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        Thank you to the readers! You’ve made my dragon dreams a reality!

      

        

      
        Sign up for Mia’s Newsletter to find out about new releases

        Click following link

        Newsletter

        or put the following in your browser window:

        mailerlite.com/webforms/landing/e1d4k4
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      Our lives were on the brink of a brand-new chapter. So what does it say about Kayley and me that we were crouched over our phones, flipping through social media?

      “Did you see that dress Tory Minter’s wearing?”

      “I mean!”

      “And what is Davis doing to Mac in this picture?”

      “Well, he just posted the word cornhole. So maybe he and Mac are finally admitting their feelings and going public?”

      Kayley laughed.

      All through high school, Davis and Mac had acted insufferably homophobic. But they were also constantly posting pictures of themselves shirtless or with beer bottles held at crotch level, or sometimes both. They never lost a chance to wrestle one another to the ground. It didn’t take a genius to see what they were trying to hide.

      “Ugh.” Kayley had scrolled to a new post. Her curly blond head looked like a dandelion, bent over her phone screen. “Alexis Cartwright got her makeup professionally done for her party tonight, and she officially looks like a mutant.” She held up her phone.

      I squinted. “She looks like her mother.”

      “Oh my God! She really does.”

      Kayley and I were on the roof of my aunt and uncle’s house, our backs against a dormer, our butts on asphalt tile. The sun was setting over the mountains. Stars were popping out of the sky. It was going to be a beautiful night. Still, we bent over and scrolled.

      Earlier that day, we had endured two hours in the stifling sun, sweating in polyester gowns and hideous cardboard hats, putting ourselves through the sacred rite of passage known as high school graduation. It had been depressingly typical. The valedictorian had bragged-not-bragged. The guest speaker had, too. The redheaded kid next to me had gotten a sunburn. The guy behind me chanted over and over that he was on mushrooms. And then finally, I was walking across a portable platform, my gown sticking to my sweating legs, taking a diploma from Mr. Soaker, the school’s principal, and smiling for a photographer. Afterward, I threw my stupid hat in the air. Then it was over. I was out. I was done.

      I’d been waiting four whole years for this. So why did I still feel so restless and lonely, even with my best friend by my side? Shouldn’t I be jubilant?

      “Tory just texted and asked if we’re coming to her party tonight.” Kayley looked up. “I assume you haven’t changed your mind?”

      “I refuse to celebrate graduation by going to a class party. I’m out of high school. I don’t want to look back.”

      I could practically recite everything that would happen that night, anyway. It had all happened a million times before.

      Tori Minter would have a wardrobe malfunction followed by, “Guys. Why didn’t you tell me everyone could see my new thong/nipples/vag?”

      Davis and Mac would start wrestling or throw each other into a pool. “Dude, you touched my dick!” “Was that your dick? I thought it was a marshmallow.”

      And Alexis Cartwright would eat a bunch of snacks, quietly throw them up, and then ruin her professional makeup job by weeping drunkenly in a corner. “I’m so ugly, Carina. I should get my nose done, huh?”

      Kayley and I had vowed to stay away from it all. Forever. But was obsessively scrolling social media really getting or staying away?

      I put my phone down. “Let’s do something,” I said to the setting sun. It was boiling into the horizon behind a bank of golden clouds.

      “Does this mean you’ve changed your mind, and we’re going to a party?”

      “Ugh, no.”

      “Then, what?”

      “I don’t know. Something different.” I looked down at my neighborhood, at the comfortable tract homes, with their postcard lawns and white picket fences. Lights in windows shone with the cold flash of television screens or the warm, steady glow of lamps. Cars on the nearby freeway swooshed and hissed. It was all so familiar, all so beloved, and all so very unbearable.

      “Right.” Kayley pocketed her phone and stood. “Let’s figure something out.”

      And that’s how destiny works, by the way.

      One minute you’re on your roof watching the sunset, and the next, you’re running from dragons.

      But I’m getting ahead of myself.
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      Downstairs, Uncle Leo got into the spirit of things by unrolling an actual paper map of Kentucky on the dining room table. He insisted after he heard we wanted an adventure.

      “A good old-fashioned road trip is what you girls need, with an element of the unexpected,” he said.

      Kayley and I exchanged a glance. “Can an adventure be old-fashioned?” I asked.

      “You do know we’ve got maps in our phones, right, Mr. Mason?” Kayley followed up.

      “Yup.” Uncle Leo smoothed the paper with one hand and reached for a pencil with the other. “But your cyber maps can’t do what this one can.”

      “Get torn?”

      “Burn in the campfire? Fly out the window?”

      “Ha-ha. Watch and learn.” Uncle Leo held up the pencil. “Carina, will you do the honors?”

      I took the pencil from his hand and frowned. “What am I doing?”

      Uncle Leo tapped the map. He was a huge man, bear-like, with a big beard. “You’re gonna close your eyes. I’m gonna swirl this map. And then you’re gonna slap the tip of that pencil on it. And wherever that it lands, that’s where you and Kayley are going.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Just let it be random?” Kayley beamed. “Like, fate?”

      “That’s right. That’s truly what makes it an adventure. You don’t know what’s gonna happen next.” Uncle Leo grinned.

      “But… what if we wind up nowhere?” I asked.

      “‘Nowhere’ can still be an adventure.” Uncle Leo’s bushy eyebrow quirked.

      “What if we wind up in another boring suburb?”

      “We’ll get dessert at the nearest Applebee’s and laugh about it,” Kayley said. “Come on, Carina. I love this idea. It’s stupid and cool.”

      “What’s stupid and cool?” Aunt Amy wandered in from her pottery studio, jeans spattered with clay. She was a soft, dove-like woman, dusky and tiny next to Uncle Leo’s brawn.

      He put his arm around her. “In honor of their graduation, Carina and Kayley want a little adventure, and I’m teaching them my pencil trick.”

      Aunt Amy stared at the map and gave him a troubled look. “Is that such a good idea?”

      He squeezed her. “The girls are eighteen, and have to venture out sometime, honey.”

      She shook her head. He beamed back at her. They were having a whole silent conversation, apart from this one. It had been that way since I was a kid. Aunt Amy had adopted me when I was a baby after my mother died. She was overprotective. Uncle Leo had come into our family a few years later when he married my aunt. He was always urging me out into the world to take chances and make mistakes. Sometimes I heard them both in my head, the one pushing me forward and the other holding me back.

      Kayley nudged my arm. “If you don’t close your eyes, I’m taking that pencil and picking the place myself.”

      “Maybe Carina should stay home.” Aunt Amy’s voice still sounded worried.

      Uncle Leo said, “Now, now. It’ll be all right. Just close your eyes, Carina.”

      I clutched the pencil tight. “Well, I sure hope we don’t wind up going to Paducah.” The joke was weak, and so was my voice.

      I snapped my eyelids shut and brought the pencil tip down.
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      A few minutes later, Kayley and I were scrounging in the kitchen. Aunt Amy had already unearthed a cooler and was helping us pack it with hotdogs, ice, and drinks. She had folded her lips inward, over her teeth, as her strong potter’s hands took a package of marshmallows from a cupboard. She clearly wasn’t happy.

      “Well, it’s not Paducah,” Kayley said. “And it’s not some awful party, either.” Having spent half of her life at my house, Kayley had no trouble navigating the kitchen. She opened a drawer and extracted an iron pot for cooking over a fire.

      “But I mean, camping?” My pencil tip had landed on Cumberland Falls, otherwise known as Kentucky’s Little Niagara. “It’s going to be dark. It’s going to be cold.”

      “It’s going to be awesome.”

      Aunt Amy shuddered. “There might be bears. Or moonshiners.”

      “There might be hot forest rangers, too,” Kayley countered.

      “We could wait until morning, though. We don’t have to spend the night.”

      Aunt Amy looked up, almost hopeful.

      “But you shouldn’t wait,” Uncle Leo chimed in. He had entered the kitchen toting rolled sleeping bags. “If you leave tonight, you might even catch the moonbow.”

      “The what?”

      “A lunar rainbow.” He waggled his graying eyebrows. “Very rare. Didn’t you know? The full moon can make a silvery rainbow.” Kayley’s eyes got big as he continued, “And Cumberland’s is one of the few places in the world where you can see one if it’s a clear night. Which it is, by the way. Full moon, too. Perfect conditions.” He jerked his big thumb at the window.

      “Aw, man. This is epic.” Kayley practically pranced. “We’re heading into the wilderness and searching for a legendary moonbow. It’s like we’re hunting for a unicorn. Come on, Carina. Let’s get our phone chargers and go.”

      Kayley was chomping at the bit. Uncle Leo was grinning at the prospect of our adventure. Aunt Amy was looking at the linoleum floor and shaking her head, still disapproving.

      I felt uneasy. What was she worried about?

      Still, I said, “Yeah. Let’s go,” with as much enthusiasm as I could muster.
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      The drive was only two and half hours.

      “That’s great. If the trip is a complete dud, we can still turn around and be home a little after midnight,” Kayley said. She added, “But it won’t be a dud.”

      We were taking her car, a bottle green Toyota she had dubbed Pickle. It had a steady engine and a full tank of gas, even if it was ugly as sin.

      “Everyone else in our class is going to wake up with a hangover, but we’re gonna have pictures of a magical moonbow.” Kayley’s excitement was contagious.

      “Don’t know that they photograph,” Uncle Leo said. He had loaded Pickle’s trunk with the sleeping bags and a tent. He shut it with a flourish. “But I hear they’re a sight to see. You’ll have to tell us all about it.”

      Kayley and I slid in the car as Aunt Amy skittered up the front walk. I could barely see her face in the dark, but I could tell she was still worried about something.

      “You okay, Aunt Amy?”

      “I’m fine.” Her voice was small. “You girls be careful, though. And if anything goes amiss, you call us or head on home. You hear?”

      “Don’t worry. We will.”

      She nodded, lips folded.

      Kayley started the engine and began backing out of the driveway. She slid by my uncle’s big rig, a cherry red monstrosity he drove long haul for a trucking company. It loomed over us, blocking out the full moon.

      “Call us when you get there,” Aunt Amy called.

      “Will do!” Kayley gunned the engine, and we were gone.
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      In the movies, when girls go on road trips, they always sing along with some song on the radio. Not us. Kayley wouldn’t have it. She was a very careful driver. On the ground, she was exuberant, energetic. Behind the wheel, she was all business. She said she liked to listen to the car engine and keep her attention on the road. Her hands were always firmly at nine and three, her eyes straight ahead. Kayley’s dad had been an Air Force pilot, and she always treated Pickle like it was the cockpit of an F-15 Strike Eagle.

      “You going to tell me why you’re acting so glum?” she asked after we glided out of town.

      I had kicked off my shoes and put my stocking feet on the dashboard. Uncle Leo always told me I was like a pretzel, bending into shapes instead of just sitting or standing. But the truth was, I rarely felt comfortable in my own skin, so I always bent and twisted to find a shape that worked for me.

      “I’ve been having weird dreams again, Kayley.”

      “That’s nothing new. You’ve had weird dreams all your life.”

      It was true. I was one of those people who had lots of vivid dreams at night, some wonderful, like flying through the air, some very scary, like walking in a cave and finding a monster.

      “Last night, I was with this guy.”

      “Oo-la-la.” Kayley laughed. “Was he cute?”

      “No. He was really weird and scary. His eyes were all black. No white or color anywhere. And he had these tattoos all over his face, like tribal markings.”

      “And?”

      I shook my head. “That was it. But when I woke up, I was sure he was still in my room. It was like I could still smell him.” At the time, I had turned on the light, scanned the space, sniffed the air like a bloodhound, almost tasting sweat and spices. Eventually, I had even thrown open my closet door to make sure he wasn’t hiding in there.

      He hadn’t been, of course. It was just a dream.

      Kayley patted my leg. “You’re more nervous about college than you think. That’s all.” When I opened my mouth to protest, she added. “You dreamt about some alien visitor. Right? So you’re just a little stressed, is all. Luckily, a moonbow is a perfect remedy.”

      “I hardly think that could be true.”

      “Wait and see.”

      I leaned my head back on the seat. I didn’t think I was stressed about college. I was thrilled. For one thing, it wouldn’t be like high school. I would finally be someplace where it was okay to be smart, okay to be curious. I could explore all the topics I was interested in without anyone making fun of me. I’d study languages and politics, and herpetology, for sure. Kayley and I would be roommates. And I’d definitely join the chess club…
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      I must have drifted off because the next thing I knew, Pickle’s tires were crunching over a dirt road, and I was bouncing in my seat.

      “Hey, sleepyhead.” Kayley sounded amused.

      “We’re here?”

      “Well, we’re parking anyway.” She switched off the ignition.

      Silence engulfed us. Ahead, the full moon looked like it was snared in black branches.

      “Are we at the falls?” I was still blinking away sleep.

      “Not quite. Park’s closed.” Kayley pointed through the windshield at a chain across a dirt road and a sign.

      
        
        No Entry, Sunset to Sunrise.

      

      

      “So, how do people see the moonbow?”

      Kayley was turning to grope for a flashlight and a water bottle in the back seat. “My guess is they have sanctioned moonlight tours or something. To reduce the risk of injury or accident. Makes sense.” She opened her door, and her blond curls shone as Pickle’s interior light blinked on.

      “So… are we booking a tour?”

      “No way.”

      “Are we going home?”

      “No. We’re sneaking in, silly.” She grabbed a fleece jacket and shut her door.
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      Of course, I tried to argue her out of it, but I didn’t get anywhere. In Kayley’s mind, some rules were just meant to be broken. Sneaking past a Do Not Enter sign always topped the list. She was also always the first girl to jump in when there was No Swimming and the first to laugh loudly when it was Silence, Please. It got us into trouble most times, but Kayley always said the adventure was worth it. Mostly, she was right.

      “What if we get caught?” I asked.

      By then, we had jumped the chain and were walking down the dark dirt trail, our footsteps silent except for an occasional skittering stone. Kayley’s flashlight lit up the path ahead but all around was darkness. I couldn’t help thinking about bears and bobcats—or even serial killers—lurking in the trees. I thought of the man in my dream with the tattooed face and shivered.

      “If we get caught, we can say we’re lost. We’ll say we went in the woods to pee and got turned around. Easy-peasy,” Kayley was saying.

      “We got lost following a dirt trail? Seriously?”

      Kayley scoffed. “We just found this path, Carina. After wandering in the woods for hours, too. And we’re so relieved. Right?” She shook her head. “Man, you can’t lie for anything.”

      “And that’s bad?”

      “It is if you’re breaking the rules.” She was way too cheerful about this. “Otherwise, it’s a very desirable trait.” She nudged me with her elbow. “I always know I can trust you.”

      I felt warm inside. “I can trust you, too.”

      And I could. Kayley always had my back. We had been best friends since first grade and seen each other through every rite of passage, from bullies to first bras to one horrific blackout drunk experience—never again, ugh. I had sat through Kayley’s orchestra recitals, where she played a brilliant viola. She encouraged me through my swim meets and cheered me on all the way to a karate black belt and prizes in archery. We had shared clothes and orders of French Fries and texts about boys, everything from He had pretzel crumbs in his mouth when he kissed me, ew, to our latest big question, Do we lose our virginity before college? Kayley’s boyfriend Matt was due back soon from basic training, and she was seriously considering it. I had no boyfriend, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t wondering about it.

      Now, Kayley giggled. “I may bend the rules sometimes, but I’m loyal as the day is long. Can take that to the bank.”

      “You’re the best currency there is.”

      We kept walking. Soon, we heard water gurgling. Then we were standing by a silvery river. It looked cold and deep.

      “My guess is we follow this up to the falls.” Kayley gestured with her flashlight.

      “And what if one of us slips and breaks a leg? Or drowns?”

      “You won’t drown. You’re an excellent swimmer. Come on.”

      With perfect confidence, Kayley began picking her way by the river. I thought about slippery stones and stealthy serial killers, but I followed.

      To be fair, the hike was beautiful. Moonlight made the trees look like they were blooming with white flowers. The river glowed like a giant road of silver light. I lifted my chin to feel a fresh breeze and saw an owl gliding above, its big wings silent and spread wide. It swooped and spiraled.

      I sidled up to Kayley. “Okay, I admit it. This is awesome.”

      “Right?”

      “Even if we don’t see a moonbow, this is the coolest graduation party ever.”

      “Totally. And we’re gonna see it. Just wait.”

      We began climbing a hill, the river widening to one side below us. Inside my fleece, I was starting to sweat. I paused to shrug out of my top layer and wrap the sleeves around my waist. I heard a hoot from behind. An owl, of course. But when I glanced at the sky again, I saw it still circling above us.

      I felt myself frown. Did that hoot come from another owl? Was it part of a pair with a nest, maybe?

      The bird above me turned. I felt my neck tighten. All of a sudden, its shape against the moon looked all wrong. Since when did an owl have a long, thin tail? Since when did an owl have scalloped wings?

      “Carina?” Kayley called ahead. “You coming?”

      “There’s something weird flying overhead. Look.” I pointed upward, but as soon as I spoke, the creature zoomed off, almost as though it heard me.

      “Carina,” Kayley repeated. “Come on.”

      “It looked like it had a tail, Kayley. It was really weird.”

      “Well, guess what? I’ve got something even weirder.”

      I hurried forward, heartbeat speeding, skin prickling. Kayley stood stock-still in the middle of the path, her flashlight dim next to the powerful light of the moon. “What is it?”

      “Just listen.”

      At first, I could only hear the water below us, tumbling and chortling. But soon, beyond those sounds was a distant roar. “The falls, right?”

      Kayley held up a hand. “Yeah but keep listening.”

      “What am I listening for?”

      Kayley just shook her head, asking for silence.

      River. Roar.

      And then underneath that…

      “Music?” I whispered. It was very faint, a low, throbbing hum like a cello, and then what sounded like a shivery tinkle of bells. “Are we hearing things?”

      “Don’t think so. Because you can hear it too, right?”

      We both listened a little longer. The sound was sweet but a little chilling. Familiar too. I felt a wave of deja vu sweep over me.

      I had stood here and heard this music before. Dark trees had waved overhead. Crickets throbbed in the grass. Someone’s arms had been around me, hard and strong. Someone’s chest was pressed to mine. And someone’s lips were descending, dipping in for a kiss…

      “Come on.” Kayley was suddenly hurrying forward.

      “Kayley.” This was all too weird. The owl with a long tail and bat wings. The music behind the water, sweet and strange. Now this feeling I’d been here before when I’d never been to Cumberland Falls in my life. The sensation of arms around me. No one had ever held me like that, and yet…

      Suddenly, Kayley was flat out running, and suddenly, so was I. The music pulled us along, begging us to hurry. I raced up the hill. Kayley’s soles flashed ahead. We flew down a slope, heedless of pebbles skittering under our sneakers, roots, and holes trying to trip us up. The roar of the falls grew louder. The music sang and shivered underneath. There was a break in the trees up ahead. Kayley burst through first. I followed a second later. We both gasped in wonder and awe.

      Ahead, the falls tumbled down a cliff, a white, foaming glimmer. I could smell wet stones, fresh and clean. Mist bathed my cheeks and cooled my sweating forehead.

      But it was the moonbow that really took our breath away. It rose above the falls in a silvery arch, huge, unearthly, like a gate to another world. It shimmered, colorless and strange, a miracle formed from light and cloud.

      “Oh, my God. Oh, my God.” Kayley whispered over and over. She fumbled in her back pocket for her phone, so she could take a picture.

      I simply stood there. In the open air, the mysterious music was sweet and clear, even with the roar of the falls. I breathed deeply, dizzy from wonder.

      Kayley stopped snapping pictures. She walked forward again, curly head bent, eyes squinting into the dark. I hurried to catch up.

      “Where are you going?” I had to speak loudly above the sound
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