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      From high school student to Queen of the Fae…

      When a dragon bulldozes through a portal and into the grounds of her Texas school, Ophelia Monroe can barely believe her eyes. Dragons and magic are just fairy tales, right?

      When the dying dragon bonds with her to spite a Fae prince, suddenly Ophelia is dragged into a different realm: a world of Fae intrigue and deception where, as Prince Corrin informs her, her dragon bond has made her Queen of the Fae.

      His Queen.

      Ophelia’s always wanted to make a difference, but nothing could have prepared her for magical powers she can’t control, a dead dragon's voice in her head, and subjects questioning her right to be queen. Or the infuriatingly handsome Fae prince who won't leave her side.

      To avoid execution, Ophelia must validate her claim to the throne by traveling throughout the magical realm, accompanied by Prince Corrin. But the journey reveals a dark secret lurking in Charassi...

      The only way to save the realm is to find the source of the trouble; but the truth may be just as terrible as the evil magic that threatens the Fae’s existence.
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      On the last day before fall break, when the honey locust trees were turning a glorious golden-yellow and the humid Texas air carried the faintest whiff of crispness, Ophelia Monroe punched Tipton High School’s head cheerleader in the nose.

      She hadn’t planned on punching her. She never planned these sorts of things. Two minutes before, she hadn’t been planning anything beyond enjoying the last twenty minutes of hurdle-leaping practice before the final bell. She’d been jogging alongside a new kid—Josie, a fellow junior with a cute pixie cut and a developmental disability that made it hard for her to talk. They’d jumped a few hurdles in companionable silence, panting quietly in the warm tar-scented air of the track while Ophelia mulled over what to wear to the homecoming dance.

      That was when she heard it.

      The head cheerleader, Emily, was practicing a routine with the rest of her squad on the sidelines. Emily paused to shoot a glance at Ophelia and Josie as they came around the corner of the track, then smirked that horrible, cruel smirk of hers and made a comment just loud enough for them to make out, but not, of course, loud enough for the coach to hear.

      At Ophelia’s side, Josie went stiff, biting her lip as she registered the mockery aimed at her. She fumbled the hurdle they’d been about to jump, catching her ankle on it and tumbling hard to the ground. Blood welled up on her shin.

      After that, things happened quick. Before Ophelia had registered her desire to punch Emily, she had already leapt two hurdles and a bleacher, and her knuckles were making a deeply satisfying crunching sound when they connected with Emily’s formerly perky nose. Unfortunately, Ophelia only had a few seconds to enjoy that satisfaction before the track coach’s shrill whistle pierced the air.

      “Monroe!” shouted the coach, shoving a hurdle out of the way as she rushed to the scene. “What on God’s green earth do you think you’re doing?” Behind her, the other members of the junior-year track team craned their necks, trying to see what had happened without getting close enough to look like they were involved.

      Ophelia folded her arms. “Putting a bully in her place.” She lifted her chin but kept her gaze on Emily. Emily, who’d been rising to her feet with murder in her eyes just moments before, rearranged her features into “innocent victim” mode with the swift grace of a professional actress. She even got her eyes to water. Unless that was actually from the pain, Ophelia thought hopefully.

      “Coach Lopez,” Emily whimpered, her voice thick as she pressed her wrist to her barely bleeding nose. “Ophelia attacked me. Doesn’t this school have a zero-tolerance policy for violence?”

      Two of the other nearby cheerleaders cooed in sympathy and ducked down to help their leader up. The rest of the girls and the two guys on the squad edged discreetly away, one of them even giving Ophelia a smile of solidarity as he went. Ophelia felt another small flash of satisfaction, glad to know she wasn’t the only one upset by the other girl’s cruelty.

      The coach bent down to examine Emily’s nose, then stood back, rubbing her temples and shooting a look at Ophelia. “Twenty minutes,” she muttered. “School’s over for the week in twenty minutes. All you had to do was not punch anyone until practice was over and the final bell rang.”

      “It’s not like I just go around randomly punching people all the time,” Ophelia protested. She only punched bullies. And never more than once a month or so. Usually.

      The coach held up a finger, silencing her. “I did not ask for a comment from you.”

      Emily smirked, the expression marred by blood between her teeth. The urge to punch her again tingled through Ophelia’s body, but before she could do more than twitch in the cheerleader’s direction, the coach laid a restraining hand on her shoulder.

      “She was making fun of—” Ophelia started to protest, but the coach cut her off with a sharp gesture.

      “I’m sure she was,” Coach Lopez said. “But that doesn’t excuse resorting to violence, and it doesn’t make a difference in what you know has to happen now.” She sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose as Ophelia’s heart sank. Her next words fell like a blow: “Get yourself to the principal’s office and see if you can talk your way out of a suspension.”

      Emily’s smirk widened—at least, until Coach Lopez pivoted to stab a finger at her. “And you, get to the nurse to have that nose checked. If I hear rumors of you making trouble for any of my kids again, I will have a very serious chat with your coach about the characteristics expected from a school representative of your level.”

      Ophelia grimaced. Emily deserved more official discipline than a mere warning, but at least she wasn’t getting away scot-free. All Ophelia could do was pray that the other girl slipped up and made one of her trademark cruel remarks within earshot of a responsible adult sometime soon. Then maybe she’d finally be held to account for her actions.

      Ophelia turned her back and walked over to Josie, who was picking herself up and dabbing at her wounded shin with a tissue someone had given her.

      “You okay?” Ophelia asked with a glance at the wound. It looked like a light skin abrasion with a contusion—a bruise—already forming. She’d likely be fine, but she should get some ice on it to minimize swelling and any muscle damage. Ophelia said as much, and one of the other members of the track team loped off toward the drinks cooler to gather some ice.

      “Monroe!” shouted Coach Lopez from behind them. “She’s fine; I’ll bandage her up. You need to worry about yourself. Move it.”

      Ophelia stood with a sigh and started the walk toward the school—a low, red brick building that slouched against the horizon a few blocks away. It usually looked a bit worn around the edges, but now, with the bright golden and red autumn leaves in the background, it managed an air of dignity. The town of Tipton had been founded a few decades ago and not much had been replaced or repaired since then; flaking paint and heat-warped siding were a common sight, and when the town wasn’t being baked by the merciless South Texas sun, it was being battered by a passing tornado. The locals did take pride in a few of the town’s buildings, though, and the high school was one of them—mostly by virtue of housing Tipton’s true obsession, the football team. As such, the school had the honor of having its roof redone when the shingles started peeling up and new mortar applied to the cracks between the bricks when a rare winter freeze made the foundation shift. Nothing could make the building pretty, but at least it was well-maintained.

      Ophelia was one of the few town citizens who felt more invested in the nearby forest than in the school. A faint longing to go there tugged at her even now, and she sent a glance in the direction of the woods as she stepped onto the sidewalk. The forest was actually a designated state park, full of majestic bluffs and hidden rivers and even a small patch of desert at the far edge. She jogged its trails as often as she could, especially in autumn when she could enjoy the beauty of the changing leaves. If she got suspended, though, her dad would surely ground her to the house for the entirety of fall break—and that weeklong stretch would be about as long as autumn lasted around here. That alone would be reason enough to try to argue her way out of suspension.

      Worse than that, though, was knowing the look of disappointment she’d see on her dad’s face. He never yelled at her, never even squinted in that trademark angry glare that her mom always used to use, but his disappointment would be just as bad. He’d been through so much in the last year—their whole family had—and she hated to let him down.

      She pulled open the door to the school and stepped inside. A blast of frigid air-conditioning smacked her in the face, cooling the sweat that had been gathering on her brow. The principal’s office was just ahead. She stepped slowly in that direction, stalling for time, trying to think of a way to convince the principal to give her a lighter punishment. Beyond her dad’s disappointment and the likely grounding, a suspension would look bad on her record. It could affect her chances of getting into a good premed school next year. And that she could not allow to happen. It was on her to keep her mother’s legacy alive.

      A flash of gold from outside caught her eye and pulled her from her thoughts. She paused at a bank of windows, squinting at the honey locust trees in the forest across the street. The leaves of one tree were shuddering, a few falling to the ground even though no breeze touched any of the other nearby trees. There was a weird sheen to some of the leaves, too, almost metallic, while the shape of them didn’t seem quite right. They almost looked more like large fish scales than natural leaves. What sort of tree was that? And why had she never noticed it before?

      An odd feeling shivered somewhere deep in her chest. It felt like…recognition? Hope? Puzzled, she raised a hand and pressed her palm to the window, stepping closer to peer at the tree as she tried to figure out what she was feeling and why.

      And then the scales moved, pulling apart as a giant eye blinked open between them.

      Ophelia gasped sharply and pressed her whole self against the window to try to see better. The eye in the woods was enormous, basketball-sized, and gleamed as golden as the scales. Disbelief and shock warred as she tried to understand what she was looking at. In a flash, every fantasy book she’d ever read, every swords-and-sorcery video game she’d ever played, rushed into her mind to give her the answer: a dragon.

      She was looking at a dragon.

      The eye blinked closed and the scales shifted as the trees rustled. The dragon—surely it couldn’t be a dragon, dragons weren’t real, but then what the heck could it possibly be?—vanished. Ophelia was left pressed against the glass staring at a completely normal cluster of honey locust trees.

      She realized she was trembling. She took a step back from the glass and shook herself, hoping it might somehow reset her brain and make what she’d just seen make sense. She peered hard through the window again, but all that was there were the trees and her own reflection—lean face, light brown skin inherited from her Latina mother, freckles on one cheek, gold-brown hair pulled into a messy ponytail. There was no dragon. No weirdness at all.

      “Ophelia?” called a feminine voice from down the hall. Ophelia flinched, startled, and whirled around. The principal, Dr. Caden, was leaning out from the office door with one eyebrow coolly raised. “Coach Lopez just called to inform me you were on your way.”

      Ophelia opened her mouth but since she had no idea what to say or how to describe what she thought she’d seen, nothing came out. She turned back to the window again, at a loss.

      Something else was moving in the trees now. No scales, though, and no giant eye—just a boy. He was standing close to where the—whatever she’d seen—had just been. Maybe there was a chance he’d seen it too. Ophelia had just shifted to take a step toward the door when the boy turned his head and she got a better look at him.

      She paused. He wasn’t a student, even though he looked only a year or so older than her. In fact, she didn’t think he was a local, because he didn’t look familiar at all. And in a town as small as Tipton, that was deeply suspicious. She took stock of him quickly. He wore unusual clothing, something almost like matte chainmail shaped into a form-fitting suit of armor. It made him look like some sort of medieval SWAT team member. An emerald green hood was pulled up over his head. He was taller than her—not unusual, since Ophelia was only five-foot-two—but he looked as if he had at least a good foot on her in height, if not more. He was also drop-dead gorgeous. Above the carved cheekbones of a supermodel, his eyes shone a light brown with burnished copper undertones that reminded her of a fox. She could only see a little of his hair thanks to the hood, but could tell that it was also brown and attractively unkempt, curling in gentle waves over his forehead. He was staring back and forth between the school and the forest with quick, small movements that spoke of a predator’s precision. And his ears…

      No, it must be an optical illusion, because of the shadows from his hood. His ears couldn’t possibly be pointed like some sort of elf or fairy from one of her books.

      “Ophelia?” called the principal again, but Ophelia ignored her, too focused on trying to figure out what was going on.

      A “dragon,” a strange boy loitering just off the school’s property—this had to be the setup for some sort of prank. Maybe by a group of Tipton seniors, who had been known to haze incoming freshmen, or maybe by the school’s homecoming game opponents. Ophelia tried to remember what the other team’s mascot was. She thought it was something like a pirate or a Viking, but maybe she was misremembering and it was actually a dragon. But even as she tried to force the situation into a logical perspective, there was a part of her that didn’t want to believe that it was a prank. That recognition inside her, that sharp hope…she wanted it to mean something real even though she knew it had to be impossible.

      She pivoted back to the principal. “Tía Melissa!” she said, stabbing a finger at the window and accidentally dropping Dr. Caden’s formal title for the familial one she used to use for her mother’s friend. “There’s, uh… a lurker out there. He’s watching the school, probably setting up some kind of prank. I’m gonna see what he’s up to!” She darted toward the door, but Dr. Caden’s sharp call stopped her.

      “And what are you going to do when you get there? Punch him, too?”

      Ophelia stopped, hunching her shoulders and shooting a pleading look over her shoulder at the principal. “No…but I saw⁠—”

      Dr. Caden leaned further out of the office to peer out the window. “There’s no one out there now, Ophelia, and if there was, he’s probably just here to pick up a family member after class. And in any case, if he was across the street, he was on nature reserve property and not school property, which means he has every right to ‘lurk’ as long as he’s not harassing anyone or trying to film students or something.”

      Ophelia looked back to the window. The boy had indeed vanished. So had that odd feeling in her chest, that strange sense of recognition and expectation that had stirred in her when she thought she’d seen a dragon.

      She still felt like she needed to go out there—look for tracks, search for some sort of proof. She took a helpless step closer to the front door before Dr. Caden cleared her throat sharply, reining her back. Ophelia’s shoulders drooped and she turned around. Dr. Caden swept a hand at her office, her jaw set in hard lines as she waited.

      Ophelia gave up—for now, anyway—and went to face her reckoning.

      Dr. Caden’s office was as neat as it had always been. The walls were hung with diplomas and pictures, several of which featured her with Ophelia’s mother. The two women had been college roommates and best of friends ever afterward. Not that their close relationship would make much of a difference now. It was clear from the look in Dr. Caden’s eyes: Ophelia was doomed.

      Ophelia slouched down into one of the flower-patterned chairs before the desk. Dr. Caden sat and lifted an elegantly manicured hand to flip open the thick file on her desk. Ophelia’s student record. The motion was just for show; Dr. Caden knew Ophelia’s record by heart, as she was the one always trying to get Ophelia to stop adding more citations to it.

      Dr. Caden turned a page and tapped a fingernail on a line of text. “Last semester,” she started, “you hijacked the student broadcast channel to publicly accuse the prom committee of embezzling decoration funds.”

      “That was proven true later!” Ophelia protested.

      “And three weeks before that, you engineered a walkout to protest, and I quote, ‘the school’s de-prioritizing of disabled student accommodations.’”

      “That was perfectly legit,” Ophelia replied stubbornly. “And also true. The school board dragged their feet for months on installing a new ramp after the old one was torn down. You were as frustrated as I was, remember?”

      “Yes, but I didn’t engineer a walkout that turned into a riot.”

      “I couldn’t help it if some randos got violent!”

      “If I recall, you were one of those violent ‘randos’. You shoved the quarterback when he refused to join the walkout and started shouting that the ramp funds should be redirected to buy new team jerseys instead. That was how the riot started.”

      Ophelia pursed her lips. “He’s twice my size. Short of hitting him with a tire iron—which I didn’t, even if I was tempted—nothing I did to him was going to leave a dent. Shoving someone doesn’t count as inciting a riot when he barely even stumbled from it. He’s an idiot anyway.”

      “And violence is fine as long as it’s perpetrated against idiots?”

      Ophelia slouched a little deeper into her chair. She had no quick comeback for that one.

      Dr. Caden flipped the folder shut with a sigh. “Ophelia, you know I admire your spirit. You are one of the most promising kids I’ve ever known. Your heart is good; your desire to help others goes bone-deep. But you have a terrible tendency to leap into action without thinking. You could do a lot more good if you would take the time to think your actions through. As things stand, I really don’t know how you’re going to get out of this one without a suspension.”

      Ophelia’s heart twisted. She swallowed. “Is there—is there any other way? I could do community service, or…something. If I have a suspension on my record I might not be able to get into Mom’s school next year.” Her throat thickened and she had to stop talking.

      It had been eleven months since her mom died of a quick-moving cancer. On her deathbed, she’d told Ophelia to go and live a life as full of meaning as hers had been. Ophelia needed to honor that. So she was going to go to the best premed school in the state—her mother’s alma mater—to become a paramedic just like her.

      Dr. Caden folded her hands and narrowed her eyes in consideration. “That girl you punched,” she said slowly, “she’s already been in some hot water this year herself. There have been whispers that she was involved in a hazing scheme that got a freshman’s arm broken, but I haven’t been able to get any proof. Coach Lopez said the fight today started because you heard Emily mocking one of our disabled students. If you’re willing to go on the record and share what she said, I might be able to take some disciplinary action with her.”

      “Yes!” Ophelia said eagerly, jumping at the chance. “I’ll do it!”

      “You’re still getting detention at the very least,” Dr. Caden warned.

      Ophelia waved that off. Detention was just a chance to catch up on homework and her reading. It would eat into her jogging time a bit, but compared to suspension, that was nothing.

      Dr. Caden uncapped a pen and scribbled a note. “Okay. If I remember correctly, the yearbook committee—which is down to just Lane now, I think—is working late today to try to finish some work before break, and she’s begged me to send any help I can. You may serve today’s detention there. You were in yearbook last spring, weren’t you?”

      Ophelia nodded.

      “Good. So you’ll help her finish her work today, and then you’ll serve another full week of detention after the break.” She handed a pink slip of paper with those details to Ophelia just as the final bell rang. Dr. Caden waited for the sound to die away and then flapped a hand at Ophelia. “Get out. And try to last at least a month before I have to see you in here again. It would be nice if we could catch up at family barbecues, rather than while discussing disciplinary measures in my office.”

      “Yes, Dr. Caden,” Ophelia said, gratefully grabbing the paper and making her way back out into the hall. She let out a sigh of relief as she wove around the herds of students rushing for the exits. That had gone much better than it could’ve, though her dad would still be disappointed to learn she’d landed in detention. Speaking of which, she needed to call him—or maybe Luis, her older brother—to let them know she’d need to be picked up late. She paused to dig in her pocket, turning her phone back on now that the phone-use restrictions of the school day were over. While she waited for it to load, she glanced up. She was standing in front of the same bank of windows again, looking out at the honey locusts. She squinted, searching for any hint of the boy or the “dragon” again, but the only unusual thing she could see was a broken-off tree trunk.

      She paused, looking at the trunk more closely. The stump was jagged, as if it had been snapped by a hurricane, and the top of the tree still had bright-yellow leaves even though it was lying on the ground. It couldn’t have been broken for very long if the leaves still had their color. She tried to recall if it had been broken when she was looking out the window earlier, but couldn’t remember. Something fluttered in her chest: a ghost of that painful hope from earlier. She scolded herself for it—it was foolish to think what she thought she’d seen could be anything but a prank—but just in case, she lifted her phone and snapped a quick picture of the stump. She might have to serve her detention now, but she decided that the second it was over, she was going into the woods to investigate what was going on. If it was a prank or a hazing scheme, she could catch the perpetrators in the act, and maybe give Dr. Caden more ammunition to use against some bullies. And if it wasn’t…well, she’d have to figure that out when the time came.

      Ophelia turned away from the window and headed to the yearbook classroom to serve her detention. Soon, she would figure out what she’d really seen in the woods.

      And whether there was any possibility it might truly be something extraordinary.
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      Luis answered on the first ring, like the worrywart big brother he was. “What’s wrong?” were his first words. His voice was tinged with suspicion.

      Ophelia rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t deny it was sometimes nice to have someone worry about her. Though she could do without the suspicion. “Calm down,” she said. “I don’t need you to help me bury a body or anything. And some people answer their phones with a nice ‘hello’ or ‘can I help you,’ you know.”

      “Those people don’t have troublemakers as their little sister,” Luis replied. “Now, what’s wrong?”

      “I am not a troublemaker⁠—”

      “Ophelia.”

      Uh-oh. That was his big-brotheriest tone of voice, and it meant he would take no crap from her. She leaned against a locker while she delivered the bad news. “I kinda sorta punched someone.”

      “Again?”

      “You sound just like Tía Melissa,” she teased.

      There was the sound of a heavy sigh, and then a moment’s silence. Well, semi-silence—Luis was at their home, and that place was never silent. Ophelia could make out the feral shrieking of their six-year-old sister, Amelia—nicknamed Cricket—in the background, and further off, a buzzing miter saw. Her dad must’ve finally taken on a new carpentry project after his long leave of absence from work. The thought cheered her a bit. Maybe things might finally be edging back toward normal. Or a new, emptier version of normal, anyway.

      An old, familiar sorrow rose up in her, and she pushed it back down.

      “It was justified, trust me,” she told Luis. “And I managed to talk my way out of a suspension, but I still have to serve detention today and the week after fall break.”

      “I was just about to leave to pick you up.”

      “Yeah, that’s why I called. It’ll be another…” Quickly, she calculated the timing. Detention lasted forty minutes after the last bell, but she wanted enough time to check out the forest afterwards too. “Hour,” she finished.

      “And I’m guessing you want me to break the news to Dad?” Luis asked.

      Guilt welled up. “I’m sorry,” she told him. “I can tell him later, if you want⁠—”

      “Nah,” Luis said. “I’ll do it. I know you hate letting him down.”

      “So do you,” she noted. They’d always been a devoted family, which was wonderful most of the time, but only made things harder at times like this.

      “I’m nineteen, my skin has had more time to thicken up than yours,” he replied, which was an utter lie. Luis was the most soft-hearted person she knew, especially where family matters were concerned.

      “You tell him about the detention sentencing, and then when I get home I’ll tell him the details about what I did to earn it,” Ophelia offered. “And then I’ll make you empanadas.”

      Luis’s voice cheered considerably when he said, “Deal.”

      Ophelia hung up with a smile and headed into the yearbook classroom.

      “O!” shouted the sole person in the room—a rail-thin girl with a mop of blonde hair and endearingly crooked teeth. It was Lane, the school’s resident tech genius, who currently comprised the entirety of the yearbook committee. There had been two others in the program, but one had moved away and the other one dropped the class when it turned out to be more work than anticipated. Of course, it wasn’t fair to expect one person to carry the whole load, but Lane wasn’t the type to buckle under a challenge…even if she was the type to complain about it. “Thank God you’re here, O,” she said now. “I’ve got to finish three page template layouts for homecoming before I can go home and get ready for the dance tonight, and there’s no way I can get it done myself.”

      Ophelia handed her the pink slip of paper. “I’m yours for the duration of today’s detention.”

      “Oh.” Lane glanced over the note. “Sure, why not.” She scribbled her signature on the bottom and handed it back.

      “You’re not supposed to sign it till the period’s over,” Ophelia pointed out as she settled herself at a computer and opened the editing software.

      Lane just shrugged and darted over to her own computer, dropping several files into the shared folder for Ophelia to tackle. For the next half hour, Ophelia lost herself in page templates, art arrangements, and photo blocks, interrupted only occasionally by Lane’s mutterings. As time wore on, though, she got more and more distracted, constantly glancing out the windows and at the clock.

      “Something on your mind?” Lane asked, making Ophelia jump.

      “Sorry,” she said guiltily, and quickly finished placing the art on the page she had opened. “I’m just distracted.”

      “I heard you punched Emily. What’d she do?”

      Ophelia straightened in her seat, gratified that Lane knew enough to understand how it had gone down. “She made fun of Josie,” she explained.

      Lane’s expression went pinched. “What a dirtbag. Did you break her nose?”

      “Don’t think so, there wasn’t that much blood,” said Ophelia. “But hopefully she’ll think twice next time. I just wish one of the teachers would finally catch on to what she does.”

      “Me too. Not much else we can do about it in the meantime though. Except…wanna play Vengeance?”

      Ophelia smiled. Vengeance was the game they’d invented way back in second or third grade. It basically involved dreaming up the most inventive and ridiculous schemes they could think of to get revenge on those who had wronged one of them or their friends. It was a good way to vent their frustration without actually causing any more trouble. “Sure,” she said, leaning back in her chair.

      Lane tapped her chewed-up pencil against her lips with a speculative expression. “We could hack her social media. Post like a hundred pics of sloths on her timeline.” Everyone knew Emily thought sloths were disgusting and creepy, and the mental image of her shrieking when she opened her social media accounts to see it full of sloth faces made Ophelia snort.

      “Nice,” she said. “Or we could donate to a save-the-sloths fund in her name and get her subscribed to their weekly newsletter. Maybe they’d even name a sloth after her. We could have T-shirts made of Emily the Sloth.”

      “I hear she’s got a mild allergy to cats,” Lane said, waggling her eyebrows. “I’ve got five. We could steal one of her cheer uniforms and get some fur all over it. Can you imagine her face all puffy and her nose running while she’s trying to do her routine? Snot would go flying everywhere when they tossed her up in the air for that finale.” She grinned.

      Ophelia laughed. “Okay, you win this round.”

      “Victory!” Lane pumped a fist, then checked the clock. “Hey, we’ve actually got everything done that has to be taken care of before the break, and I need to go get ready for the dance. I’ll cut you loose early if you swear you won’t tell Dr. C.”

      Normally, Ophelia wouldn’t have agreed to lie to Dr. Caden, but getting out into the woods ten minutes early was too tempting to refuse. “Sure!” she said, snatching up her backpack and shutting down the computer.

      “See you later tonight,” Lane called as she saw Ophelia out and locked the door behind them.

      Once outside, Ophelia pulled her jogging sneakers out of her backpack and slipped them on, tucking away her beat-up boots. “Gonna hit the trails,” she told Lane, who shrugged.

      “Have fun getting all sweaty and needing to rush to get ready for the dance.”

      “If Dad even lets me go now,” Ophelia replied with a grimace. It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if she had to miss the dance—she didn’t have a date or anything—but all of her friends were going, and she had figured she’d drop by and hang out for a bit. Now, though, a grounding looked like a stronger possibility.

      “Good luck,” Lane called, and headed for the parking lot to drive home.

      Ophelia glanced around. There was no one else nearby; everyone was off preparing for the dance or practicing for tomorrow’s big game. She slung her backpack back on, pulled out her phone in readiness to snap photographic proof of whatever she found, and crossed the street into the state park.

      The noise of the civilized world faded away as she stepped onto the trail. The rev of Lane’s engine and the squeal of her tires as she peeled out barely registered through the barrier of leaves and golden sunlight. The air almost felt liquid here—as thick and viscous as honey in the evening light. Autumn was like a blanket draped over the world. Everything around her vibrantly shone orange and red and yellow, a valiant last stand before the barren brownness of a Texas winter. A sense of peace stole over her as she moved off the beaten trail and into the forest itself. She had to consciously remind herself to stay alert, to keep her phone up and ready, lest she get distracted and end up walking right into whoever or whatever might still be out here.

      Even as she tried to manage her expectations, the thrill of potential discovery tingled in her veins at the thought of what she might find. She’d loved reading fantasy novels for years, and she’d played several dragon and wizardry video games in her free time. Her main form of escape had always been into fantasy worlds. Maybe that’s why she’d felt so weirdly charged when she’d spotted the giant eye and immediately thought dragon. The possibility that something so magnificent and legendary could actually be real—could actually be here, right in front of her—was a heady thought.

      A leaf crunched under her foot. She paused. She’d reached the tree that had been snapped in half. Cautiously, she listened and looked around for a long moment, but nothing else seemed amiss and nearby birds were chirping as if all was well. Whatever had done this was apparently gone. She stole closer, taking a few photos as she went. Even on closer examination, it still didn’t look like any traditional cutting tools could’ve snapped a tree this way. The cut wasn’t clean at all. The trunk had been unevenly shattered, giant splinters sticking up from both pieces at wild angles. Sap had beaded up on the broken trunk, making tiny, sticky puddles. She touched a bit of it. It hadn’t begun to dry, just as the leaves hadn’t yet had time to wither. This had happened today, probably in the last handful of hours. But what could have caused it? Maybe a small tornado or a freak windstorm? Doubtfully, she glanced up at the sky. It was overcast, but just in the normal moody autumn way, not in the imminent-twister way. Being a native Texan, she could read the sky as easily as a book, and there was not the slightest sign of so much as a recent drizzle.

      Which left…what? A bear? There weren’t many this far south, but it wasn’t impossible. It would’ve had to have been massive to cause this much damage, though; the trunk had a good three-foot diameter. She stepped in further to get a closer look and…

      Clunk. Her foot struck something heavy. She bit back a yelp and hopped on one foot for a second, hoping she hadn’t broken a toe. After the pain faded, she let out a hissing breath and leaned down to see what she’d run into.

      It was half-buried beneath some leaves. She pushed them out of the way with her uninjured foot—and saw what she could only explain as a scale. A dragon’s scale.

      It was massive, the size of a dinner plate. It gleamed like a slab of gold and, judging by how it had felt on her toes a moment ago, was just as solid. It curved gently into an almost oval shape. Some sort of silvery, opalescent liquid stained one edge of it.

      That sense of expectation, of hovering on the edge of something vast and vital, stirred again. She had the sense that something was happening, or about to happen. Something big and impossible and scary and amazing.

      She shook herself, trying to remember to think rationally. Of course it wasn’t a dragon scale. It was just a chunk of…something. It could still very well be part of some sort of prank or elaborate hazing scheme; she shouldn’t get too excited unless she could prove she’d truly found something fantastical. She should take the scale to show to Dr. Caden tomorrow, and perhaps the police, if it was deemed necessary. They’d have it analyzed by a lab, and those test results would tell them what had really happened out here.

      With a huff, she bent down and scooped it up. It was as heavy as it had looked, thick and substantial. A bit of the silvery stuff got on her hand. She bent her head and sniffed it, then wrinkled her nose. It smelled like a cross between gasoline and some kind of fruity alcoholic drink—sweet and astringent at the same time. After a moment’s hesitation, she wiped her hands on some leaves and then heaved the scale into her backpack to carry out of the woods. Luis would probably pull up to school any second if he hadn’t already. She didn’t want to make him wait and worry, so it was time she got a move on. Either she’d find something or she wouldn’t, but she couldn’t take all day about it.

      She had just started to step away when that expectant, familiar feeling within her suddenly intensified. She gasped and shuddered at the shock, wrapping both hands around her chest in a vain attempt to dull the sensation. What on Earth was wrong with her?

      All at once, the birds stopped chirping. The autumn forest went utterly silent. The quiet was not the absence of sound, but the presence of something heavier than sound, something that set off every instinct in Ophelia’s body. Predator! screamed some ancient part of her brain. It flooded her system with instant adrenaline and a completely illogical terror.

      Not understanding what was happening but helpless to do anything else, she dropped to the ground next to the fallen tree trunk and clapped both hands over her head protectively—which turned out to be a smart move, because in the next instant, the whole forest filled with the thunderous cacophony of something monstrous crashing into the ground.

      Dirt, dead leaves, and tree limbs exploded over her head. Splinters flew like shrapnel. Wood snapped; the ground rocked like a boat in rough seas. She thought she might’ve screamed but she couldn’t hear it over the thundering roar that electrified the air then, the roar of something huge and enraged and definitely not of this world.

      Eventually, the ground settled into its normal flatness. The limbs and debris that had gone flying settled to the earth. The roar was still going on, though, which meant whatever had started this was still out there and from the sound of things very upset about it. Perhaps upset enough to eat, maim, or otherwise harm the one small human hiding behind a snapped-off tree trunk.

      Ophelia’s breath came in gasps. Now was her chance to get away. She had to get up, had to run to the relative safety of the school. If she went now, maybe whatever it was wouldn’t see her.

      She jumped to her feet⁠—

      —and came face-to-face with a dragon.
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      Ophelia was frozen. Nothing, not a tornado or an earthquake or the end of the world itself, could have moved her in that moment. Her feet felt cemented to the earth. Her gaze was caught by the dragon’s as surely as if she were a fish on a line. Those eyes were, at first, all she could register of the creature. She’d thought earlier—when she’d seen that huge single eye amid the trees—that the irises were golden in color. But now that she was seeing them close up, she realized they were actually a thousand shades of goldenrod and apricot and citrine and ochre: a summer sunset locked in a moment of time. Incandescent. Unearthly.

      And…angry.

      As she registered the shattering fury present in the dragon’s gaze, her feet finally un-cemented, and she managed—barely—to take a single staggering step backwards. With that step, her field of view widened, and she registered all at once the rest of the dragon.

      It was massive, about as tall as a two-story building. Its scaled back loomed above the forest canopy. Four feet—each one large enough to easily squash a car—ended in wicked, scything talons. Its neck was long and graceful. Its head was the stuff of nightmares, a spiked, scaled crest above two backswept horns, and a maw twisted in a vicious snarl. One glance at it had her bones turning to jelly and her blood to ice; some ancient part of her seemed to recognize some ancient part of it, the way a mouse might instinctively recognize a serpent. She understood innately and immediately that it was vastly powerful and predatory and could, if it chose, squash her with barely a thought. It could kill her with those claws. It could rend her into shreds with those teeth: each one as long as the antique swords her brother collected, and far sharper, gleaming like fresh bones. It could likely even skewer her with its tail, which was long and agile and armored in a row of spikes that marched up its spine.

      Her breath wouldn’t come. All logic had fled her mind, as if she’d been hypnotized. She should run. She should hide. She could do neither, could do nothing but stand there, caught by the anger in this majestic, powerful creature’s gaze, and wait to be eaten.

      And then the dragon’s eyes tightened in pain—and Ophelia knew pain, could recognize it immediately, instinctively after endless hours in hospitals and sick rooms. This creature was alien, but its pain was not. She recognized it. Empathized with it. She knew its anguish as well as she would know her own, somehow—and it roared again. This roar was weaker than its earlier earthshaking one. It took a step forward and stumbled, one of its front legs folding over as if broken, leaving the creature unbalanced. It turned sideways to catch itself without falling. That was when she saw that it had wings as well. It stretched out its left wing in an attempt to balance itself, scraping the massive leathery membrane against the wreckage of trees all around them. The wing was unfathomably huge, even half-folded as it was now. She could only imagine what it would look like in full flight. She didn’t think it would be flying anytime soon, though. The wing was tattered, bolts of sunlight flicking through jagged holes in the membrane, and as the dragon tried to stop itself from falling she realized that the wing on its other side was gone—leaving nothing more than a stump leaking that opalescent silver liquid she’d found on the discarded scale. The liquid she realized now must be blood.

      She took a staggering, involuntary step forward, raising her hand as if she could…what? Comfort the creature before it ate her?

      Its gaze fell on her again. Something in her soul seemed to draw tight at its attention. It took in a heaving, shuddering breath, and she feared it might exhale a stream of fire at her, but instead it crashed to the ground. Its long neck slammed into the trees and one large branch splintered off into its neck, stabbing deep before the momentum snapped it off. A fresh waterfall of the dragon’s blood poured from the wound. The scales around the injury flickered from gold to burning-ember orange and back.

      The shockwave of its fall threw her backwards. She slammed into a tree trunk spine-first, but luckily her backpack absorbed most of the blow. She leapt to her feet as soon as the ground stopped moving, and that was when she saw the boy.

      It was the inhumanly beautiful boy she’d seen before, the one with the medieval SWAT armor and pointy ears. He was perched on the dragon’s head, half-hidden behind its crest. The boy looked almost as bedraggled as the dragon, his armor dented and torn, red blood leaking from various rents and tears. His expression looked grim but determined. He shifted a bit and she saw that his boots were spiked, and those spikes were driven between the scales on the dragon’s neck, securing his footholds and injuring the dragon further, judging by the streams of silver blood dripping from the spots. The boy also had a long dagger in each hand, and as Ophelia watched, both of them were driven into the dragon’s skull to the hilt.

      She was striding forward before she realized what she was doing. She picked up a stick from the wreckage surrounding her and hurled it at the boy, hitting him square in the shoulder. He flinched and jerked his head up, his expression going from determined to startled.

      “LEAVE IT ALONE!” she bellowed, every protective, combative instinct in her—and she’d always had quite a few—rising up at once. It didn’t matter that her outrage on the dragon’s behalf made absolutely no sense. In all the old fairytales, dragons were villains to be slain, which seemed to be exactly what was happening here. But the anguish in the creature’s eyes, the beautiful shimmering blood leaking into the dirt, and the intelligence in its expression caught at the part of her that was always defending victims from their bullies.

      The boy’s expression shifted to alarm. “Get back, human!” he shouted. He released his hold on one of the daggers and slapped his hand palm-down against the dragon’s scales. Although the blow was so small that it shouldn’t even register for such a massive beast, the dragon’s expression screwed up further as if this touch caused it more pain than anything it had yet endured.

      Something inside Ophelia lit ablaze, like kindling at a struck match. She didn’t plan; she acted.

      Her sprinting and hurdle practice kicked in and her mind automatically calculated the route. She took three running steps and then leapt onto the splintered tree trunk, balancing on its jagged edges. From there she launched herself at the boy.

      She hit him square in the chest. He was solid and much taller than her, but she had momentum and outrage on her side, and his spiked boots dislodged as she bore him sideways off the dragon. They slid together in a wild tangle down smooth scales and slippery silver blood until they hit the ground.

      The boy lurched to his feet first. His eyes were lit with his own outrage. “What do you think you’re doing?” he bellowed, glaring wildly at her. “This is my catch. Did someone send you to foil my plans? Was it Vie?” Impatient, he started striding forward before she could so much as attempt an answer, headed once more for the dragon who was now behind her.

      She curled her hands into fists and squared her stance. Luis had taught her a lot of self-defense techniques, and if this boy tried to get at her or past her, she wouldn’t hesitate to use them all against him. Starting with a good groin-kick. Getting around the armor might not be easy, but she was up to the challenge.

      “You’re hurting it!” she shouted back at him.

      “I’m not—” the boy started, and then paused midsentence as his gaze went over her head to the dragon. He grimaced and his shoulders slumped a bit. “At least, I didn’t mean to hurt it,” he said, slightly more subdued now. “Most of that wasn’t me. It crashed pretty badly when we came through the portal.”

      Portal? She wasn’t sure what he meant, but this wasn’t the time to question him about it. “Well, however it got hurt, you certainly aren’t helping,” Ophelia retorted, not backing down. “Just leave it be. Can’t you tell it’s in terrible pain?”

      “Not as much pain as you’ll be in when it eats—WATCH OUT!” The boy’s eyes went wide and he lunged forward. Ophelia turned quickly to see what had alarmed him.

      The dragon’s teeth were inches from her face.

      She froze. A hot breath, scented with cinders, blew over her as the creature gave a gusty exhale. It braced its front talons against the ground and with what appeared to be a great effort, pushed itself the last few inches to touch its snout to her chest.

      A supernova exploded in her mind. Something altogether foreign slipped into her soul and spread its wings, beating them in vain against the confines of her being. The sensation was as if she’d swallowed molten lava, except it didn’t truly hurt. There was no pain, only a sudden, overwhelming disorientation. Something new and impossible was within her and she had no frame for understanding what it was or what it meant.

      Eventually, her vision, which had gone white, began to clear. She inhaled a rattling breath. The dragon’s snout was still in front of her, but its golden scales had faded to the dull yellow-white of old bone. Its golden eyes were still open but they were absent of intelligence or life.

      The dragon had died.

      “Not quite,” said a low voice from within her mind. In its wake, she felt threads of anger and discomfort and a seething frustration. The emotions were as alien as the voice.

      She shrieked aloud and started backwards. She threw her arms up instinctively to defend herself
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