smoke billows out of the office, a fire smoldering somewhere inside. Priorities align in my head. I know the motel manager might be in there, but our friends are more important. Through unspoken agreement, David and I rush toward our room. I pass through the door before him, my demonic legs pressing me forward more quickly now than the football star David. 
The moment I’m through the door, I see a wash of greens and blues. Half a dozen goblins and orcs form a ring in the center of our room, blocking the way to the back. A ferocious roar strains my ears, and I wince. 
A massive black panther jumps forward and swats its claws at the group of enemies. It’s Jared. They dance away from him, swiping with their swords until the panther backs off. I wonder why Jared hasn’t ripped all their throats out with his claws, but then I see a form on the ground. Amir’s head is bleeding, and his eyes are closed. His e-reader lies on the ground, cracks running through the screen and plastic pieces strewn about. 
They were attacked while distracted with their reading.
“Amir!” David shouts. 
I curse internally, throwing my hand out to cover his mouth. What happens instead is the back of my hand collides with his cheek. He’s knocked to the side, his head crashing into the wall. My stomach drops, fury melding with fear. Have I just inadvertently killed the dragon queen’s only son? To my great relief, he recovers quickly, and when he does, I notice that his face has scaled over. 
It looks freaky, if I’m being honest. A tad bit ironic, considering what I look like.
Both his words and my reaction have ruined the element of surprise. Two orcs and a goblin spin in our direction. One orc lunges toward me, but I can see his movement before he even makes it. I swipe my practice sword out and crack it on his forearm. My sword shatters to pieces just as he collapses. He screams out in pain, unfamiliar words spilling from his lips. Based on his tone and the context, I can assume what he’s saying. 
David lunges forward, his own practice sword colliding with the steel blade of the other orc. He manages to parry the attack away, but the orc is faster and more skilled with the weapon. Before long, David is against the side wall, his wooden sword clattering to the ground. The orc leaps and plants the tip of his blade in David’s stomach, but it deflects with a clang. David slams his forearm—now covered in scales—against the orc’s head. 
The orc falls with a grunt, his sword clattering to the ground. 
I feel a sharp pain in my back. A blade enters my cold flesh. It’s a feeling I wish I wasn’t familiar with. Bob and Mom challenged my healing abilities all too often. I’m pretty sure CPS would have been called years ago if they’d known the number of times they’d broken a finger or stabbed me with a hot poker. 
Is it psychotic that my parents kind of tortured me? A little, but I agreed to it, so I can’t be too mad at them. The training paid off, however, as my healing rapidly closes the wound. 
I spin, swiping my arm to the side and catching the heads of three goblins who promptly slam right into David. He curses as he’s barraged by the small goblin bodies. 
“Sorry!” I cry, my voice down half an octave from what is normal. 
A strange goblin and human wrestling match ensues right as I feel something tickle my mind. It’s the familiar touch of Jared’s ability. I open my mind and let him in.
They came out of nowhere! I can’t attack them without them getting to Amir. 
As he telepathically communicates, an orc dives forward, slashing his sword downward to distract Jared. The sharp blade narrowly misses the unconscious Amir as Jared uses his massive black paw to bat it away. 
Let’s give them the blender, I respond.
His panther eyes light up, and his response echoes in my brain without words. David grunts and shouts something, but I can’t help him right now. I barrel forward, throwing my hands out to knock aside two orcs to make way for my massive body. 
“David, scale up!” I shout.
I can only hope he heard what I said over the noise. Grunts and shouts tell me that more Qotan residents have entered the small motel room. This is really getting out of hand. Before I have time to worry about that, the panther is leaping toward me, claws outstretched. I let Jared fling past me and grab onto his hind legs. 
Then, I spin. 
The motel room becomes a wash of blood, black ooze, and screams as I twirl the panther around, his claws reaching out and slashing everything that comes in contact with us. I have to tuck my arms inward to ensure I don’t accidentally slam my brother’s head into the walls of the small room. In moments, it’s over. No grunts, screams, or other words in grunting languages sound. 
“That was insane!” David pants. 
Relief washes over me. Good thing we didn’t slash David to death. Jared shifts back into human form, his face and body covered in the orc and goblin ooze. He puts a hand to his head, shaking it slowly.
“You really went for it, didn’t you? I think I might puke,” he groans, sitting heavily on the ground. 
David stands up, covered in goop as well. Just as I instructed, his whole body is shining with scales, which slowly recede as he shakes his head. He spots Amir on the ground and rushes over to his friend, concern twisting his face. 
My eyes snap to the doorway, which has been destroyed. A majority of the outer wall is missing, too. No other enemies come in, so I turn back to David. He’s slapping Amir on the face, trying to get him to wake up, but it’s not working.
“We were just sitting on the bed reading our books when the door burst open. I reacted quickly, but on the defensive. I turned into a beetle to get away from the threat, but I didn’t think about Amir. They grabbed him and knocked him out before I could do anything,” Jared says. 
I press my emotions into his head. Thankfully, he’s kept the connection between us open. If I intentionally send him emotions, he can feel them, and although anger comes with it, I force myself to carry comforting thoughts. He relaxes, then slumps against the wall. 
How long did he have to defend himself before we got here?
A shrill scream comes from next door, and I freeze.
Mom. Bob.
Jared and I look at each other with wide eyes and tear out of the room. He shifts into a panther once more, his lithe body slipping through the expanded doorway before I can make it out. Skidding to a stop next to him, I see a giant troll hauling the motel owner out of the smoking office. He’s screaming, tears pouring down his face as the troll spots us. A familiar looking orc teenager stands next to the troll. He looks like a mixture of a human and orc. Anger smolders in his eyes as he scans my body up and down. 
“I’ll deal with Orc boy. You check on the parents,” I say with a hard tone.
Jared’s panther head bobs with approval as he gives a final growl toward Gulran before leaping into the neighboring motel room.
“Take the man. We need more human blood for the teleportation stones,” Gulran says. 
“No!” I shout, rushing forward, but it’s too late. The troll takes out a red stone, then they are gone, their bodies warping into the air. 
The half orc son of Urothar meets my fist with the flat of his blade. I grunt in pain as he knocks my attack to the side. I step back, reassessing and putting my fists in the air.
“I finally get to try my hand at fighting the demon mutt,” he croons, a thick accent lacing his words. He’s speaking English to taunt me—it’s the gleam in his eyes. I roar, lunging forward again, but I have to back up when he jabs with his sword. He’s fast, and even though I can heal quickly, I can’t afford to get sliced too many times. Even healing has its limits. 
I curse at myself. Why didn’t David and I think to arm ourselves when we got to the van? My practice sword is broken, and I only have my fists to defend me against Gulran. 
“You are the filthy reason that I have to exist!” he spits, his mouth twitching. “Father wouldn’t have ever tangled with a human if it weren’t for that stupid prophecy. He assumed, with my half-human blood, that I could more easily hunt and kill you.”
I take the moment to try and get a blow in. My fist hits the side of his head, and he sprawls to the ground. But somehow, he manages to recover quickly, launching to his feet to whack my arm. His weapon cuts deep, and cold purple blood pours from the wound. I grit my teeth, keeping my good arm raised. 
“Hasty now, are we? You are not a woman of many words, I can tell,” he says.
I spit on the ground. “Words can only get you so far. I usually resort to fists to solve my problems.”
He glowers at me. “Undoubtedly, that is true.”
Jared roars from our parents’ motel room, and I itch to go in and help him. I can’t rush in without this guy stabbing me in the back. Gulran’s head is bruised and bleeding from where I hit him. He reaches up and touches the blood, looking at his hand with a smirk. Then he licks it. My stomach turns. He closes his eyes, reveling in it for a few seconds before looking back at me.
“As much as I want to kill or capture you, I doubt I’ll be able to do that alone,” he says. “Besides, I got exactly what I needed anyway.”
He holds up his sword, my purple blood dripping from it. Then he sticks his hand into a pouch hanging from his pants and pulls something out. It’s one of the stones the elf king gave us. Gulran lets a drop of my purple blood land on the stone, and light flares to life. It’s pointing at me. Dread burns my chest.. 
“There you are,” he taunts. “Now I can find the others before you do. Thanks again.”
He smiles at me, then his body warps into the air, vanishing. 
My chest explodes with fury, my vision turning red. The rage rushes through every part of my being, and my muscles flex with emotion. Images of carnage, destruction, and death tear through my mind. It takes everything inside to hold myself back from running toward the motel and ripping through everything in my way. The building wouldn’t stand a chance. Not to mention the flesh-covered beings—human or Qotan creature alike. 
I breathe deeply, gathering the humanity I’ve trained to overcome the beast within. As much as I wish it would go away entirely, it’s a part of me. It’s in my blood. So, I gather up the emotion and shove it out of my way. Once I size down, it’ll diffuse more quickly, so I just have to make it until then.
A simple truth burns my mind. Gulran got away, and he has my blood. I failed yet again. I hate failing. I haven’t done a lot of it in my life, but those few times I have are still seared into my memory like a parasite, crumbling my confidence.
A panther’s roar rips through the air, and I snap to attention. David drags the still unconscious Amir out of his and Jared’s room. His head is down, and his teeth are bared as he tries to move his friend through the minefield of shattered glass and debris. 
Two goblins form in the air in front of him, both holding small tubes. One of them puffs his cheeks and holds the tube in front of his mouth. Memories of the poisoned darts in Qotan slam into me like a ton of bricks, and I jump to action. I don’t have any weapons, but these are just goblins. 
“David! In front of you!” I shout.
David’s head snaps up, and he furrows his brows at me in confusion. It’s too late. The first goblin’s cheeks press inward, and a red-feathered dart flies toward David’s head. He finally gets my message just in time to see the dart coming at him. Either the goblin is distracted or he’s a bad shot because his dart misses David’s head by a mile. 
My muscles ripple as I rush toward them and throw my fist full-on into the goblin’s head. It connects with a deafening crack, and the small creature slams into his companion. They both fall to the ground in a heap, the one I struck melting into the black ooze. 
“Urk mgl dravenk Urk frinlti—”
The goblin’s otherworldly language curse—or scolding, I’m not sure which—ends abruptly as I pummel him in the chest. My hand comes back covered in the black goo.
“Thanks,” David murmurs. 
His face is green. Apparently, he’s less okay with all the violence than I expected. My eyes wander to my goo-covered hand, and the human part of my mind wonders if I should be okay with what I’ve just done. Life should have more meaning, shouldn’t it? 
Now is not the time for questions of morality and humanity. These idiots are here to take us—or kill us, for all I know. There’s no time for temperance.
“If you weren’t so worthless, I wouldn’t have to watch you like a babysitter. Get yourself together, dragon! I can’t always be there for you!” I scold. 
David’s face contorts in frustration. He opens his mouth to inevitably retort in a not-so-diplomatic way, but his words are cut off by another panther roar. Glass shatters as Jared’s panther body explodes out the motel room window. He rolls a few times before coming to a stop. He struggles to his feet, but I’m there before he can rise. All it takes is me wrapping a beefy purple arm under his stomach to hoist him up.
I open my mind to him, the defensive part of my fury calling for blood.
Who did this to you? I demand in my thoughts.
Krista, cool it. I’m fine. Three trolls are blocking the way. I killed the orcs and goblins, but the trolls are too strong for me. 
Mom? Bob? I ask.
He shakes his head. Barricaded in the bathroom. I can’t get to them, but they are safe as far as I can tell. He pauses. I can hear Dad’s thoughts. He’s calling for us.
Jared bears his teeth and struggles to his feet.
“I can take them,” I growl, my low voice making a chill slip up my spine. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the way I sound as a demon.
Jared’s form shifts, his black fur arms expanding and becoming more muscular. His neck shrinks and his chest expands. He’s turned into a massive gorilla. With a single nod, I get the message. He’s ready for round two. 
I spin toward David. “If you die, I’m going to be pissed.”
David narrows his eyes and scoffs. “I can take care of myself!”
I open my mouth to argue, but Jared impresses on my mind. There’s no time for this. Instead, I glare at David and barrel toward the motel room. As I enter, I smell blood. 
My nostrils flare as my enhanced olfactory glands process the information. Mythical creatures turn to goo, not blood. The only humans in this room are our parents. One of the unfortunate side effects of becoming a demon is the temper. Another is the inconsolably strong defense mechanism for those I care about. 
The human-like control I maintained throughout the fight snaps like a twig as my demon “mama bear” takes over. I hear myself desperately cry out in warning, and fortunately, Jared hears it. He backs away as I tear into the room. True to Jared’s warning, three massive trolls block the way. Their heads are turned sideways, their stature too large for the small motel room.
The one closest to me holds a massive wooden club with sharp stones pressed into the wood. Crude angles threaten to tear into any soft flesh they meet. I make a mental note to avoid the club at all costs. Both queen mattresses are upturned, sheets and pillows torn and strewn throughout the small space. 
The troll on my left swings his fist. It connects with the bathroom door, splintering the wood. I go for him first, my massive purple-fleshed fist slamming into the back of his head. He grunts and slumps forward into the wall, but he doesn’t melt away. Just as I’m pulling back to hit him again, a force punches my gut. All breath leaves my lungs as I crash backward into the wall, denting the sheetrock and knocking the cheap-looking sconce to the ground. The lightbulb shatters, adding to the chaos around me. 
I’m injured. I can feel hot blood pouring from wounds on my abdomen. The troll must have used his club to hit me. The human part of my mind shouts in frustration at my stupidity, but the demon part of me doesn’t care about the injuries. They will heal. 
As the second troll readies his massive club, the third takes a swing at me with a beefy blue fist. I lift my arm to block it, but before he connects with me, the gorilla meets his fist halfway, using his whole body to force the arm back. This pulls the troll off balance, and he lands on the wooden bed frame, wood splintering everywhere as the full weight of the creature crumples the poor piece of furniture.
I guess the motel didn’t consider beds for heavy-weight trolls. 
Stupid thought, I scold myself. 
My mind is firing back and forth between my logical human thoughts to the brute and bullish thoughts of the defensive demon inside. I’m distracted just enough to take another hit on the side of my head. 
My vision blurs, and my mouth tastes metallic from blood. An inhuman growl rips from my throat as I recover and catch the club from the second troll. My fist meets his face. I put everything I can into the punch. Thankfully, he melts away into a large pile of black goo. 
Jared the gorilla cries out in pain as the troll swings his arm into the wall, Jared’s body now crushed between the fleshy blue arm and the sheetrock. The wall buckles, and roofing and insulation rain down on both of them. I curse and bend down, shoving my whole weight into the troll’s chest. He must not have seen this coming, because he doesn’t block me. Instead, he takes my full weight and dissolves into goo. 
Thanks, Jared says in my mind.
I only grunt in reply. 
Have you ever woken up from a deep sleep and your mind is still fuzzy, your body still numb from the sleep chemicals keeping you down? That’s how I feel when my demon takes over. I’ve trained the monster inside to identify the ones I love. I won’t attack him, but I can’t think straight enough to respond using words. 
“Krista! Help—” Mom’s screams peal through the air.
The third troll holds her up by her head in its huge palm. Her eyes are full of terror. Bob’s struggling, too, as he’s secured by the creature’s other hand. The troll gives me a toothy grin, sharp teeth angled in all the wrong directions, then he vanishes along with our parents. 
“NO!” I bellow. 
I’m panicking. They didn’t come here for our parents. They came here for us. Right? At least, that’s what I thought.
Sirens in the distance echo in the broken and bashed motel room. The TV is shattered on the floor, the walls ripped and torn apart. The fluorescent lights inches above my towering head flicker. 
Jared, still in his gorilla form, heaves air like he’s never had a breath of oxygen in his life. I watch as the muscles ripple, his skin shifting back to its normal brown color. His dark hair lightens up until he’s blond again. 
Now in human form, he stares at the ground, disbelief written all over his face.
“They—took them,” he says hollowly. “But—why?”
I can sense the anger telling me to do things I know I shouldn’t. Rip everything apart. Kill anything in the way. My fist clenches, and before I can stop myself, it’s punched through the wall into the next room. More building insulation and sawdust puffs up. 
David skids into the room, his hand clenched around the broken wooden practice sword. 
“Where are they?” he asks, searching the broken room wildly. 
Jared looks up at him, tears welling in his eyes.
“They’re gone—”
David frowns, and his shoulder slump. All I can think is, what could he have done with that puny sword? Poke the trolls to annoyance? The idiot would have killed himself. 
 I close my eyes, focusing on reining in the anger. Fortunately, some of it diffused when I vandalized the wall. I use the moment of expelled emotion to pull back my demon form. My skin wrinkles as I shrink, the purple veins receding. I wince, disliking the sensation of my stretched skin returning to normal. It prickles with pain, but I bear it. 
“Why would they take your parents? I thought they wanted us?” David questions. 
Jared shrugs forlornly. 
“They didn’t want us,” I mutter, my voice hard. “They didn’t want them. They wanted my blood. And I handed it right to them.”
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I Have an Unfortunate Run-In With My Fears


Sirens echo in the distance as the authorities approach the destruction we’ve left behind. I take in the mess. The only thing that’s missing from the crime scene is the bodies. Qotan casualties left no evidence in our world other than black ooze. At this point, we’re the only guilty people here. 
“We need to leave,” David says. 
No one speaks as we rush out into the motel parking lot. I spot Bob’s keys lying on the ground, so I snatch them up, but before following Jared and David, I have a stroke of genius. Frantic and still angry from the encounter, I start flipping things over, looking for our parents’ bags.
Jared pokes his head back into the room. “What are you doing? Let’s go!”
“Do you want to get stranded without gas in half a day?” I retort. “We don’t have any money!” 
The realization hits him, and his eyes widen. He rushes in, helping me to flip over the mattresses, shuffle the bedding, and rifle through the debris covering the room. 
“There!” He points to the wall where I see a bit of brown leather. 
I snatch up Bob’s trifold wallet and stuff it in my hoodie pouch. 
On my way out of the room, I barely miss the glass jutting out from the door frame. Getting sliced again is not on my to-do list today. I remember the gashes from the rock-filled club. Twisting side to side, I still feel the twinge of pain. At this point, my demon blood has closed the cuts, but the bruising will take more time to heal.
Smoke continues to billow from the main office, and even though a part of me wants to run in there and put it out, I know that would be dumb. We can’t get caught here. 
“Come on!” David shouts just as three police cars rip around the corner. They’re still too far away to see us well, but I know our time is short. Amir’s unconscious form is propped up against the silver van, and David is pulling him up over his shoulder. 
Frantically pressing the unlock button on the keys, I wait for the flash of the taillights. Jared rips open the sliding door, grips Amir under his armpit, and tosses him. David grunts as Jared shoves him inside, too. 
I run around the car, my mind still reeling from the events of the morning. As I jump in, I realize I’m sitting on the wrong side of the car. Rather than the front passenger seat, I’m in the driver’s seat. 
My chest tightens and my face goes cold as the blood rushes away. 
“You didn’t have to shove me in like that,” David complains, righting himself in one of the bucket seats.
Flashing red and blue lights shine in my eyes through the rearview mirror. 
“Krista, move out of the way!” Jared bellows.
“What’s going on? Why aren’t we moving? Come on, come on!” David exclaims. 
A strong hand shoves me to the side, and although the rush of annoyance and fury threatens to pull my demon form back out, the fear of sitting in the driver’s seat curbs that. 
“Move, Krista,” Jared says. 
I shuffle into the passenger seat as he sits in the driver’s seat and snatches the keys from my hand. The vehicle roars to life, and before I can put my seatbelt on, his foot presses the gas and we rocket forward. Air twists and pulls at me as it rushes through the still-open sliding door, and David curses, reaching over to yank it closed. 
“What was that?!” David huffs, his face red. “Why didn’t you get us out of there?”
He’s looking at me, his wild green eyes sizing me up. My hands are still shaking from the situation in the driver’s seat.
“Cool your jets, Dave, Krista just saved your hide,” Jared says.
David grips the headrests of both mine and Jared’s seats.
“Cool my jets? The police would have arrested us in a heartbeat. Why didn’t you drive off?”
I lock my jaw, tears welling in my eyes. I won’t cry. I don’t cry. But the hormones in my body scream at me that I should be bawling. The stubbornness in me, however, forces the feeling away. I can’t stave it off forever, but I’ll try. 
“She doesn’t drive, David. She’s too scared,” Jared explains, keeping his eyes on the road as we pass the “Welcome to Sutherland” sign once again. 
David appears confused. I turn away, angling my face so that I can’t see him anymore. 
“Oh—but—huh?” 
My face burns so hot that it feels like a sunburn. 
I want to punch Jared for freely admitting that I’m terrified of driving. Not only is it embarrassing, but it’s also impractical. One of the main reasons I can’t drive is because of my demon heritage. Driving becomes a whole new ball game when the angry part of me suddenly sees the vehicle as a full-scale weapon. I made it through half a year of driver’s education before I had a fury storm. The school is still replacing the driver’s education cars I took out when that happened . . . 
I stare into the rearview mirror, amazed that we aren’t being followed. I suspect we were seconds away from being caught in a high-speed chase with the cops. 
The car lapses into silence. As we speed onto the highway, the events of the morning finally hit me.
They’re gone. Mom. Bob. Even the motel owner. They will more than likely have their blood drained to make more teleportation stones. Their lives will be used for the dark race creatures to invade our world. I’ve failed yet again. 
My eyes sting with tears I can’t stop. Memories of Mom drift into my mind, causing me to wallow in our loss. 
I should have been stronger, faster, and better. What’s the point of being a half demon princess with abilities when I can’t even protect my family? Through my blurry, tear-filled vision, I glance at Jared, who looks determined as he drives us to who knows where. 
“I’m fine,” he says, even though his voice wavers.
He lost his dad, too. Bob was a good dad, just like Mom was good to me.
“Stop thinking in past tense! We’ll get them back,” Jared states in a firm voice.
My jaw hardens, and I shove up my mental barriers. I hate when he gets in my head without permission. Besides, he’s wrong. We aren’t going to get them back—just like we haven’t been able to get David’s dad back. It’s been more than two weeks since we magically came back from Qotan, and we’ve barely made progress toward another halfling. We don’t even know which one it is. I shake my head, trying to pull together my thoughts before I spiral into a negative-thought whirlpool of doom.
That’s one thing I seem to be successful at constantly.
“What are you talking about?” David asks.
“Nothing—don’t worry about it,” Jared responds. 
“Easier said than done, buddy,” David says. “We were just attacked by a bunch of dark race creatures. You think I can go on
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