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      For my darling Isadora

      

      Not all warriors carry swords.

      Some of them ride warhorses and use

      their words to slay dragons instead.

      They’re just as fierce and just as noble.

      

      Slay on, girl.
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      My dad graduated first in his class in economics at Stanford. He was the youngest person in his class at Harvard Business School, and he irons his sheets. He’s uptight, exacting, and brilliant. Meanwhile my mom’s a psychic who often keeps her hair in dreads because it’s more environmentally friendly not to wash it very often. She wears sarongs, and she does henna tattoos as a side gig, and she believes crystals carry energies that alter the aura of the people and the room around them.

      They could not possibly be more different.

      When Dad met Mom, she was reading people’s futures at one of his company events. She was a curiosity. A party entertainer.

      Nothing, at least, to him.

      But Dad and Mom were drawn to one another like magnets—I was conceived the night of that stupid party, apparently. Cue my retching.

      From that day forward, they took things one day at a time.

      No one that either of them knew or loved thought they would work. Heck, I didn’t even think they’d stay together. They regularly fight like dry lightning strikes on a hot summer night, and it’s usually over something stupid, like what to do with the snake who ate one of our chicken’s fake eggs. Dad, of course, wants to kill it with a hoe and be done with it. Mom insists on spending the next two days nursing it and calling every rescue from here to Waco.

      But even more fiercely than they fight, they love passionately and with every part of their being.

      Maybe that’s why.

      Maybe that’s the reason that, of all the people in the universe I might love, I’m falling for the absolute worst. I’m falling for the man—a beast—sent to slay everyone I know. The prince of the dragons, the creatures who invaded our earth with no regard for our past, our present, or our future.

      I should be plotting his demise, but with every moment that passes, my resolve crumbles. And all I can think is that it’s my parents’ fault, because it must be in my DNA. Opposites really do attract, apparently.

      How can I save the world when I’m falling for the powerful, savage being capable of utterly destroying it?
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      Fear makes men forget, and skill that cannot fight is useless. -Brasidas of Sparta
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      I was a very fearful child. Sometimes people don’t believe me when I tell them that, because who would believe that an up-and-coming UFC fighter could only sleep with the lights turned on when she was seven years old?

      After enduring my sobbing fits for months, my parents decided to put me into martial arts. Mom hoped learning to defend myself properly might eliminate some of the fear. Dad just thought taking a few punches might toughen me up.

      I started with kendo, because I wanted to hold a weapon and a sword felt like a good one. To this day, fighting with a sword in my hand has always been my favorite. It quickly became apparent that, although fear had brought me into the ring, it was the absence of fear I felt in the heat of a fight that allowed me to excel.

      See, most people, and by most, I mean quite a bit more than ninety-nine point nine percent of people, when they’re punched, experience an acute stress response—their sympathetic nervous system goes haywire, basically. This causes tunnel vision, loss of hearing, and a short-circuit of all critical body systems. It renders you unable to think at all, much less respond to the danger that’s right in front of you.

      But the rare one in less than ten thousand people. . .just don’t.

      Most people don’t even know whether this might be them, because not very many people in this day and age actually get punched in the face. For most people, the only way to deal with the acute stress response is to work to condition it out with enough time and training. In such a way, when trauma or stress strikes, you can often power through.

      Mostly.

      But when your opponent’s trash talking, threatening, and intimidating you, when the audience is jeering and shouting, and when that first blow slams into your jaw, it often takes over in spite of your best efforts.

      And that’s where I have a serious edge.

      If you’ve ever seen Conor McGregor fight, you’ll know how someone like me looks. Even after a fight with months and months of trash talking and lead time, he waltzes into the ring calm and relaxed. His timing remains flawless. His reflexes are consistent, because unlike a normal human, he’s genuinely not stressed. His nervous system is fully functioning and ready to respond to any hits that come his way. It’s the reason his timing and accuracy are consistent. It’s the reason he consistently wins.

      And like McGregor, in spite of my terror at night, in spite of my bad dreams, when I’m confronted with a terrible foe, I remain calm. Actually, I usually focus better. My reflexes heighten. My senses sharpen. My brain kicks into overdrive.

      My perfect track record in UFC matches, the fact that there are way more men at my gym than women, and the fact that most women can’t keep up with me means that I spar with men more often than not. It’s certainly true today, though this is the third time I’ve taken someone down in under three minutes. I release my rear naked choke, which was way too easy to get, and drop Holden on the mat.

      “What’s going on?” I kick his hip, not savagely, just enough to make sure he’s listening. “Why aren’t you going hard?” I spin around, looking at the guys who are watching. “You too, Javi. You barely even tried to avoid the armbar.”

      Javi looks away.

      When I look back at Holden, he won’t meet my eye either.

      Now I’m royally ticked. “I have to fight in just under two weeks. Coach is about to cut to just training and no sparring, and now’s when you girls decide to go easy on me?” I swear under my breath, getting ready to pummel the next guy within an inch of his lousy life.

      “It’s not our fault,” Holden mutters.

      “What does that mean?” My eyes narrow.

      “Nothing,” Holden says.

      “Shut up.” Javi mouths something angrily. “Idiot.”

      So someone’s telling them to go easy on me. . .but who would dare? Everyone knows how much this next fight matters to my career. It’s almost a miracle Coach even got me the fight, and it’s being broadcast on prime time. My opponent, Gisele Costa, is technically way above my paygrade. I need to bring my A-game, and that means training my very hardest.

      Why would anyone at my gym want me to fail?

      Maybe I’m asking the wrong question. There aren’t many people all these guys would listen to, other than Coach Sousa. In fact, I can only think of one.

      “Gideon!”

      He’s sparring across the gym, but both he and his opponent freeze, so I know they heard me.

      “Gideon Evans, get over here right now.”

      He ignores me.

      Fine. I’ll go to him. I hop out and jog toward the corner where he’s still holding Frank’s wrist. Javi, and Holden, and Isaac take my departure as their cue to leave, ducking out the back door before I’ve even reached Gideon’s ring.

      Frank wrenches his hand free and moves away as I hit the edge of the ring and swing up. He ducks out nearly as fast as the other guys did.

      “What’s going on?” Coach Sousa was wrapping an ankle in his office, but he must have abandoned that. He’s nearly reached the edge of our octagon.

      “Gideon told the guys to take it easy on me.” I cross my arms. “And I want to know why.”

      “He’s your biggest supporter,” Sousa says. “He wants you to win as much as the rest of us. . .” I notice he’s not saying Gideon didn’t tell them to ease up.

      And we can both see the set of Gideon’s jaw and the flashing of his eyes.

      “Tell me it’s not true,” I say. “Tell me you didn’t.”

      Gideon shrugs. “So what if I did? Getting injured before your fight won’t help you.”

      “But if I don’t train well enough, I’ll get injured worse later, with everyone watching.”

      “You’re already great at holds,” Gideon says. “Javi’s a boxer, and Holden’s kicks are infamous. If one of them broke⁠—”

      I’m done listening. He took my decent partners, so he can take their place. I spin a kick toward him without thinking, and it lands hard on his shoulder.

      “Whoa,” Coach Sousa says.

      But it’s too late for him to stop us. I’m furious, and Gideon looks nearly as angry. We’ve been in school together since I started kindergarten and trained together since I was seven years old and he was eight. He has always thought he knows better than I do, and I’m heartily sick of it.

      He’s had a few big wins, just like I have. He has a few decent sponsors, just like I do. He’s tall, just like I am, only, tall for him is four inches over six feet. Tall for me is an inch shy of six feet. Still, by the percentages, I’m more impressive than he is.

      Like me, Gideon’s not afraid to take a punch. When he fights, he’s relaxed, calm, and focused. My holds and kicks are better than his, but his strikes are much stronger than mine. Luckily, I’m fast enough to evade the force behind most of them.

      His left hook’s famous, and it’s coming right at me. I shift slightly, and then I elbow the inside of his wrist, throwing him off balance. His hook glances, but it still stings.

      That’s part of the reason we train. Even without fear, we still have to learn to deal with pain and move through it. Now that I’m inside his guard, an elbow to his gut causes him to fold inward, which gives me the opening I need to go for an armbar.

      “I thought we agreed you weren’t doing these.” Gideon’s low tone is a little too close to a whisper, maybe because it’s right in my ear.

      “We agreed on nothing,” I say. “But even if we did, that was before you started giving people orders behind my back.”

      “Why do you think I did that?”

      I put more pressure on his arm, realizing belatedly that he’s not even trying to get loose. “Hey.” I knee him. “Fight.”

      “Fight what?” he asks. “You got me.”

      I’m actually angry enough that I want to break it. He’s doing the same thing he ordered them to, not going full-on. Instead of doing something monumentally stupid, I throw his arm away and stand up in disgust. “Why?” I kick his side as hard as I can. “Why aren’t you trying?”

      “Last month, Holden broke your nose.” He stretches and bounces lightly. “Last week, Javi gave you a black eye.”

      And I’m swearing under my breath again. “That’s the game, Gideon. It’s how it works. You know that better than anyone.”

      He drops his voice and ducks his head. “Well, maybe it’s different for me.”

      “What dumb crap are you saying?”

      “Alright, you two. My office.” Coach Sousa looks ticked, and when he’s that mad, we can’t ignore him. He’s been known to cancel fights, or worse, sub another fighter in your place.

      Gideon stops in front of the office and waves me in. I kick him as I pass. Stupid jerk, acting like he’s all chivalrous. Coach Sousa closes the door, which is basically a red flag to the entire gym that stuff’s about to go down.

      “Alright. What’s going on?” I ask.

      “I can’t keep watching you get hurt,” Gideon says. “Don’t get mad at me for trying to help.”

      “Help? I’m a fighter, not some elderly lady who bought too many groceries.” I slam a fist into his stomach as hard as I can. “It’s not helping, you jerk. We go hard so we can win. Your idiocy might cost me the fight.”

      He barely grunts, and then pushes past me and sits in a chair, like nothing even happened.

      Coach reams us for fighting on the floor, and tells us how we set the example for the other fighters, yada yada. It’s nothing that we haven’t heard before. But then, he stops.

      He yelled at both of us.

      Like I was the problem. “Did you hear what he did?” My hand’s itching to punch Coach in the stomach, now. “He told the guys⁠—”

      “Liz.” Coach Sousa grits his teeth.

      “What?” I look from Coach to Gideon and back again. “What am I missing here? Or did the two of you suddenly break misogynist for no reason?”

      Coach Sousa sighs. “I have to tell her now—that’s on you.”

      Gideon exhales.

      “His next fight, the one the week after yours, is Gideon’s last.” Coach Sousa’s words are flat, his mouth a grim line.

      “What?” My eyes fly to Gideon’s face. “What’s he talking about?”

      Gideon shrugs. “My heart’s not in it anymore.”

      “No way,” I say. “I don’t buy it.”

      He shrugs. “It doesn’t really matter whether you do or not.”

      “Our finest fighter is enlisting.” Coach Sousa spits on the floor. His voice goes up when he says, “Special ops.”

      Why would Gideon do that now, when he’s finally on top?

      My oldest friend—my self-appointed nanny—doesn’t give me any kind of answer. He just stands up and heads for the door.

      I’m left scrambling after him. “Hey, whoa!” I grab his shoulder just outside the office. Everyone in the gym’s watching, but I can’t bring myself to care.

      “What?” Gideon spins around, his dark blue eyes flashing. “You gonna tell me I can’t enlist? Are you my mom, now?”

      “Umm,” I say. “You’re the one who kept telling people what they could do with me.”

      “Why do you think I’m quitting after all this time, Liz?”

      That’s what I can’t fathom. He’s so close to breaking through! He could be the world champion in under a year if he keeps pushing and gets lucky. Why would he throw it all away?

      “Think about it.” His lip curls up into a half smile, and his voice drops to a low, husky rumble that only I can hear. “Think really, really hard, you idiot.”

      “You said your heart’s not in it,” I say, “but you love fighting.”

      “I need a cause,” he whispers. “I don’t feel like I have that anymore, but there’s another reason. My real reason.” His eyes meet mine, and I’ve never seen them look quite so intense, not even in the ring.

      “Is your family alright?”

      He waves his hand through the air, like he’s shoving that thought away. “Fine.” He points at me. “But you are denser than I thought.”

      “I am?” Why’s my heart galloping?

      He steps toward me, and for some inexplicable reason, I back up. He steps closer, and I scramble backward again. He repeats that move, again and again, until my back hits the wall.

      Finally, he says, “We can’t date anyone at the gym. That’s always been the rule.” His voice is still low—clear, strong, but low, the volume turned up just loud enough for me.

      “Okay.” Something inside my belly twists.

      “I’ve hated that rule for years, Elizabeth. Tell me you haven’t.”

      My mouth goes dry. Is he saying. . . For years there’s been something between us, yes. It’s not like I never noticed. But like he said, we can’t date. We’re both focused on our careers. He’s been the best friend I’ve needed, and he’s been a constant force in my life.

      “I got sick of waiting,” he says. “So I’m not going to do it anymore.”

      “But you’ll be⁠—”

      “I’ll be in training for six months,” he says. “And after that, I’ll be on one- and two-month missions. I negotiated for that. It turns out, when you have some skills, you have something called leverage, even with the federal government.”

      “But—”

      His head drops toward mine, his eyes staring at my mouth. “Tell me you understand, Elizabeth. In three weeks, we won’t be at the same gym anymore.”

      I swallow. “I do.”

      “You think it’s the right call, too.”

      “But—”

      His hand slams against the wall, inches from my head. “You agree. Say it.”

      I look up at him, immediately realizing my mistake. His deep blue eyes. His locked jaw. The sweat beaded on his brow. His hair, falling across his face. It’s too much. “I agree,” I whisper.

      His smile’s devilish, and his presence is intoxicating. He leans even closer, so that only a hairsbreadth separates my mouth from his. “Three weeks, Liz.”

      I’m not sure I can survive them.
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      A Boo Bash.

      It’s actually a cute name. Every single time I’ve called home for the past month and change, it’s been the only thing my six-year-old brother has wanted to talk about. Apparently the Boo Bash is a huge school carnival to which everyone wears costumes.

      Sammy wanted me to match him, but there was no way I was showing up as Ben Ten’s cousin Gwen. Luckily, he agreed I could wear my MMA attire and gloves, and come as myself, essentially. Blocking off time a week and a half before my fight was hard enough. A ready-made costume was a major plus.

      I shouldn’t really be here at all. Sousa will kill me if I eat so much as a handful of candy. If I hadn’t promised Sammy, I wouldn’t be tempting fate, but as the youngest child in a family with four children, he’s let down a lot. I don’t want to be the cause of any additional disappointment for the little guy.

      “You’re here!” Sammy’s face lights up when he sees me. With his speech delay, it sounds more like, “yow heyah!”

      “I said I’d come.”

      When he races toward me, I hold out my arms, my hands snagging him underneath his armpits and swinging him around. I can’t believe he’s wearing a jacket in this weather—seventy degrees. Typical Texas fall—but Ben Ten is known by that green jacket with the stripe and number.

      The second I set him down, he’s jabbering again. “When I said my sister beat people up for her job, Jackson said I was lying,” he says, which sounds like ‘wying.’

      “Where’s this Jackson?” I ask. “I think he needs a punch on the nose.”

      “Lizzie!” Mom’s familiar voice behind me has me spinning around for a hug.

      Nothing can really prepare someone for the sheer force of my mother. First I hear the schlepping sound of her flip flops, and then the smell of patchouli slams into my olfactories like a fly swatter. Last but not least, her arms wrap around me and squeeze. For a small, slender woman, she really knows how to commit to a hug.

      Most people think I take after my dad—discipline, restraint, insane dedication—but they don’t see the real core of who my mother is. She’s stronger than anyone I know, and she’d do anything in the world for her family. Once, my vegetarian, save-the-planet mother actually punched a guy who was harassing the girls at the outdoor eating area of a Jimmy Chang’s Mexican restaurant. Her solid right cross sent him flying backward into the painted monkey on the brick wall. Dad thought the guy was gonna sue, but I guess he wasn’t keen on telling people that a tiny woman had beaten him up.

      “I’m so glad you could come,” Mom whispers, “but don’t punch any of Sammy’s friends, no matter how irritating or rude they are, alright?”

      As if she needs to remind me of that. “My hands are licensed as deadly weapons,” I say. “I promise not to use them in any way at an elementary school carnival.”

      “Thank goodness.” She releases me.

      I finally take in what she’s wearing. “Sammy said we all had to come in costume.” I arch one eyebrow. “You just came as yourself?”

      “I’m a fortune teller. That’s a legitimate costume for most people.” She shrugs. “You came in your normal workwear, too, so you’re one to talk.” She gestures toward what looks like an enormous, human-sized rubber band launcher. “Coral and Jade are the cutest hippies you’ve ever seen. They’re both over there waiting in line to do the bungee jump again, or I’d show you.”

      Oh my word. The school carnival has a bungee jump? “I can practically see Sousa’s eyes bug out right now at the whiff of a thought that I might try that.”

      “You should. You only get one life.” Mom’s mantra for as long as I’ve known her. “Just don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      Which rules out precisely nothing. “Thanks, Mom.”

      Sammy’s pulling on my hand pretty hard now. “Jackson’s this way.”

      I’ve been his go-to bully shield for years. It’s sad that a six-year-old has needed a bully eliminator for years, but preschoolers aren’t nice to little kids with speech delays. They used to say he sounded like a monkey right in front of him, as if his speech delay meant he also couldn’t hear. Or, probably more likely, as if they didn’t care what he thought or felt, because he was different from them.

      I usually try to remember to give kids a pass—it’s their parents I should probably blame. Some adults don’t bother teaching manners to their children, because they don’t have any themselves. They should be ashamed of the things they say and do, but instead, they’re modeling to make kids just like them. Luckily, this Jackson kid turns out to be your average loudmouth who doesn’t think, and after just a few insistent explanations, he and Sammy seem to be fine.

      An hour and twelve carnival games later, a fun-size Snickers is calling my name. I’m still not sure why they call them fun size. There’s nothing fun about one bite, but it’s better than no bites. I’m seriously wondering how much sugar it would take before I’d get sluggish at tomorrow morning’s stair run when I recognize Jade’s cry for help.

      Thanks to my training, I’m good at dealing with rushes of adrenaline. It only takes me two seconds to locate her—bouncing up and down on the bungee line. She’s still shouting, but she’s laughing now, too.

      Coral’s dying laughing beside the line, having already gone again herself. You’d think, since Jade had already gone twice just like Coral, she wouldn’t shriek so much. The two of them are only a year apart, but they manage to be opposite souls in almost every way. Luckily, they’re still thick as thieves, almost inseparable most days. I actually feel sorry for Sammy. There’s no one in our family close to his age, which I know all about, and Coral and Jade are usually playing girly things with no interest in modifying to include him.

      Mom catches my eye and shakes her head from where she’s stuck, manning the bake sale goods. Luckily, I know just what she means, because less than thirty seconds later, the girls ask me for money to do the bungee just one more time. “Mom already said no,” I say. “She’s worried you’ll get sick.”

      “I won’t get sick,” Coral says with a sigh. Then her eyes cut sideways.

      “Hey, I won’t either,” Jade says.

      Which we all know is probably not true. She’s a lightweight in all senses of the word. “Regardless, the answer’s no. You’ve gotten to fly through the air several times. Now, gather up your little bags, and let’s get ready to go.”

      “But we haven’t bobbed for donuts yet,” Jade says.

      “It’s not over. People are still playing.” Sammy sticks out his bottom lip, but I can tell it’s a manipulation this time.

      “I want to do the cakewalk,” Coral says. “I can win for sure.”

      “One round of the cakewalk,” I finally say. “If we don’t leave early, we’ll get stuck in the parking lot for half an hour.”

      “So?” Sammy asks.

      I ruffle his hair. “Oh, shut up.”

      We all head for the cakewalk in a little herd. When I was younger, it used to bother me sometimes that I had so many younger siblings. But now that they’re all out of diapers, and I’m not home as much to help out around the house, I’m glad Mom and Dad had so many.

      “And are you cake-walking too?” The woman who’s waving all three kids through looks at me expectantly.

      “Oh, sure,” I say. “I’ll give it a go.”

      Coral bumps me out on round one, snaking my chair just before I can sit. She shrugs and smiles and tosses her head, indicating that I should get out of the circle.

      Jade gets cut before Sammy by some exuberant older boy, but the little guy only makes it another round or two. It’s down to just Coral and two very obnoxious boys who seem to be planning to work together to squish her out when I hear it.

      It’s a strange sound, like a helicopter that had its tail stepped on. A whirring, shrill whine. It’s coming from above us, but it’s a bright afternoon in Houston, so I have to shield my eyes to make out anything at all. When I finally make sense of the genesis of that strange noise, my brain rejects it.

      It can’t really be a massive, silver dragon.

      It has a large head with a triangular face and horns that curve back from right above its huge eyes. The scales covering its body glitter in the sun, like burnished sterling. Its neck curves, long and graceful, its limbs nevertheless broad and massive, and it moves in a very serpentine way, its wings beating wildly as it lowers toward the Boo Bash.

      Maybe it’s an elaborate display, because dragons aren’t real.

      Only, I can feel the wind created by the beating of its wings. I can hear the crooning it’s emitting as it lowers toward us. And when I blink, it doesn’t disappear or distort like an illusion would. When it lands on the roof at the edge of the school, the brick structure disintegrates, chunks rolling and then striking the ground below. Its enormous claws crush metal and concrete alike, further damaging the school just to hold up its massive form. One particularly large piece of rubble strikes an older man on the head, and he crumples to the ground.

      By now, I’m not the only one who’s noticed the new arrival, and a few people are running, screaming, away from it. That’s probably what I should be doing, honestly, but I’m too shocked to run. I’m still trying to wrap my brain around what I’m seeing.

      I’m here for you, says a horrible, sepulchral voice in my head that I somehow know is the dragon. It’s cold, it’s high, and it’s piercing. You, who can hear me. Come to me, and I’ll spare the others. Make me locate you, and I’ll destroy them all for fun.

      I look around to see who else can hear it. Everyone else around me is now sprinting away or covering their ears. Sammy dives for me, wrapping his arms around my waist and staring, wide-eyed, at the silver beast.  Coral’s holding Jade’s hand, and they’re both fumbling their way back toward me. No one seems to have heard a thing.

      I know you’re here. I sense you. I’ll count to ten, and then I’ll start to destroy them, all the humans, until you yield.

      When I finally find my mom, she’s staring right at me. Her eyes are wide and frightened, but her head’s held high. She taps her chest, tosses her head sideways at the silver dragon, and then she points at me and mouths the words, “You take the kids and keep them safe.”

      Keep them safe? What’s she saying? Why wouldn’t she⁠—

      I hear you. I’m coming. It’s my mom’s voice. I’d recognize it anywhere. She just answered the beast.

      Mom’s avoiding the fleeing crowds as she winds her way toward the edge of the school. The creature’s staring right at her, its eyes gleaming, the corner of its mouth turned up into something almost like a smile. It bobs its head.

      I am Ocharta, strike blessed. I have need of you.

      Mom bows.

      And then I feel a tug—a painful pull, like someone has coated me in a sticky film from the scalp of my head down to the webbing between my toes, and they’re pulling, hard. I double down, close my eyes, set my feet, and push back against it with everything I’ve got.

      As suddenly as it happens, the tugging stops, but when I open my eyes, Mom’s standing stock still. She looks the same, except for her hair. She always had gorgeous, nearly black hair. It shone like the wing of a raven. It was long, falling in thick, unruly waves past her waist. It’s still long and wavy, but now it’s changed to a metallic shade of grey that sparkles in the setting sunlight. That’s when I realize that it exactly matches the dragon’s scales.

      Mom turns around, slowly, and her eyes cut toward mine.

      Go! Mom shouts again, but this time she’s commanding me to leave.

      The beast lets out a shriek, and then it launches into the air. Suddenly, it’s swooping and diving, and as it passes, crackles of electricity shoot from its body, striking entire groups of people.

      I pick up Sammy, and I grab Jade’s hand, and I run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s an awful thing to think, but all the idiots who stopped to get in their cars might have been what saved us. They kept the beast busy while we escaped.

      I make the kids keep their eyes trained ahead of us, but I turn back around and watch as the creature fries car after car full of people. It doesn’t even stop to eat them or anything. It just keeps on flying, attacking, and killing.

      In cartoons, dragons look regal. They look majestic. They look inspirationally beautiful. The cartoons have it all wrong. As we’re racing for our lives, I can’t help thinking about this fluffy grey stuffed animal I got as a kid. It made hippos look adorable, like they’d be your pal. The first time I saw one up close at a zoo, I realized that real hippos weren’t cute or fluffy, and they would destroy me for fun. Hippos are horrifying, and by comparison to this nightmare, a hippo’s a frothy beachside drink. The dragon looks almost maniacal as it massacres every man, woman, and child who took the time to unlock and climb into their car.

      I wish I had a spear. I’d head back there right now and try to stop it.

      Or maybe not.

      I do have three siblings to protect.

      The second we’ve put some space between us and the beast, I whip out my phone and start tapping as we move. I type in dragon attack, and then I hit search. We’re still moving, but I’m exhausted, and I’m sure Coral and Jade are even worse off. It’s a miracle they aren’t crying or complaining. I guess fear’s an exceptional motivator.

      I wait, but my phone just spins and spins.

      I try dialing my dad next. He’s out of town—business trip to New York City this time, I think—but the call won’t connect. I’m assuming that means the cell towers are down.

      That probably means there’s more than one dragon. Our house is about two miles from the school, and I think we’ve gone at least a half mile, so I’m hoping we can make it there without being discovered. It’s not like it’s super safe or anything, but at least we might have access to the internet. There should be some kind of directions from the government about what to do in situations like this. We have a generator, so we should have power if we have a connection, and if there’s any information out there, I’m going to get it.

      That’s when I see something so bone-numbingly horrifying that it stops me dead in my tracks.

      An enormous red dragon, much, much larger than the silver creature from the school, is flying through the clouds overhead. He roars, and the sound makes me want to curl up into a fetal position and cry. His wings beat steadily as he sweeps past, and then he swoops downward, toward the massive neighborhood right behind the school.

      A river of fire pours from his mouth and engulfs the tiny, cookie-cutter homes in an ocean of flames.

      Jade shrieks.

      I clap a hand over her face and push them to move faster. Heading for our house still doesn’t feel like much of a plan, but I’m not sure what else to do. We need to get out of Houston and quick, and our home must be the best place to get provisions. I start making plans in my head for what to pack. The girls can’t carry much, and Sammy won’t be able to carry anything at all. Socks. Shoes. A blanket. Maybe some photos.

      I think about Mom then, and I want to sit down and cry.

      What’s happening? In my wildest nightmares, dragons never played a part. My breathing picks up as I think of all the people burning. All the people who were electrocuted. My mother who was taken.

      There’s no way to know what the next five minutes hold, let alone tomorrow, and no matter how tough a fighter I am, I can’t fight something that size that creates torrents of lava. I glance upward again, but I don’t see him. The massive red beast is gone for now, at least.

      Although, I suppose that means he could be anywhere at all.

      Fear grips me, slowing my steps and freezing my limbs. Jade starts to whimper. Sammy’s crying, and even Coral has tears streaming silently down her cheeks.

      I mentally slap myself.

      They can’t afford for me to fall apart. I have to hold it together, because I’m all they have. A strange sort of peace steals over me then. I’ll either navigate a way through this, or we’ll all perish. But by golly, it won’t be because I didn’t try my hardest. If any human on earth is going to survive this, it should be me.

      I may look fluffy, but I pack a punch.

      “We’ll get home soon, guys,” I say. “We’ll pack bags, and we’ll get somewhere safe.”

      “Where are we going?” Coral asks.

      “Why can’t we just stay at home?” Jade whimpers. “We can lock the doors, and I think that’s where Mom will come. Right?”

      I can’t think about Mom. Not right now.

      “Did you see that dragon?” Coral says. “It burned all those houses up.”

      “Ellie lives there.” Jade’s bawling again, loudly.

      “Who’s making that noise?” It’s a man’s voice. It doesn’t sound friendly.

      We’re nearly to the intersection with the Shell gas station—the halfway point on our route home. I think about all the times I picked up milk here when we ran out. Or bread. There’s not a soul in sight now, though. Two abandoned cars, but no drivers. One glance at the station itself tells me the attendant has already fled. I don’t blame him one bit.

      But who’s shouting at us?

      “You kids, get out of here before I feel threatened.” This time, I can tell it’s coming from inside the store. Only, it’s not the attendant. This man has a gun, and he’s looting the register.

      I hold up my hands. “We’re not looking for trouble.”

      The man scowls, but he motions with his gun for us to keep going. Normally something like this would be horrifying, but today? It doesn’t even rate.

      Jade grips my hand tighter, and Sammy tucks his face against the juncture of my shoulder and my neck. He’s shivering, and it fills me with even more rage-fueled resolve.

      I remember how it felt to be terrified and helpless at his age. I’m not going to let them face it alone. Not ever.

      I start jogging again, but as we move farther from the elementary school, I see more and more signs of life. People are packing up cars. They’re arguing in the front yard. They’re hiding behind closed blinds. We pass all the different people doing all the things.

      None of us know what’s the right move.

      “Where can we even go?” Jade’s voice is small, but it’s a good question. It’s the same thing Coral asked earlier, but I still haven’t answered.

      I make up my mind. Even if we can’t get there, it’s good to have a goal in mind. “We’re heading up north, to Grandma’s.”

      “In a car?” Coral asks.

      I don’t mention that my car and Mom’s are both at the Boo Bash. I’m not above stealing a neighbor’s, if I have the chance. “I’m not sure yet,” I say. “Maybe.”

      “Mom dropped Dad off at the airport,” Coral says. “We could take his car, and it’s fast.”

      Brilliant. I start reworking my plan. “We’ll need to be able to hop out of the car and run at a moment’s notice. We need bags that are packed and handy to grab if that happens, with essentials in them.” And I don’t want to delay our departure. I have no idea how Dallas is doing right now, but Houston’s clearly not safe.

      If we have gas cans, I should put them in the trunk. Ours won’t be the only gas station left unattended.

      “What about Mom?” Jade asks, in the softest, saddest tone ever. “Are we just leaving her?”

      A knot forms in my throat. I can’t think about Mom. I can’t talk about her, either.

      “She’s fighting too,” Coral says. “Just like us. Once she wins, we’ll see her again.”

      Now I’m spending way too much energy fighting back tears. My little warrior sister’s stronger than I am. “Yes,” I finally say. “She’s fighting too. I’m sure of it.”

      I can’t stop seeing Mom’s silver hair. I hope I didn’t just lie, because I can’t think why a dragon would want Mom, and I can’t bring myself to think about what it means that I could hear the dragon just like she could.

      “Alright, we’ve been jogging, but I think we should run for a bit,” I say. “We’ve had a break, and I don’t see any sign of more dragons right here, but our tree cover’s about to end.” We have half a mile to go, and it’s all wide open.

      It’s the worst part of our two-mile route home.

      Jade nods. Coral inhales slowly. Sammy wriggles. “You can put me down. I’m wearing my fast shoes.”

      My heart contracts. “It’s alright, buddy. I’ve got you.” What else did I train for? Suddenly, my upcoming fight seems stupid. Trivial. Like another life.

      Even in my crop top and lycra UFC shorts, I’m sweating like a pig by the time we reach the edge of our neighborhood. At least my heart rate has been steadier, since we haven’t seen any dragons in almost ten minutes. In fact, our neighborhood looks practically normal. The people out here must have made their decisions and either locked down or packed up and moved out already.

      Part of me wonders whether I could have had a complete mental break. Did I imagine every insane thing that I remember happening? But I look at the still-wide-eyed Coral and Jade, and I hear Sammy’s heaving breathing in my ear, and I know it’s more than a dream. We’re jogging through the neighborhood park when a group of three men comes into view. They’re jostling one another, and they’re arguing in a language I’ve never heard.

      “Let’s go around the back,” I mouthe.

      “Why?” Sammy asks. “Our house is right over there.”

      I shush him, but it’s too late. The three men turn toward us, their heads tilting, their eyes alight with interest. They’re dressed strangely, and I can’t quite figure it out at first. . .but it finally hits me. They’re wearing exactly the same things as the male leads in the newest Star Wars movie. I saw a movie poster for it yesterday, when I drove past the theater by my house.

      Are these bizarre comic book nerds, or are they on their way to a Halloween party? Do they know about the dragons? Because if they don’t they’re going to struggle to believe a word I say. Even though it’s Halloween and they’re in costumes, they look strange in a way I can’t quite pinpoint. Foreign, almost.

      I bob my head to acknowledge them, and then I turn sharply away.

      “Hey,” one of them shouts. “Where are you going?”

      “She’s a bright,” one of the men says.

      A bright? What does that mean? He probably meant that I am bright, but that doesn’t make sense. How could he tell how smart I am from this distance?

      “She’s too young,” the tallest man says.

      That phrase sounds icky, and I can’t think of a scenario in which it’s not. They look about my age or maybe a few years older, and that makes the comment even stranger. Now that we’re closer, it’s obvious that they’re quite handsome as well. Shockingly good looking, which makes me think they were headed for a Halloween party when they realized the cell towers were down. Maybe they’re trying to figure out what’s going on. I decide to do the decent thing.

      “There are dragons attacking,” I say, somewhat hesitantly. “Honest to goodness, dragons. I know that sounds crazy, but if you’re wondering why the cell towers are down, or if you’re thinking this is a good time to make trouble, don’t. The world has gone insane. I recommend you get in your car, go straight home, and hide like we are.”

      That’s when I notice there isn’t a car parked anywhere that I can see. Does that mean they walked here? This gets weirder and weirder.

      “What?” The tallest one has hair that’s black as pitch. He has eyes as golden as the sun, and when he stares at me, his expression’s downright frightening.

      Not much scares me, so that’s strange in and of itself. I’m probably just jittery, you know, from losing my mom, and from the dragon attack, and also from the mad rush home. I tamp down my fear and push forward, repositioning Sammy on my back. “I know it sounds crazy. Dragons.” I force a laugh that sounds as brittle as my attempt to warn them. “But listen. Sadly, I’m not making a joke. There are dragons, they’re here on Earth, and they’re killing people. Lots of people. I recommend you get out of Dodge.”

      A man with a stocky build and ruddy cheeks says, “She thinks we’re⁠—”

      The tallest one, the lean, black-haired devil, claps a hand over the first guy’s mouth. “Shut up.” He takes a step toward me.

      I set Sammy down and whisper, “Go home. Now.”

      Coral’s eyes flash. “But⁠—”

      “Do it.” I shove her gently. “Take Sammy and run.” My job now is to make sure the kids’ movement doesn’t attract the men. I slide my head to the right and then to the left like I do before every fight, and then I bounce back and forth. “What exactly do you boys want?” I point. “You’re clearly not from our neighborhood.”

      “Why are you sending your children away?” The tall one’s pretty stupid if he thinks I’m old enough to have a twelve-year-old child.

      “Why are you three standing there, threatening a girl?”

      The one with the ruddy complexion cocks his head. “Axel, you can’t ensna⁠—”

      “I said shut up.” Axel’s eyes flash.

      His tone sends an uneasy chill up my spine, and that makes me think. Why didn’t these guys start laughing when I said there were dragons? Or if not laughter, if they saw them too, they should have looked frightened. They should not have stood there threateningly, talking about whether Axel can do something to me.

      “Alright. Leave nicely, or I’ll make you.” I assume my fight posture, legs spread, hands loose, eyes scanning, and I start looking for anything that might work as a weapon. There isn’t much in the way of options. The playground’s bright and happy, full of primary color slides and stupid plastic-coated chains leading to rubber swings.

      What happened to the good old-fashioned, broke-down playgrounds they had when I was small? How about one of those junk-pile parks that I read about in Europe where they let the kids play on piles of repurposed, recycled crap? I’d kill for a nice piece of rebar right now, or even for a glass beer bottle.

      “What are you doing, exactly?” Axel starts moving closer, his eyes tracking my movements.

      I lean over and pick up a rock. Then I throw it right at him, striking him right below his eye. A small splash of red blooms on the previously pristine skin of his cheek. His eyes flash, and he scowls at me.

      My hostility galvanizes his two buddies, who both come at me simultaneously.

      Bring it on, losers.

      The ruddy-faced one rushes first, planning to plow into me and knock me over, probably. A quick roundhouse throws him to the side, where he sprawls against the springy, rubber-coated pavement. The second guy, whose insane-looking blonde hair pokes up at bizarre angles all over his head, growls and bares his teeth like a feral animal right before he swings at me with his beefy arm, his knobby hand balled into a fist.

      I parry his clumsy blow easily and land a sweet hook to his jaw. He’s got a huge head, but he still feels it, I can tell. While he’s reeling from the unexpected blow, I pummel his abdomen, and he turns away. That’s when I kick him, hard, on the side of his head. He sprawls out flat, just like his pal.

      The pal is, unfortunately, already back on his feet. He now looks like an angry hornet, practically frothing at the mouth. He’s speaking nonsense, and I want to laugh at him for it, but I figure that would just make it worse. I really can’t place what language he’s trying to use, but it doesn’t matter. Until I either beat them or get knocked out myself, we’re locked into this.

      There are some things no amount of talking can fix.

      He comes at me again, a little less like a wild boar than before, and he actually manages to land a decent jab to my shoulder, but only on the edge. I spin with it, and leap to the side, where I think I saw a long stick lying on the ground. Pecan trees are plentiful in Houston, and they shed a lot of branches, thankfully.

      I get lucky. This one’s actually pretty sharp on one end.

      The blonde lunatic’s up and coming at me again, so I need to close with this guy quick. I debate for a split second about how far to take it, but since it has the potential to become a three-on-one fight, I don’t have time for moral dilemmas. I plunge the stick into his body, aiming for his heart. It’s a stick, so I don’t expect it to go very far, but instead of snapping like I worry it might, it slides right into his body.

      My stomach turns as blood leaks out around the edges of my makeshift sword. Did I miscalculate? Did I just murder someone? The idiot gasps and blood spatters my face. Even with the world being upside down, this feels very, very bad.

      “That’s enough.” Axel’s jogging toward us, and suddenly, I feel it again. The pulling feeling, like I’ve been dipped in tar, and now someone’s yanking on a rope that’s sucking every part of me toward them.

      Except this time, instead of stopping abruptly, it doubles down.

      I resist of course, but I’m not sure how long I can continue. My world narrows to the tiniest pinpoint, and the only thing I can see is Axel’s almost inhumanly beautiful face. His high cheekbones. His wide, clear, golden eyes. A strong brow, and a straight, long nose. The set of his perfectly curved, full lips. He looks angry, like he wishes he could end me. Is he the one pulling on my soul?

      Blessedly, everything goes entirely black.

      My last thought is that I hope my siblings made it home. I hope Dad finds them. I hope the dragons leave them alone that long.

      But then the world rebounds, like a rubber ball flattened by immense force that’s now expanding again. My vision comes back online, and Axel’s face is still at the center of my line of sight. Only, now he’s also glowing slightly, like a bad special effect meant to mimic an angel’s halo or something. Also, my left shoulder blade’s burning like someone branded it.

      I shake my head a bit to try and clear the fog from my brain, and I notice that the hair framing either side of my face has changed. Instead of being black like my mother’s was, it’s now a deep gold, burnished, rich, and totally unfamiliar.

      “Whoa, how did you do that?” the ruddy-faced man asks. “I thought earth blessed couldn’t ensnare humans.”

      “That, apparently, was not correct information,” Axel says. “Because I just did.”

      He doesn’t look very happy about it, either.
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      Earth blessed?

      I’m not the smartest person in most rooms, but that phrase, coupled with the same pulling sensation as before. . .

      “Who are you?”

      There’s still a stick protruding from the chest of one of Axel’s lackeys. There’s blood coming from it, dripping down the front of his weird cosplay tunic, and yet he’s casually standing next to Axel, talking as if there’s not a stick stuck in his body.

      These are people, not dragons, and yet. . .

      Even though they ignored my first question, continuing to talk about things I don’t understand, I blurt out another. “Are you dragons?” The entire day has been surreal, but asking that still feels insane, and yet, no one laughs. No one mocks.

      They’re not paying attention to me at all.

      I finally realize that they’re arguing in that strange, guttural language again, only, somehow. . .I understand them now.

      “—can’t kill her. No. I heard that killing a human once you’ve ensnared them will incapacitate you for days. Weeks, even.”

      Axel rolls his eyes as if that’s the dumbest thing his friend has ever said. “Not me.”

      “Probably especially you,” the ruddy-faced one says. “Earth blessed aren’t supposed to be able to ensnare a human. Everyone says our powers are too weak. That’s why we assume this humanoid form.”

      “Wait. . .humanoid?” I can’t help spluttering. “Does that mean you’re dragons pretending to be human?”

      Axel slowly turns toward me, his eyes narrowed. “How do you speak our tongue?”

      It hits me that I was using their language just now. “I—” I have no idea.

      “She’s ensnared, Your Highness,” Blondie says. “That means she’s connected to you. Of course she can understand us. It’s part of the connection.”

      Connection? To dragons? No way. Mom tasked me to keep the kids safe. I can’t be connected to a dragon. Especially not a weak one who’s not even supposed to be able to ensnare me or whatever they were just saying.

      But it hits me, in that moment. They can be injured—the bleeding one is proof of that. And he just said that harming me will render Axel incapacitated for days. So they can be stunned at the very least. Which means. . .

      They’re ignoring me again, in favor of arguing about what to do with me. I sneak toward the trash can, hoping to find a glass bottle or anything sharp. People here in Texas really like their beer. Is it too much to hope that they might have tossed a bottle or two? But, no luck.

      Until I notice the broken umbrella.

      The end of it’s pretty blunt, but with enough force behind it, maybe. I think about the stick sliding into that guy’s body and have to suppress a shudder. Sometimes we can’t choose to avoid conflict. Sometimes our fate’s thrust upon us. No one knows that better than I do. I grab the umbrella as nonchalantly as possible, and then I use the toe of my sneaker to pry the hard plastic bumper off the end.

      At least now, it’s metal on the tip, even if it’s not any sharper.

      “What are you doing?” Axel asks.

      My head snaps back toward them. “Me?” I shrug. “Just what any good ensnared human should be doing.”

      “And what is that?” Axel raises one eyebrow. “What exactly do you think your job will be?”

      I step toward them, leaning on the umbrella like it’s a walking stick. “Oh, you know, general mayhem. Attacking. Razing. Murdering. Right?”

      Axel rolls his eyes.

      “Or did you want me to fetch you food? What exactly do earth dragons eat?”

      “We are not dragons. We’re the blessed.” Axel frowns. “And your job’s to communicate with and control the local population so that we can more easily and effectively accomplish our task and leave.”

      “Leave?” That sounds good. “What’s this task?”

      “To find the heart,” Axel says.

      “Should we really be telling humans?” the ruddy one asks.

      “Does that stick not hurt?” I can’t help eyeing it. Why hasn’t he pulled it out?

      “It does hurt. Thanks for reminding me.” He scowls and moves toward me with jerky movements.

      “You can’t kill her, Gordon,” Blondie says. “Remember?”

      “Then you come pull it out for me,” the ruddy-faced one says.

      “You can’t claw her either,” Blondie says. “Axel will be able to feel it too.”

      Gordon gnashes his teeth, which should look ridiculous given his brown robe and the fact that humans don’t really gnash their teeth. But knowing he’s a dragon helps me resist my urge to laugh. “She stabbed me.”

      “With a stick,” Axel says. “It’s barely a scratch. Stop whining.” He pivots, his hand snapping toward his companion, and then he grabs the slick end of it and yanks. The stick shoots out, spraying gore all over. It looks even more grotesque because it’s splattered all over the bright blue and yellow-coated pavement. “Now heal up so we can go.”

      “Yes, good idea,” I say. “You guys should go.”

      Axel’s eyes swing toward me, intent. “You’re coming.”

      “I can’t. I have family to care for. Sorry.”

      “The young ones, you mean,” Axel says. “I imagine they’ll be bright too, once they’re old enough.”

      Blondie’s face lights up. Gordon’s hunched over, moaning, but it’s clear that a ‘bright’ is something they like. It’s what they called me earlier, too.

      “What does that mean, exactly?” I doubt they’ll answer, but who knows?

      “You’re a bright,” Axel says. “It’s the reason I could ensnare you.”
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