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      I became aware of the voices first. They were low and familiar. Next, I noticed the warmth and softness. Before, I had been cold and damp, but now everything felt dry and delightful. Thick pillows poofed around me. I was under a soft blanket. It felt like heaven to be warm again. I had been so cold.

      “She's rested long enough.” The first voice was a little peevish.

      I found myself smiling in my cocoon. Part of me was very pleased this person was annoyed.

      “She needs sleep. And she deserves information.” The second voice sent a little pang in my heart.

      “She needs to know one thing and one thing only. And that is all I will tell her.” I heard a crackle. “No, I don't want any of that kragstaka. Ajax, will you just go home? I'm in charge here.”

      At the mention of Ajax's name, I opened my eyes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I was in my bedroom. Everything around me was familiar. Scorched desktop. Messy floor. The light slanting from the window told me it was late morning. I was curled in bed, covered in blankets and quilts.

      Two handsome princes stood across the room, both dressed in loose linen-like trousers and tunics. I knew them both. They were from a hot, dazzling land called Alartha, and they could shapeshift into dragons. At present, one was holding an open bag of Flamin' Hot Cheetos and munching on the orange twists. The other had folded his arms and curled his lips in disapproval.

      “What are you doing here?” I sat up and immediately regretted it. I was naked. Also, my head hurt. I clutched a blanket to my chest, suddenly doused with cold fear. Although I was happy to be alive and happy to see the princes, I was also starting to remember everything from the night before.

      “Where's Kayley?” I asked. My heart started hammering.

      “Kayley?” The first prince, Nyx, knit his brows. He had a thin, sensitive face and dark hair. “I'm sure I don't know.” He turned to the other prince. “Ajax, did you do something with Kayley?”

      “Me?” Ajax's wide mouth was usually laughing, but just then, it was serious. He put down the bag of Cheetos. “No. What happened to her?”

      “The elf Aster kidnapped her. Right before Nyx found me in the woods. Oh my God.” I felt sick as the whole horrible night came sweeping back into my brain in one big rush. I tried to wrap the blanket more firmly around myself, so I could stand and dress, but dizziness swept over me. “Ouch. Crap.” I gingerly touched the back of my head. “Why does my head hurt so much?”

      “Nyx knocked you out.” Ajax's dark gaze slid to his cousin.

      “Why?”

      “It was necessary,” Nyx said.

      “It wasn't,” Ajax said. “And now her brain might be bruised—”

      “It feels bruised,” I added, “And which one of you undressed me?”

      The princes looked at one another. Then Nyx spoke. “I did. Ajax insisted you would be embarrassed about it, but you were soaking wet, and it simply seemed prudent.” He pointed to a crumpled pile of filthy clothing in a corner. “I saved your rags if you want them.”

      “No, thank you. And I think it's okay. That you undressed me, I mean.” It actually was okay. Nakedness was no big deal in Alartha, where Ajax and Nyx came from. For Nyx, stripping me was probably no more or less interesting than scooping a cat box or taking out the trash.

      But that didn't mean I was comfortable being naked around either of them now.

      I said to Ajax and Nyx, “Turn your backs. I'm getting dressed.”

      The princes obeyed. Still clutching a blanket to my chest, I rose slowly and headed to my bureau. My head pounded with every step. “Last thing I remember, we were fighting in the woods, Nyx.” I grabbed a clean bra and panties from a drawer. “You surprised me.”

      “That is correct,” he said. “And you would not follow me when I commanded you.”

      I leaned against the wall as a sickening picture rose in my brain. The dark forest. A green fog. Shapes forming in it. They were like ghosts who pulled the noxious mist into themselves, gradually gaining substance and form. Smoke snakes coiled, smoke centipedes slithered, and smoke humanoids coalesced. Everywhere, trees were dying.

      I shook off the picture and headed to the closet to choose a clean blouse. “I remember the trees were dying all around us. And you didn't want me to help the trees.” I wrinkled my brow, thinking of the horrid crackling of healthy leaves curling up and dying. I pulled the shirt around my shoulders. “You just left them all? The trees?”

      “No, no,” Ajax said. “By taking you away from it, Nyx was helping the forest. Really, Carina, that was the best way to save your trees. The poisoned smoke was meant for you. Pulling you away made the smoke disappear. “

      I fumbled with the buttons of my shirt. “The smoke was meant for me? Why?” I grabbed some cargo shorts and slipped into them. “Why did you Alarthans send a killing smoke into the woods?”

      At this, the princes turned and stared. I was dressed by then, so I just stood there as they exploded into outrage.

      “Us! We did not send a smoke!”

      “Us? Why would we want to kill you?”

      “But isn't smoke your element? Aren't you the fire-breathing ones?” I shouldered past them to the bedroom door. “Why wouldn't the smoke come from you guys?”

      Ajax was shaking his head. “Carina, think about it. We are dragons. We are mighty creatures of the wind. Our people do not need to fight with poison smoke—”

      “Yet you're happy to knock a girl out and kidnap her—”

      “Now, see here—” Nyx tried to interrupt.

      “You just draw the line at poison gas?” I finished by opening my door and headed down the hall to the bathroom.

      “Hey. It's hardly kidnapping if I took you back home.” Nyx's voice was prim behind me.

      “Where are you going?” Ajax followed us down the hall, too, his long legs loping.

      I turned to them. “Guys. I'm washing up. I'm getting aspirin. Then I'm packing some stuff. After that, I want you two jerks to help me get to Dryadalis. I have to rescue Kayley.” With that, I slid into the bathroom, closed the door firmly on Ajax's surprised face, and locked it.

      Afterward, I proceeded to fall apart.
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      To be fair, I had every reason to weep. In the past few days, I had discovered everything I had grown up believing or knowing hadn't been real. I had thought I was an all-American girl—Carina Whitlock, eighteen years old, swimmer, a black belt, a bow hunter, just working in an ice cream parlor until college started in the fall. Carina had liked political science and languages. She was toying with the idea of a career in the diplomatic corps. Carina lived with her uncle Leo, a truck driver, and her Aunt Amy, a potter, in a pleasant suburb of Louisville, Kentucky. She couldn't have been more normal. And now...

      Now I had found out I was an elf princess in a land called Dryadalis. My mother had been an elf queen there. Also, I was half-dragon. Plus, I could make fire come out of my hands sometimes, and I could talk to trees. I could visit other worlds, using magical stones and mysterious doorways.

      Supposedly, I could do even more magic with the proper tools and training. I was expected to lead an army of elves against an army of dragons. Or else I needed to surrender myself to the dragons as a prisoner of war. Or else I was supposed to lead the dragons against the elves. And last night, my best friend in the whole world, a funny, loyal, brave girl named Kayley, had been kidnapped by an irate elf warrior named Aster. The capture had been all my fault because I had been stubbornly resisting the whole idea of magic, war, and destiny for weeks. I had ignored my responsibilities, and now Kayley was paying the price.

      I definitely had to fix it and fast. So after I finished crying, I took some aspirin and drank a whole glass of water. Then I washed my face and cleaned my teeth. I ran a brush through my red hair and braided it.

      Finally, I braced myself against the sink and thought about how I might find and rescue Kayley and what I might need for the rescue journey. A quick look around the bathroom told me I didn't have a lot of useful tools. Mascara, brow powder, and tweezers wouldn't be helpful on a rescue mission. Ditto for zit cream, blow dryer, and lotion. All in all, I had nothing.

      In the end, I grabbed a few sanitary pads and shoved them in my pocket. My period wasn't due for a couple of weeks, but honestly, they seemed the only truly useful thing in the whole bathroom. I put on a silver necklace my Aunt Amy had given me and a bangle of Kayley's I had borrowed and forgotten to return. Then I took a deep breath and padded out to the hallway.

      Ajax was still waiting, leaning up against the door to the linen closet, his dark brows swooped in a frown. He straightened as soon as he saw me. “Are you all right?” he asked. “You look like you've been crying.”

      “I did. I was. But I'm done, now. I just need to pack a few more things, and we can go.”

      I headed back to my room. Nyx was there, staring out the window.

      “We should hurry,” he said. “The enemy is still close by, and they will be here soon enough and with more killing fog.”

      “I have no idea who this enemy is. So suppose you tell me what's going on? Who makes the smoke, if it’s not you? Why do they want me dead? And what do you two want with me, anyway?”

      It took a while for Nyx and Ajax to explain. Nyx told most of the story in an uninflected monotone, while Ajax lightened things up with amusing details. They trailed behind me while I went down to the kitchen. They talked while I composed a quick note for my aunt and uncle and left it on the refrigerator. They even told their story while I slipped into the pottery studio and briefly bent over my Aunt Amy's computer to send a lying email to Kayley's parents, so they wouldn’t worry. I assured them that Kayley was fine, and we were taking an impromptu road trip, which was why she hadn't come home.

      The story Ajax and Nyx related was mostly familiar. I had learned a lot of it before Nyx had banged me on the head. And as they talked, more and more details came back to me. In brief, the story was this:

      There were two worlds at war, Alartha and Dryadalis. The Alarthans were dragon shapeshifters. The Dryads were magic-working elves. They had once been friends and allies, but now they were fighting, and both kingdoms wanted me on their side. I was half elf and half dragon. My mother had been an elf queen. And my father had been...

      Well. No one seemed sure about my dad. The name “Omar Arindi” had been written on my birth certificate. But Ajax said no dragon clan in Alartha bore that name. Still, there could be no doubt about my dragon lineage, too. I had shown traces of an Alarthan shared consciousness and ancestral memory. I definitely had some dragon blood in my veins.

      As for the killing smoke that had blanketed the forest last night, Nyx said it had been a diabolical creation of the elves.

      “Nyx, that has to be a lie.” We were in the kitchen by then. I was unwrapping a protein bar and pouring a fresh cup of coffee. “Elves would never kill trees. Trees are a source of power and strength for the Dryads. The elf Aster taught me that.” I wrinkled my brow, forcing a memory past my headache. Aster had been functioning as my tutor in magic. She had recently given me a lesson in a park near my house. “ I can kind of talk to trees. I put my hands on some maple tree trunks, and they told me stories about my parents.”

      “I didn't say Aster made the smoke,” Nyx said impatiently. “The smoke wasn't made by her. It was made by the Dark Elves.”

      I felt a chill, even though I wasn't entirely sure what he meant. “Remind me who they are?”

      “Pure evil.” Ajax was sniffing the coffee I had just made. I found a mug and poured him a cup.

      “As I understand it,” Nyx said primly. “Most elves cooperate with nature to create their magic. They have elemental affinities. Isn’t that right?”

      “Yes.” I thought again of my few magic lessons with the elf Aster had given me. “Elves can control water, earth, fire, wood, and bees. Or something like that.”

      “Yes. Well, Dark Elves work their magic using death.”

      I swallowed with difficulty, coffee pot still in my hand. I put it down. “Death?”

      “Death is a natural force too.” Ajax tasted his coffee, grabbed a bottle of Tabasco sauce off the table, and added some to his cup. He sipped the new concoction with satisfaction. “Although what the dark elves do with death is repugnant.”

      “Quite.” Nyx agreed. His voice was tinged with distaste. “They draw their considerable powers from pain, torture, and killing. The more they kill living things, the more powerful they become.”

      “Shadow Magic,” I whispered. I remembered the words of Cairn, an elf warrior in Dryadalis, When death and pain are used to create power, the outcome is almost always terrible. I took a careful bite of my protein bar. “Okay. I remember learning about this, too. But Aster and Cairn told me the Dark Elves only resorted to Death Magic because of you dragons.”

      Nyx and Ajax exchanged glances. “And I told you the Alarthans were asked to attack Dryadalis back then,” Ajax said.

      “He's right. The Dryads asked for our help ridding themselves of the Dark Elves. This is why we attacked. This is our history. Every Alarthan child knows it.”

      “Well. I know history can be written wrong. People love to paint themselves as the heroes, whether they are or not. Why not elves and dragons, too?” I turned to Ajax. “What I don't understand is, what do the Dark Elves want with me? Why kill me now?”

      “I suppose it's because you are powerful, Carina,” Ajax said. “And if the Dark Elves can torture and kill you, they can use your considerable magical strength to rule Dryadalis and conquer Alartha once and for all.” My blood ran cold as he went on. “This is why your tutor Aster hid you on Earth for so long. You are the secret weapon of the Shadow Warriors. If they can capture, torture, and kill a princess who is half-Alarthan and half-Dryad, they will have the power to rule both worlds. Now that you have come of age and been found, they are hunting you and will not rest until you are captured and killed.”
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      I gaped at Ajax. I could barely believe what he just said “You're serious. The Dark Elves want to kill me.”

      He nodded.

      “Well... why didn't Aster tell me this?”

      The princes looked at one another. “Maybe she didn't know?”

      “Maybe she's crazed?”

      “Maybe she's a Dark Elf, too.”

      I struggled to remember my last encounter with Aster. We were in the forest. Her sharp face was twisted in anger. She was holding Kayley in a chokehold.

      “What are you doing?” I’d screamed.

      “Protecting myself from evil,” Aster rasped. “And protecting Kayley, too. I see no other way to protect Dryadalis from your polluted ambition, Carina.”

      “My polluted... what? Aster, please. What is it you think I have done?”

      But she hadn’t been listening. She was muttering to herself. “I should have seen it from the first. No wonder your powers are accelerated. No wonder you can do mind magic.”

      What had she been so angry about? I didn't understand.

      “What is mind magic?’ I asked aloud.

      The princes looked at one another blankly. Finally, Ajax said, “Alarthans don't really do magic, Carina.”

      I struggled to remember what else Aster had said. What had she meant by polluted ambition? The only ambition I had was to be left alone by both the Alarthans and Dryads, so I could lead a normal life.

      I remembered Kayley choking in Aster’s arms, her blond curls spilling over the irate elf's hand.

      “Do you deny that you have access to the Trilithon?” Aster had asked.

      “The...? Trilith... what?”

      “Don't play stupid.” Aster's voice had been wintry cold. “You've tricked me once too often, Carina. I won't be tricked again. If you want to see your friend again, bring the Trilithon to me in its entirety. You know where I'll be.”

      “What's a Trilithon?” I asked Ajax and Nyx out loud. “Aster mentioned it before she kidnapped Kayley. She wants me to bring it to her.”

      Again, the princes looked at one another, totally at a loss. Nyx said, “This just sounds like more elf magic to me. We cannot help you with that.”

      Ajax brightened. “But I do know someone who can.”

      Nyx gave him a look. “Who?”

      “We can ask Elsaqur.” Nyx slapped his palm to his head, but Ajax went on to me. “There is an elderly dragon in Alartha who knows much about elf-lore. Elsaqur is our foremost authority on Dryad history and magic.”

      “Will Elsaqur help me?”

      “No. Elsaqur is a crackpot,” Nyx muttered.

      “All of Dryadalis will help you, Carina.” Ajax insisted. “We want only an end to this war. Come back to Alartha, and let's get Elsaqur to answer your questions.”

      “By all means, come back to Alartha. It's the whole reason Ajax and I are here.” Nyx nodded.

      I leaned against the counter by the kitchen sink. My heart felt heavy, and my head still hurt. I really wasn't sure what to do. I wanted very much to sweep into Dryadalis and rescue Kayley from Aster immediately. But the more I remembered about my situation, the less that seemed like a feasible plan. Aster had threatened me. She had said she wouldn't give up Kayley without the “Trilithon.” I didn't know what the Trilithon was, so how could I provide it? Finding out more about it seemed smart.

      But I also didn't fully trust the Alarthans. I liked Nyx and Ajax, but I wasn't sure they had my best interests at heart. When I had been in their lands before, everyone in the land had seemed awfully eager to keep me there, without fully explaining why. Even now, they could be planning to keep me as a prisoner of war. If I went to Alartha, would the dragons really help me? Or would they lock me up?

      “Let's get one thing straight,” I said finally. “If I go to Alartha, I'm only going because I need more information. Okay? Before she kidnapped Kayley, Aster told me I needed to bring her the Trilithon. Once I know what that is and how to find it, I want to go to Dryadalis to save my friend. Is that clear?”

      Nyx and Ajax both nodded. They both appeared sincere, with dark hair and handsome features suitably serious. But Nyx seemed remote, while Ajax's expression was brimming with good humor.

      Looking back and forth between them, I couldn't tell if they really meant to help me or if I could really trust them. But for the time being, I decided I had to go along with their plan. After all, Alarthans could travel between worlds and dimensions, and I could not. In truth, the princes were the only way I knew of to travel back to Dryadalis.

      “All right,” I said. “I have one more thing I need to get, and then I can go.”

      They followed me as I trudged back to my room. I knelt by the wad of dank, smelly clothes I had been wearing in the woods the night before. I reached into the pocket of my damp, dirty shorts. I closed my fist around a small stone. Relief filled me as I pulled it forth.

      “What is that?” Ajax asked.

      “It's one of those three jewels my mother left me in the Alarthan box,” I said. “Remember? You saw them.” I held up the stone. It was a fiery red ruby. It looked like a frozen drop of blood. “I sure hope Kayley still has the other two stones. I think they might be valuable.” The ruby tingled in my fingers, practically fizzing with power.

      “What does the ruby do?” Nyx asked.

      “I don't know exactly. I didn't get that far with my magic lessons. Last night, I tried to hold off the killing fog with it, but nothing happened.” I closed my fist around the stone. “I'm a zero in the magic department, guys.”

      Nyx's eyes were glittering in a way I didn't like. Meanwhile, Ajax said, “Maybe Elsaqur will know how to use the stone.”

      “Maybe Elsaqur will tell me how to save Kayley first.” I stuffed the ruby deep into my shorts pocket. I looked from Nyx to Ajax. “Okay. The last time I went to Alartha, Kayley and I entered a magic doorway by accident up at Cumberland Falls. How do we get there now?”

      “Through another doorway.” Ajax's eyes twinkled.

      “Where?”

      “They're everywhere.”

      I couldn't believe what I was hearing. “There are magical doorways to Alartha... everywhere?”

      He nodded. “Sure. Mostly they only open for Alarthans. And you do need to know what to look for and listen for. Come on. I will teach you how to find them. As a dragon, it is something you should know. It's a prelude to learning how to shift.”
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      The idea of being half-dragon was still very new for me. Ajax had broken the news only the day before, and I had barely had time to process it. Now, as I closed the front door to my house and walked down a suburban sidewalk, flanked by two dragon princes, I found myself looking over and over again at my hands and arms and legs. Ten fingers. Two elbows. Two knees. They looked as normal and unremarkable as the houses around us, with their vinyl siding and freshly trimmed lawns. Could my body really become something else? Could I actually shapeshift into a dragon, like Ajax and Nyx?

      Shapeshifting had been explained to me during my first visit to Alartha by a
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