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      Yasmin Gul’s eyes flicked across the length of the cafeteria as she hunted for her next story. Whatever scandal she discovered needed to be big and irrefutably true. She couldn’t suffer another humiliation.

      At present, Yasmin was Folkestone High’s walking joke. She’d spent the first week of her senior year hiding in the library. But even Mrs. Pence had made a snide comment after she’d caught Yasmin eating her sandwich behind a stack of books yesterday. The students weren’t the only ones who’d read her blog post.

      Why did that have to be the one that went viral?

      Something pale moved at the corner of Yasmin’s vision. She gasped and froze before recognizing it as a boy’s hand. It grabbed her notebook and yanked it from her fingers.

      “Look at that, Kal! I’ve got super speed.” The comment did not deserve the loud guffaw that followed.

      Yasmin forced a smile to stop herself from screaming as she spun toward the three idiots who’d taken her book.

      Correction. Two idiots.

      Zachary Wilson and Kalvin White were a pair of stooges without their leader. Despite a dramatic difference in height and skin color, both boys shared the same lean physiques and obnoxious smiles. At present, Zach, the shorter of the two, waved Yasmin’s notebook.

      Brilliant.

      “Keep it,” Yasmin bluffed, shrugging as she turned to Zach. “I’ve barely used it.”

      She feigned a turn before spinning back and swiping. Her fingers brushed the pages, but she was too slow. Zach tossed it to Kalvin.

      Yasmin’s hand tightened around her pen, anxious one of the boys would grab that next.

      It’s just a notebook. Don’t cry about it.

      She couldn’t give them something else to tease her about.

      But it was a really pretty notebook. Yellow sunflowers popped on a dark, glittering green cover, and gold spirals bound the college-ruled pages. It wasn’t for any of her classes. Even with barely any notes, she should’ve known better than to bring it to school.

      Zach and Kalvin laughed. A third voice joined them.

      Idiot number three: Mason Wick.

      A group of sophomore girls followed the trio’s unofficial leader with their eyes. He wore faded jeans, a gray shirt and the signature crooked smile that hid most of his teeth. Sexy and shy were the most common descriptors. Nonsensical. But Yasmin’s classmates had invented a strange mythos around Mason, painting him as sweet and soft-hearted beneath a layer of easy-going charm.

      Yasmin knew better.

      The other girls were distracted by Mason’s muscles and near-perfect features. The boys loved him because he was quick on the soccer field. No one cared that he talked only in jokes and meaningless platitudes. Yasmin would bet not even Zach and Kalvin could answer personal questions about Mason.

      His smile was neither sexy nor shy. It was sly and secretive. Like he was hiding something dark.

      “Come on, Kal. Give the book back.” Mason ran a hand through his hair, sweeping the light brown strands from his forehead. His blue eyes caught the light from the ceiling, making them twinkle.

      Do not notice his eyes.

      Yasmin refused to count herself among the many girls who snuck glances at Mason, even momentarily. It was shock—not attraction—that made her stare.

      Was Mason coming to her rescue?

      If so, he undermined his attempt to play hero as he continued, “Gul’s not the one with super speed. You can’t expect her to get it.”

      Mason winked at her, as though he were being charming and not a colossal jerk.

      Yasmin’s jaw clenched, a muscle twitching on her cheek. Is he too stupid to think of new material?

      Hair frizzed from Yasmin’s braid. Her palms boasted near permanent ink stains, and she’d almost started crying because of a notebook. Clearly, Mason was too unobservant to notice any of that. He had to go for the most obvious joke and bludgeon it to death.

      Mason took the notebook from Kalvin. Instead of offering it to Yasmin, however, the jerk flipped it open.

      Oh no.

      “Stop,” Yasmin said, reaching forward. “That’s priv⁠—”

      Mason stepped aside with annoyingly impressive grace, leaving Yasmin stumbling forward. He read the words aloud. “An investigation into unnatural phenomena in Castor’s Grove.”

      It could’ve been worse. At least Yasmin hadn’t had a chance to start pouring her heart into her notes. All Mason had read was a title. Nothing to be embarrassed about.

      Until Zachary and Kalvin started snickering, and Yasmin suddenly wanted to sink into the floor.

      Over the summer, she’d encountered a runner, a year older than her, who moved faster than humanly possible. Yasmin had seen it with her own eyes.

      Breaking the news should have made her career as an investigative journalist. And for a blissful twenty-four hours, she’d thought it had. Traffic to Yasmin’s blog reached an all-time high. Strangers from other schools shared her post on social media. It was as close to viral as any of her articles had come.

      Until her success crashed and burned in a sea of laughing emojis and reports of bullying. Her blog was removed for violating terms and conditions, and Yasmin received a message prior to the start of term that she’d lost her position as the school newspaper’s editor-in-chief. Folkestone High condoned neither bullying nor “inventing tall tales.”

      But I didn’t make it up.

      When Yasmin uncovered the truth and became a local celebrity, everyone who mocked her was going to fall to their knees groveling for forgiveness. Mason and his stooges should be the first in line. Especially given how Zach and Kalvin were laughing now.

      “I think you might be wasting your time, Gul,” Mason said. The jerk had the audacity to smirk as he passed the notebook, like he was doing her a favor by returning something she owned.

      Yasmin snatched her notebook before Mason lifted it into the air. She clutched it to her chest, arms trembling as her anger snapped. “And I think that no one with a brain would listen to you.”

      Heads turned from nearby tables. Yasmin’s voice had been louder than she’d intended.

      Oops.

      She forced her smile back into place, swallowing the anger and pretending not to notice the whispers rising around her.

      Mason shrugged, unfazed by people staring. “Good luck then, Gul.” He taunted her with a final crooked smile before moving back to his table. His stooges followed.

      Yasmin stood alone in front the cafeteria doors, fighting the urge to hide behind her notebook. People kept glancing at her. She wanted to write the news, not star in high school gossip. There had to be a friendly face somewhere in the crowd. Yasmin had never been popular, but she had friends—didn’t she?

      Her eyes skipped over the popular table, where Mason and his goons would join lipstick-ed Gigi Davis, and the volleyball girls ruled by Lydia Prince. Most of the writers for the Folkes News shared a spot near the back.

      Jeremiah Quick sat on the edge of the table, spider-long limbs sprawled over the bench. The pompous snot had been a pain in Yasmin’s butt since they started high school. His writing was technically sound but hackney-ed and cliché. Him ending up as the newspaper’s editor instead of her was something straight from an absurdist comedy.

      He caught her staring and raised his hand.

      An olive branch? Perhaps, as a journalist himself, he recognized that Yasmin was suffering for her work. Maybe, she’d misjudged him.

      Jeremiah raised his middle finger.

      Charming.

      Yasmin spun on her heels and marched out the double doors. Sitting in the cafeteria was overrated anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Yasmin’s quest for privacy led her to the old gymnasium. It wasn’t a glamorous lunch location. But it beat a bathroom stall.

      She pushed open the doors on the old, graffiti-covered building and stepped into the half-demolished interior. A team had begun knocking things down before the school’s administration crunched the numbers and realized that ignoring the gymnasium was cheaper than destroying it.

      Sunlight streamed through a hole in the roof, highlighting the dust floating in the air. Only one half of the bleachers remained. Wreckers had turned the others into rubble.

      The scent of death filled Yasmin’s nostrils as she moved further in. She kicked aside a deflated ball, lying among a pile of old floor mats and a fallen basketball hoop. The flattened lower half of a dead rat appeared. Yasmin covered her mouth with her notebook, gagging as she hurried past it.

      The gym had to be breaking dozens of health code violations.

      Yasmin ducked beneath the remaining bleachers. She swept aside cobwebs with her bag, settled on the floor, and unwrapped her sandwich. Foil-wrapped lunch in one hand and pen in the other, Yasmin opened her notebook. The title for her next story taunted her atop an otherwise blank page.

      What unnatural phenomena had she heard mentioned in Castor’s Grove? Where could she start her investigation?

      Yasmin wracked her brain. By the time the lunch bell rang, however, the page remained just as blank.

      Maybe she was as delusional as her classmates thought. Her intuition had sent her down an embarrassing rabbit hole. It would be safer if she⁠—

      A loud sneeze echoed through the gym.

      Yasmin’s back snapped straight. It was lucky she was short, or her head would have clonked against the underside of the bleachers.

      Who else would come in here?

      Yasmin twisted onto her knees and peeped through the slats.

      Mason Wick covered his mouth, eyes squinting as he stepped away from the dead rat. His sneakers kicked at the dust causing it to rise around his feet in a white swirl.

      Is he skipping class? Alone?

      Mason stopped beneath the hole in the roof. He glanced over his shoulder, nose wrinkling as he scanned the gym. Sunlight streamed onto his face, highlighting his carved cheekbones and chiseled jaw.

      Not that Yasmin noticed.

      Something golden and yellow stretched from Mason’s back. A trick of the light?

      Yasmin’s open book trembled as she hugged it to her chest. She blinked, trying to clear her eyes.

      It wasn’t light. It was scales—the most beautiful yellow she’d ever seen, soaked in warmth and gilded in gold as though someone had captured sunshine and turned it solid.

      A gasp caught in Yasmin’s throat.

      Mason Wick has wings.

      Her pen scribbled the words even as her mind struggled to believe them.

      He couldn’t. It was impossible. This had to be a trick.

      Mason flapped the large, scaled wings—which he couldn’t have possessed—and rose into the air—which was impossible. A second later, he disappeared through the hole in the roof—except he couldn’t have because…

      Yasmin’s stomach turned as the contents of her lunch rushed in the wrong direction through her esophagus. Spots danced before her vision. She collapsed forward, head slamming against the bleachers.

      Darkness pooled around the memory of Mason’s sunlit wings.
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      Technically, Mason was breaking the law.

      Flying across unsanctioned patches of sky was illegal. It broke the cardinal rule of being a Castor: Secrecy above all else. Remaining hidden was all that protected the magical citizens of Castor’s Grove from being annihilated by humans.

      Supposedly.

      Color Mason skeptical.

      Don’t murder people. Now that was an important rule everyone ought to abide by. But secrecy? In his experience, that took care of itself. It took a particularly abrasive busybody, like Yasmin Gul, to notice anything amiss. And even her investigation was unlikely to yield anything.

      He’d read her blog post. Yasmin had encountered a changeling with super speed and jumped to theories about extreme performance-enhancing drugs. Now she’d set out to find unnatural phenomena. Whatever she thought that meant.

      Mason snorted.

      Yasmin should’ve taken his advice and dropped it. Someone would have to mess up monumentally for her to discover the truth. Even then, her knowledge wouldn’t last against amnesiac powder. A single serving of the enchanted dust was issued quarterly to every Castor. It was the King and his government’s way of acknowledging that mistakes were inevitable while ensuring their citizens didn’t grow too lax.

      Mason wiggled his toes, feeling the satin pouch of powder tucked in his shoe. Truthfully, he’d love to encounter a human who required the enchanted substance. Most wiped their memories for him. Humans had an uncanny talent for lying to themselves. Especially when it came to magic.

      Mason was a trick of the light, a shape in the clouds, a solar flare. At this distance, he couldn’t blame them for not leaping to anything else.

      The cars below looked like toys, arranged in rows and columns across the city’s grid-like streets with blocks of mismatched buildings in between. Mason couldn’t have identified his own father from this height.

      Hopefully he wouldn’t have to.

      Mason licked his lips—forked tongue more reptilian than human in appearance.

      Why do the Serpents want me at Pretty Pines Park?

      Lunch had been almost finished when the message pinged on Mason’s phone. He’d assumed it was one of his family, asking him to grab something from the store on his way home. How could he have guessed it would be anything sinister?

      The Serpents were a criminal organization, known for being ruthless and mercenary with their dealings. They made their money through drugs, robberies, and illegal trades, procuring exotic meats for the carnivorously inclined and supplying prohibited ingredients for witches’ spells.

      Most upstanding Castors could go their whole lives without worrying about the Serpents. But the organization was a writhing shadow, looming over Mason.

      His father, Lawrence Wick, had been a member.

      A wisp of smoke curled from Mason’s nostril. He sucked it in, a deep breath, squashing the frustration that threatened to rise.

      It wasn’t Dad’s fault. I don’t blame him for any of it.

      After his wife abandoned him with a hungry four-year-old, Lawrence had been desperate for cash. He’d taken a loan from the Serpents to open a butcher’s shop. It wasn’t an unsuccessful endeavor. Customers liked the store. But when the Serpents returned for their dues two years later, they deemed the meager profits insufficient. Lawrence was forced to hike up prices to meet their demand. Instead, it drove off customers and sank the business.

      In order to repay his loan and its rapidly increasing interest, Mason’s father had joined the very organization that was bankrupting him. Three years later, Lawrence had been arrested for selling magical contraband.

      Mason hadn’t handled it well.

      But both he and his father had served their time. Now, they were model citizens. Mason attended Folkestone High, and Lawrence worked as a gardener. They lived in different sections of the city—the courts never having seen it fit to return Mason to his father’s custody—but they were still family.

      And there was one rule Lawrence had made clear to his son, more significant than secrecy, maybe more important than not murdering.

      If the Serpents give you an order, follow it.

      Those who didn’t tended to turn up dead.

      The Serpents’ message instructed Mason to be at Pretty Pines Park by 2:00 p.m. He’d skipped his last two periods, giving himself over an hour to arrive. The flight took half of that, but Mason wouldn’t have been able to concentrate on Steinbeck if he’d stayed another forty minutes at school.

      And the extra time proved useful. The wind was on a mission to sweep everything east. It took Mason six blocks to notice and correct his course.

      He still had more than fifteen minutes to wait when Pretty Pines appeared below. The park was a green square in a sea of taupe-colored buildings. Its namesake trees were surprisingly lacking. Maples provided the majority of shade for picnic benches and walking paths. The playground was left to bake in the sun.

      Colorful specks moved over the climbing frame. Mason was all for scoffing at secrecy, but children could be perceptive when it came to magic. And flying into the middle of a park with his wings and tail out might be more than even the adults could reason away.

      Instead, Mason landed atop a six-story parking lot, hid his wings, and took the stairs to the street.

      Mason kept his head low, letting his hair hide his face as he passed the group of parents at the edge of the playground. His nostrils widened, taking in their scents. All humans.

      The message had instructed Mason to wait by the park’s exercise equipment. He sat at one of the outdoor machines and wrapped his hands around the silver bars. Elbows bent, he pulled the weights together before letting the equipment pull them away. The exercise targeted the chest muscles or maybe it was the biceps. Mason couldn’t tell. Despite being on the thinner side, he could crush most humans in an arm-wrestling match.

      Three-hundred-and-three. Three-hundred-and-four.

      Mason fought the urge to lick his lips as they grew increasingly dry.

      Five-hundred-seven. Five-hundred-eight.

      Two o’clock came and went. No Serpent appeared.

      Mason stopped pretending to exercise. He swiped his phone screen, willing another message to appear. He’d deleted the first—as it had instructed. Mason didn’t have a way of responding.

      I doubt it would have been possible anyway. The number was blocked.

      But curiosity gnawed at Mason. His tongue tapped each second against the roof of his mouth. Had something happened or⁠—?

      “Mason!” A girl’s voice shouted from the opposite corner of the park.

      His head snapped up.

      Kira waved from beneath one of the maples, rattling the silver bangles that adorned her wrist. Wagging his tail beside her, stood a creature that appeared to be a Pembroke Welsh Corgi—Comet.

      Why are they here?

      Mason lurched off the machine.

      Despite Kira’s darker complexion and Comet’s four legs, both were Mason’s siblings. Surely, messaging him as a Serpent wasn’t their idea of a prank.

      “See? I told you it was him.” Kira directed her excitement to Comet before rushing across the grass, lilac shorts billowing into a skirt around her thighs. She wrapped her hands around Mason’s arm. “Did you come to walk me home too? Comet got bored and decided to surprise me. But he’s the slowest companion.”

      Kira pointed her sneaker toward their four-legged brother. In his true form, Comet preferred to fly. However, the enchanted orange collar that disguised him as a dog also forced him to rely on his weakened legs. His run was half-waddle.

      “Is Jeremiah with you? Or did you ditch him because I’m cooler?” Kira grinned, flashing a pair of sharp white canines.

      Mason blinked, his mind working slower than he liked. Kira had said nothing about a text. There was no hint of amusement or guilt in Comet’s eyes. His siblings weren’t playing a prank. They were there because⁠—

      This is the route Kira takes home.

      She attended Westfield County Middle School, four blocks shy of Pretty Pines Park.

      Panic fluttered in Mason’s stomach. He swallowed it down.

      “Of course, I came to walk you home!” Mason said, forcing a laugh as he wrapped his arm over Kira’s shoulders and guided her back to the street. Comet trotted at their heels. “Jeremiah was too lame to skip class, but I thought this would be a fun surprise. Should we get ice cream?”

      “Uh… yes!” Kira bounced on her toes in excitement. “We’ll pass a Gelato Grove if we head south on One-Thirty-Seven.”

      Comet loosed an enthusiastic bark.

      “Perfect.” Mason marched them in the correct direction, nodding and gasping at the appropriate moments as Kira chattered about her day. But he couldn’t concentrate on the thirteen-year-old’s stories.

      The Serpents had ordered him to wait at the exact spot Kira walked past each day. Was it a coincidence?

      Or a message?

      We’re watching you, Mason Wick. And we know how to find your family.
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      “Why do you smell like puke?” Yasmin’s younger brother, Hassan, turned and wrinkled his nose in disgust as she climbed into the backseat.

      Because I passed out in my own vomit after watching Mason Wick grow wings and fly.

      By the time Yasmin had regained consciousness, sixth period had been almost finished. Instead of trying to catch the last twenty minutes of AP Lit, she’d wandered to the nearest bathroom and scrubbed the mustard-scented sick from her face with cheap hand soap. A bruise blossomed at the edge of her hairline where she’d collided with the bleachers.

      Had she hit her head so hard that she’d hallucinated Mason’s wings?

      It was a tempting theory. If super speed was far-fetched, her classmate having beautiful golden-yellow wings was a thousand times worse. Yasmin barely believed herself.

      But the words were scribbled in her notebook. They slashed a diagonal across the college-ruled lines, a sign they’d been written by someone whose eyes were elsewhere. Writing was a natural reflex for Yasmin, but not even she could have managed it while unconscious.

      She’d seen Mason’s wings before she hit her head.

      And if I tell anyone, they’ll think I’m insane.

      Yasmin shoved her knee against the back of her brother’s seat, ignoring his question and turning to their father instead. “Baba, why is Hassan in the front?”

      Amir Gul—father of three, widower, and unenthused electrician—scratched the black stubble on his chin. His lips pursed as though searching for an answer.

      “I called shotgun,” Hassan said, twisting so that he could push Yasmin’s legs away.

      “He called shotgun,” Amir parroted his son’s words.

      “That’s not a thing.” Yasmin lifted her legs, trying to kick her brother’s hands away. “The eldest sits in front.”

      “Exactly, and Nima’s at college.” Amir snapped his fingers as though he’d always meant for this to be the answer. “Now stop kicking your brother. Or I’ll leave you both to catch the bus.”

      Hassan watched with an arrogant smirk as Yasmin moved to sit behind her father. She buckled the seatbelt and crossed her arms. “It’s not fair. I’m sick.”

      Amir snorted as he started the car. Without so much as a glance into the backseat, he turned to Hassan. “How were soccer tryouts?”

      I literally smell like puke and that’s what you care about?

      Yasmin was tempted to shove her knee into the back of her father’s seat too.

      But why bother? He was always like this.

      Amir had never been good at hiding which of his children he loved and which he didn’t.

      Yasmin’s older sister, Nima, was his favorite. She was the pretty one. Popular and perfect with a forced charm that everyone else swore was effortless. Yasmin knew how long it took her sister to get ready on a morning. A more traditional father might have taken issue with Nima’s make-up and clothing—or lack thereof—and the way she enjoyed having boys follow her through the hallways. She’d gone through five boyfriends in high school. That averaged to more than one a year. Yasmin didn’t know if their father was clueless or just didn’t care. Despite claiming to be Persian, Amir was a third-generation American. He spent his Sundays watching NFL games on their flat-screen TV.

      Hassan was right there with him. The two had more in common than could be considered healthy—identical loud sneezes, an aversion to asparagus, the same undiscerning love of sports. Yasmin could never predict what would be on when she heard the two yelling at the television: soccer, football, baseball, cricket. Once, they’d managed to get angry at a golfer. Hassan’s position as second favorite was only because he ate all of Amir’s snacks.

      And then there was Yasmin.

      “I had a big day today,” she said, interrupting Hassan’s never-ending monologue about his tryout. “I got an A in my AP Psych quiz.”

      “Why are they giving you tests? It’s only the second week,” Amir complained, and then they were back to Hassan’s tryouts.

      Yasmin closed her eyes and clutched her backpack to her chest. Her family wouldn’t be able to ignore her when she was a famous journalist, when she revealed to the world that—that what?

      She couldn’t just announce that people had wings. Yasmin needed to understand how. Was Mason a government experiment with lab-grown wings bonded to the sinews of muscles in his back?

      No, that wasn’t right. Mason’s wings were too pretty to have been engineered.

      Yasmin had never seen such a beautiful yellow. The color was etched in her memory, as brilliant as the sun.

      Amir stopped outside their building, letting his children out before he continued to his next job. The Guls apartment was on the fifth floor. There was no doorman in the lobby or fancy electronic keycards, only a classic lock on the knob, which no one ever bothered to use.

      Yasmin and her brother rode the elevator to their apartment in silence.

      Their key lived beneath the pot of a plastic plant hanging from the wall. Yasmin reached it before her brother and unlocked the door.

      Hassan pushed past her to get to the living room. “Dibs on the TV! You need to shower anyway.”

      “And you need to take off your shoes!” His sneakers had tracked dirt over the cream carpet. “I’m not cleaning up after you.”

      Yasmin closed the door, letting a curtain of straight, black hair sweep toward her nose. She inhaled. The scent made her wince. Maybe there was still some puke. She crossed the hallway in her socks, heading to the bathroom.

      Mason’s wings occupied Yasmin’s thoughts as she washed her hair.

      They were covered in scales. Not feathers. Not skin. What creature has scales on their wings?

      Taxonomy had never been one of Yasmin’s passions. She wrapped herself in a towel when she finished showering, hurried to her room, and pulled her laptop and notebook from her bag. There was no desk. None could fit. The small room was cramped with shelves. With Nima at college, all of them should have belonged to Yasmin, but her older sister had refused to relinquish any of her space. She’d left half her clothes, her collection of trashy romance novels, and the extra make-up she couldn’t fit in her suitcase. There was enough to supply a small shop.

      Yasmin’s half of the room was as organized as the space allowed. A narrow wardrobe held her clothing, and her shelves were lined with books. There was true crime, literary journalism, and field reporter memoirs. A less impressive collection of fiction displayed some of the classics. The largest section, however, belonged to the notebooks. Writing helped Yasmin process her thoughts.

      And she had a lot of thoughts. Especially now.

      Yasmin settled on the double bed. Conditioner that she’d failed to rinse from her hair dripped onto the sunflower patterned sheets as she opened her notebook. At least with Nima gone, she didn’t need to worry about anyone peeping over her shoulder while she wrote. Yasmin didn’t hold back in her description of Mason’s wings. She wanted to capture the sense of magic she felt in the memory.

      What is Mason Wick?

      Not a butterfly. Not a moth. Not a bumblebee.

      After learning that insects had scaled wings, Yasmin scrolled through photographs of bugs on her laptop. None of the images matched with Mason.

      Not a mosquito. Not a cricket. Not a dragon⁠—

      Yasmin’s hand froze over the trackpad. She hadn’t considered mythical creatures.

      But why not? They were as real as a person with wings. Maybe Mason was a fire-breathing, gold-hoarding dragon.

      Except he looked human. How could he⁠—?

      I’m going about this entirely the wrong way.

      Studying pictures of winged creatures wouldn’t tell her what Mason was. If Yasmin wanted to know, she needed to go to the source.
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      Mason stared at the blank page as he tapped his pen against the desk.

      After ice cream, he’d returned home with his siblings. Uncle Lee, their official fairy godfather, had been waiting in the kitchen, eager to assign tasks to anyone with time to spare. The old Victorian property collected dust with enviable enthusiasm, and its five bathrooms didn’t clean themselves.

      Both Mason and Kira had waved their school bags, faked apologies, and vanished to their rooms. Only poor Comet had no excuse. He’d removed his collar, returned to his true form, and clamped his teeth around the handle of a broom.

      Watching Comet hover three feet in the air—orange wings flapping to keep himself aloft as he struggled to sweep—had amazed Mason to no end when he’d first moved in. He’d never met a great dragon before, far less a dwarfed one that did housework.

      Did the Serpents know Comet would pass the park today too?

      Panic seized Mason’s chest. Great dragons were considered sacred, but Comet’s deformities lessened his status. Born stunted, with twisted legs and a truncated neck, his wings spanned barely three feet. But it wasn’t Comet’s size that had caused his mother to abandon him. His deformities meant he produced no flames—a death sentence for a great dragon. His original name, Cometsroar, had been struck from draconic record and he’d been tossed into a bin, still half in his egg.

      Luck and Uncle Lee had saved him, and despite the odds, Comet thrived. Proof fire wasn’t the blessing dragons claimed it to be.

      Not that Mason needed more evidence.

      He inhaled, closed his eyes, and tried to focus. He wasn’t worrying about the Serpents. He was writing his college essay. Supposedly.

      Mason opened one eye. The empty page glared back.

      As part of their admissions process, Castor’s Grove University required a personal essay be submitted with all transcripts. For those with magic, the response needed to be handwritten. That wasn’t the aspect bothering Mason, however. It was the prompt: Write about a time your emotions got the best of you. How did you handle it? What did you learn?

      Mason knew the answer he was expected to write. His first foster home, right after his father’s arrest, he’d⁠—

      Nope. Flames sparked in Mason’s stomach. He flung his pen onto the desk and stood. He needed a distraction.

      Kira’s room was on the opposite wing of the house. Comet could be anywhere. If Mason tried to find either, Lee might spot him and assign him dinner-prep duty. Peeling potatoes left the mind much too free.

      He had a closer sibling: Jeremiah Quick. The fifth member of their government-mandated family unit slept across the hall.

      Mason left his room to knock on his brother’s door.

      “Can I not have ten minutes before I’m expected to chop vegetables?” The door swung open, and Jeremiah appeared. He wore the same cream polo and slacks he’d worn to school. Only now a pair of large, pointed elf ears twitched on the sides of his head. He lifted a pale eyebrow. “Oh, it’s you. I might have preferred Lee.”

      “Careful what you wish for,” Mason advised as he stepped into the room.

      It was twice the size of his with half as many things. Jeremiah had adapted to his disguise as a human and embraced the digital age. His shelves functioned as charging stations for various electronics. The only books he owned were for school. Even those looked sparse.

      “You’re back late,” Mason pointed to the unpacked gray satchel at the foot of Jeremiah’s four poster bed. “Were you out on a date? Was he cute?”

      Mason grinned, taking an unoffered seat at the edge of the mattress.

      Jeremiah sighed as he closed his door. Annoyed was the elf’s default response, but Mason knew better than to be offended. His brother enjoyed his company. Jeremiah just also enjoyed complaining.

      “I had a meeting with Miss Montgomery,” the elf explained, taking his bag and beginning to unpack his books.

      “Weird date. Didn’t think she was your type.”

      That was funny. Their English teacher was pushing fifty with dyed pink hair and a love for all things tie-dye. Mason liked to think Jeremiah was laughing on the inside as he rolled his eyes.

      “We were discussing the newspaper.” Jeremiah froze, staring at a copy of King Lear he’d just pulled from his bag. “Speaking of disgraced former editors, did you get a message from Yasmin Gul?”

      Mason snorted. He assumed Jeremiah was joking.

      “She asked me for your number,” the elf explained. “Said you two were working on a project for AP psychology.”

      Mason groaned. “Yasmin is a psych project.”

      It wasn’t an insult. Just a fact. Despite being in high school, Yasmin had deluded herself into thinking she was an investigative reporter and built a personality to match. She was dogged, abrasive, and a complete kiss-ass when it came to teachers. Her new interest in unnatural phenomena might prove amusing, but Mason intended to watch from a healthy distance.

      “You didn’t give her my number, right?” he asked.

      “Course not. But it looked like she was forwarding the question to every contact on her phone. I figured someone would. You really haven’t heard from her?”

      “I don’t know. My phone’s in my bag. I haven’t checked it since I got home.” That was a lie. Mason had stared at it for the first hour, waiting for the Serpents to message again. He’d had to put his phone out of sight before it drove him mad.

      “How is that even possible? I check mine…” Jeremiah trailed off, head tilting to the side as his ears began to twitch. Elves had the most acute hearing of any species in Castor’s Grove. “I think your father is downstairs.”
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        * * *

      

      Mason raced down the winding Victorian staircase toward the archaic parlor.

      Kira had once described their home’s entrance room as a cheap tearoom on Valentine’s Day while Lee called his decorating style ironically cheesy. Either way, the space featured heart-shaped everything from the pink cushions on the lilac chairs, to the fuzzy red rugs, to the white coffee tables.

      In his army green shorts and grass-stained shirt, Lawrence didn’t belong in the parlor.

      He leaned against the wall, arms crossed, and shoulders hunched. His features were the older version of Mason’s own—same thin lips, straight nose, light eyes. But prison and manual labor had weathered Lawrence’s skin, giving him a permanent tan and deep wrinkles.

      Uncle Lee stood a few feet away, arms wrapped around his shoulders, clinging to a pastel shawl. His mouth twisted in an uncomfortable frown as he listened to Lawrence.

      Mason caught the end of his father’s story.

      “… must be something valuable. Otherwise the Drages wouldn’t be so anxious. Lucky I have an alibi.” He pulled a pair of ticket stubs from his pocket, waving them as though the fairy had requested proof. “I don’t envy any of my coworkers with a couple hours they can’t account for.”

      “Why not?” Mason asked, slowing as he stepped from the carpeted stairs onto the white wood floor. He didn’t want to appear like an overeager child racing to his dad. But he couldn’t hide his curiosity. “Were the Drages robbed?”

      Lawrence and Uncle Lee turned to Mason as though noticing him for the first time.

      “Finished your homework?” Uncle Lee asked. Despite the fairy’s small stature, his angular features gave him an air of aristocratic authority. “Kira and Comet are dicing onions for dinner. I’m sure they could use the help.”

      “Cruel of you to abandon them then,” Mason said, grinning so that all his teeth were visible.

      Uncle Lee’s frown deepened at the joke. The fairy wasn’t in the mood to banter. He seldom was when Mason’s father appeared.

      “Did you come to see me, Dad?” Mason asked, turning to Lawrence and keeping his voice as steady as he could manage. But a flutter of optimism made his pitch rise and his words rush the next second. “Want to stay for dinner?”

      Real smooth. Why don’t I just draw him a picture and ask him to hang it on his fridge?

      Mason was certain that his father loved him, but Lawrence didn’t like children. It had been difficult for him to raise one alone.

      “Oh, I—uh…” Lawrence stuttered as he straightened, pushing himself off the wall. His boot had left mud on the skirting board. “Can’t tonight, I’m afraid. The Drages want to speak with me. Another time, kid. Come by me, and we’ll have a real dinner. With meat.”

      “Sure, Dad.” Mason scratched the base of his throat, fighting to keep his smile in place. His father didn’t suggest a day. He never did.

      But he’s here now. That has to count for something.

      “What brings you by?” Mason asked, hating the nervous quiver in his voice, the strange edge of formality.

      “Just was in the area, and⁠—”

      “Mason!” Jeremiah shouted over the white banister at the top of the staircase. He waved. Something dark flashed in his hand before he descended, his speed transforming him into a cream-colored blur.

      Jeremiah barreled into Mason, knocking them both against a portrait of Eros on the wall. The heart-shaped gold frame clattered to the floor.

      “Jere, what the hell.” Mason pushed the elf off of him. “Are you⁠—?”

      Mason’s voice caught as the front door creaked shut. A single moment of confusion and his father snuck off without a word.

      Didn’t he come to tell me something?

      “I thought that fostering teenagers would mean less commotion,” Uncle Lee said, pink fairy wings unfolding with a buzz. “I trust there’s a reason you’ve whirled into the parlor to scatter my belongings?”

      “Yes,” Jeremiah said, though he didn’t sound as confident. “There’s a girl trying to get in touch with Mason.” He raised his hand, revealing the item he was holding.

      My phone.

      “It’s Yasmin,” Jeremiah said, lowering his voice and raising his eyebrows as he shoved the device into Mason’s hands.

      “That’s what this is about?” Uncle Lee slapped his palm to his forehead, but there was a hint of amusement beneath the exasperation. “She better be someone special.”

      She really isn’t.

      Mason didn’t understand what Jeremiah was so worked up about, but the elf’s eyes kept flicking to the phone. Uncle Lee must have noticed as well.

      “I take it I can’t hear whatever you’re about to say next.” The fairy shook his head. “But do be quick, otherwise you two can clean up alone tonight. Then, you can discuss this Yasmin as much as you like.” He flew off toward the kitchen.

      The moment Lee was out of earshot, Jeremiah grabbed the phone once more, typing in the passcode to unlock it.

      “You made a massive mistake,” he hissed, shoving the phone into Mason’s face. Thirty-two messages and eight missed calls, all from the same number. Had Yasmin gone⁠—?

      Burning hell.

      Mason’s eyes widened as he scanned the messages. A lot were repetitive ramblings, but he got the gist.

      Yasmin had seen his wings. And she was threatening to tell the entire school.
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      “Would you relax?” Mason clung to a support bar, bracing himself as the streetcar screeched around a corner.

      Jeremiah, who’d been busy hyperventilating and inventing worst case scenarios, stumbled backward into an unamused businesswoman. The six-foot tall elf shrank beneath her glare as he regained his balance.

      Mason had hoped that a night’s rest would soothe Jeremiah’s nerves. Instead, the elf’s dreams had conjured an impossible scenario where Yasmin revealed the existence of magic and Castors were hunted to extinction.

      “All I’m saying,” Jeremiah said, slinking back into his position and steadying himself on the bar, “is what if the amnesiac powder doesn’t work?”

      “It will.” Mason wiggled his toes against the bag in his sneaker. “The powder erases memories of magic from a human’s mind.”

      “But what if you don’t have enough for all her memories? I mean, how long has Yasmin known? What if she’s been onto us for ages? What if she’s⁠—”

      “Trust me. I have enough.”

      After Mason hadn’t responded to any of her thirty-two messages or eight missed calls, Yasmin had left him a ten-minute long voice note—about half of which was an unnecessarily formal preamble given that her ultimate goal was blackmail. She wanted to interview him. It would be anonymous if he agreed. Otherwise, she would reveal his secret.

      Yasmin’s messages had said as much, making the voice note superfluous. Mason was worried he’d wasted ten minutes of his life.

      But in her speech, Yasmin did let slip when she’d seen his wings.

      How did I not smell her in the gym yesterday?

      Dragon’s noses were designed to pick out human scents, and Yasmin’s smell was easy to recognize.

      The damned rat must have thrown him off. It had reeked of death and internal fluids.

      Jeremiah’s lips twitched as his brain searched for some other horrible suggestion. “What if she’s already told someone?”

      Mason snorted. “Who cares? No one would believe her.”

      The streetcar slammed to a stop. Mason grabbed the back of Jeremiah’s shirt before the elf lurched into another unsuspecting passenger. But he wouldn’t have been the only one to lose his balance. People tumbled and tripped, knocking into one another like bowling pins.

      “Attention, passengers,” a voice came through a speaker in the roof. “Due to a sudden technical difficulty, you are all being asked to disembark. This car will be down for the next hour for maintenance.”

      There was a chorus of groans mixed with more than a few curses. Those fortunate enough to be seated rose, and the mass of people shoved their way down the aisle and toward the street.

      “Fantastic,” Jeremiah said as they pushed their way out. “Just what we needed. Now, we’re going to be late.”

      “You could run,” Mason suggested, kicking a pebble as they continued on the sidewalk.

      Jeremiah scowled. “I don’t think now is the time to be lax about secrecy.”

      The nearest bus stop was at the Ivy Street intersection. They stopped beneath as more people from the broken streetcar arrived.

      A red luxury vehicle pulled up beside them. The front window rolled down, and a young man in his mid-twenties with dark blond hair and an expensive watch leaned out of the window. He lowered his shades, and his eyes landed on Mason.

      Is that Eli Drage?

      The last person Mason expected to see on his way to school was the son of his father’s wealthy employer.

      Eli flashed him a sharp-toothed grin. “You’re Lawrence’s son, right? Mason?”

      Why does he know my name?

      Mason managed to nod.

      “Need a lift?” Eli offered, pointing toward the back of his car.

      Mason’s eyebrows rose. The appearance of the wealthy dragon just when they needed a ride was too fortuitous not to be suspicious.

      “Yes, thank you!” Jeremiah answered, rushing toward the car.

      Did he use up all of his anxiety worrying about Yasmin?

      Mason wasn’t used to being the cautious one but being around the Drages made him uncomfortable. It wasn’t that the wealthy family of dragons were cruel. Far from it. They’d given Lawrence a chance when few others would. That was already generous. Mason didn’t deserve any more of their kindness.

      But Jeremiah was halfway in the car, and Eli was watching.

      Mason smiled, nodding in gratitude as he took a seat beside the elf.

      “Where to?” Eli asked, pulling out into the road.

      “Our school. Folkestone High,” Jeremiah answered, his voice growing smaller as he said the name. Castors didn’t attend human schools if they could help it. The Drages were wealthy and influential. Eli would have attended a magical academy elsewhere in the city. He’d probably never heard of Folkestone High.

      But Eli entered the school’s name into his GPS system without comment. His arm flexed as he leaned back and started driving again. Dragons naturally had more muscle than humans, but Eli had the physique of a fighter, lithe but tough as though, despite growing up in luxury, he knew how to throw a punch.

      “You have a really nice car,” Mason said, hiding his discomfort behind the compliment as he studied the clean, dark leather interior. The Drages’ symbol and house words were embroidered in blue thread on the seat covers: a dragon’s heart consumed in fire with the motto above. For loyalty, we burn.

      “I’m lucky that my family have a lot of nice things. Though many resent us for it,” Eli said, stopping at an orange light. His eyes met Mason’s in the rearview mirror. “Did you know something was stolen from us yesterday?”

      “That is a travesty,” Jeremiah responded a beat too fast. “Some people let jealousy get the best of their morals.”

      He’s not talking to you, moron.

      Mason fought the urge to elbow the elf’s ribs.

      “My father mentioned something,” Mason said, careful to keep his tone relaxed. “But he wasn’t at work yesterday. What did the thief take?”

      “No, he was at a movie theatre.” Eli ignored the question, draping his arm over the center console with a casual lean. The muscles flexed. His eyes remained on Mason. “What about you? Any idea as to your whereabouts yesterday between twelve and three?”

      Mason fought the urge to lick his lips. “I’m a suspect?”

      “Of course not.” The light turned green, and Eli sped off. “Should you be?”

      “We were at school during those times,” Jeremiah said. “Our last class doesn’t finish until two fifty-five.”

      Mason nodded. He didn’t mention that he hadn’t been at school yesterday afternoon. He’d been waiting for a criminal who never showed. Kira and Comet could confirm his whereabouts only after 2:15pm. And they were his family, not the most reliable witnesses.

      The timing was unfortunate. But Mason hadn’t committed any crime. He didn’t need to worry.

      Unless the Serpents are framing me.

      “Of course,” Eli said. He turned left. Three blocks later they were outside Folkstone High. He stopped in the middle of the street, unconcerned by the drivers honking and shaking their fists behind him. “I’m sure your school’s attendance records will show you’re innocent.”

      Mason’s stomach leapt into his throat. He didn’t dare open his mouth, afraid what might come out.

      If I’m not a suspect, why would you check my attendance records?

      Mason hurried from the car, Jeremiah close behind. They watched as Eli sped off.

      “That was weird,” Jeremiah noted, arranging his hair before turning to enter the school’s compound. “Are the Drages planning to question every Castor about their whereabouts yesterday?”

      “I doubt it.”  Mason’s voice hissed, strained from heat. He pressed his hand to his chest.

      Inhale. Stay positive.

      Exhale. Just focus on the facts.

      A theft had occurred. The Serpents had robbed Mason of an alibi. Now, he was being questioned.

      Optimistic theory? The three weren’t connected.

      Less optimistically? Mason was going to need a damn good excuse as to why he’d been absent from class during the exact hours when a crime occurred.
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      He’s not going to show.

      Yasmin had told Mason to meet her in the library at 8:00 am for the interview. She dismissed a text from Nima and checked the time: 8:20. The only other person there was Gigi Davis, who’d spent more time posing with the books than reading them.

      “Want to walk to AP psych together?” Gigi offered, making a crying face as she took one last picture beside a textbook.

      Yasmin’s brow furrowed. Despite attending school together for the past three years, they’d never been friends. Gigi loved shoes and makeup, and she’d once done a presentation on why her dream job was influencer.

      “You’re okay being seen with me?”

      Gigi chewed the end of a blonde ringlet. She’d painted her lips a cherry red, which was against the dress code. “I was friends with your sister. Nima was always super nice.”

      Brilliant. A pity invitation. Yasmin wanted to throw up in her mouth.

      “How is she?” Gigi asked.

      “Perfect. As always.” Yasmin forced a smile and marched into the shelves. The Folkestone High library was smaller than she would have liked. Its ten rows housed little in the realm of nonfiction beyond textbooks, and seating areas were crammed into the corners of the room.

      Yasmin clutched her notebook to her chest instead of returning it to her bag. It contained the list of questions she’d planned on asking Mason.

      What if he denies having wings?

      For all her threats, Yasmin was toothless. She was the girl who’d cried super speed. If she proclaimed Mason to be a creature from a fantasy book, she’d be accused of bullying. Or insanity.

      What I need is undisputable evidence.

      Until she found a way to obtain it, research remained her best option.

      Yasmin weaved through the rows of books, enjoying the scent of the pages. Her fingers trailed across the spines until she reached an encyclopedia of mythological creatures.

      “I doubt I’m in there.”

      The sound of Mason’s voice made Yasmin jump. She pulled her hand away from the encyclopedia, feeling like a child caught stealing baklava.

      Mason stood at the opposite end of the row, watching her with his crooked smirk.

      “Sorry I’m late. Had to wait for Gigi to leave. You could’ve refused her invite a bit more courteously. She’s nice.”

      More like Mason thought she was pretty. Most of the boys did. But most of the idiots probably thought that was Gigi’s natural lip color as well.

      But Yasmin hadn’t asked to meet to give Mason a crash-course in make-up. She smoothed the collar of her blue button down, and tightened her grip on her sunflower notebook, holding it like a shield before her.

      “I’m pleased you decided to join me, Mr. Wick.” Yasmin lifted her chin in an attempt to seem taller. “I wanted to discuss⁠—”

      “My wings. Yes. I was too illiterate to understand the thirty-two texts, but your voice note cleared it up.”

      Yasmin’s eyes widened. She hadn’t expected him to come out and admit it. Where was her phone? She needed to record this.

      Mason drew closer, and his smile grew wider.

      His teeth!

      They were straight and white and predatory. The large, pointed cusps of his canines sparkled, perfect for ripping into meat.

      Yasmin’s fingers tightened around her notebook as though its pages might save her from an attack. Her shoulders bumped against the bookshelf. She’d stepped backward without realizing.

      “Not sure why you’re not curious about the tail or the ridges on my back,” Mason continued, stopping before her.

      Was he teasing her? Or had Yasmin been so mesmerized by his wings that she’d missed those details?

      Mason rested a hand on the shelf, blocking her escape to the left. He was average height for a boy, but he towered over Yasmin. No amount of holding her chin high could make her feel otherwise.

      “Do you know what I am?” Mason asked. His eyes picked up the blue of the walls, cool and beautiful. There was a hint of something else in them—amusement?

      He’s toying with me.

      What if Mason was the type of creature that hunted humans? That would explain the high cheekbones, the perfect nose, the dazzling eyes. Yasmin had always judged the other girls for giggling over him, but what if she’d been lying to herself? She’d been so enchanted by
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