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Chapter 1


          

          
            The Valley Gazette

          

        

      

    

    
      “Horror in the Skies: Arizona Plane Crash Kills Three Family Members, Only One Survives”

      San Tan Valley, AZ – A devastating plane crash in the mountains of San Tan Valley has left a young woman fighting for her life while her parents and younger sister perished in the fiery wreckage.

      The single-engine aircraft went down just after 3:30 PM on Monday, crashing into the rugged mountainside and igniting upon impact. Frances and Connor Whitman, along with 14-year-old, Shelby, were tragically killed before emergency responders could reach them. 16-year-old Kayla miraculously survived but remains in critical condition.

      Eyewitnesses say the plane appeared to be in distress moments before the crash. “The plane made a strange puffing sound, as it wobbled over my ranch. I’d say the engine was failing,” one local resident reported. “When it reached the mountain, it fell out of the sky like a rock—then there was a ball of smoke.”

      The Whitmans were well-known in their community, with Frances working as a beloved elementary school teacher and Connor operating a small aviation business. Shelby, a high school freshman, was an aspiring artist with a passion for music.

      A GoFundMe campaign has been set up to cover funeral costs and support Kayla’s medical expenses as she fights to recover. Meanwhile, federal investigators from the FAA and NTSB are working to determine the cause of the crash.

      As the tight-knit community mourns this heartbreaking tragedy, friends and neighbors are rallying around Kayla, the sole survivor of a nightmare that changed her life forever.

      More updates will follow as the investigation continues.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            The Invitation

          

        

      

    

    
      “Kayla Whitman.”

      My name echoes around the gym like a distant roar.

      I step forward, my feet sluggish, heavy, like I’m wading through water.

      The applause reaches me in waves, distorted, too slow to be normal. My sights flicker over the sea of faces watching me.

      I sense their lips moving at a rapid speed behind cupped hands as heads turn to their neighbor.

      Even though it’s impossible to hear the whispers, I can guess what they’re saying.

      “That’s the girl from the plane crash.”

      I swallow, curling my fingers into my sweaty palms, and try to ignore the attention.

      High School Graduation is supposed to be a moment of celebration. The end of one chapter and the beginning of a fresh one. It’s a day of relief, a day of hope.

      I’m a survivor.

      This is my moment to revel in that.

      I suck in a determined breath and hold out my hand as I approach the front of the line.

      Mr. Sterling, the school Principal, hands me my scroll.

      “Well done, Kayla.” His voice is warm as he clasps my hand, but I feel cold.

      No.

      Not cold.

      Numb.

      My school counsellor told me grief does that.

      My fingers curl around the scroll, but it feels wrong. Weightless. Like it belongs to someone else.

      The room is too bright. The crowd too loud. Or maybe too quiet? It’s hard to tell.

      I force a smile and jerk my head in an awkward way to resemble a nod.

      When Professor Sterling’s hand releases mine, I catch a flash of emotion behind his eyes. His lips part and for a second, I think he’s going to say something.

      I wait, hoping for him to bestow some wisdom upon me. Something to give me direction as I head into the unknown.

      About what happens next.

      But then–

      “Jackson Harper.”

      And just like that, the eye contact is broken, and I’m staggering off the stage to a happy ruckus.

      This time, several people wolf-whistle. Someone shouts, “That’s my boy!”

      I cast my sights over the crowd of people propped up in chairs that have been set out just for the graduation.

      The gym still smells like rubber and sweaty socks. But it’s filled with loved ones beaming at the line of new graduates.

      Chloe, the valedictorian, gives a speech about taking on whatever new challenges life throws at us with a can-do attitude and a good sense of humor.

      Her words echo in my brain like church bells.

      I’m hoping that my future is not full of new challenges. To me, challenges just equal more trauma.

      I prefer… boring.

      Uneventful.

      That sounds nice. Peaceful, even.

      The graduates in front of me whisper excitedly, sharing dreams of getting into a sorority at college or traveling the world on a gap year.

      All I want is a steady, monotonous routine to fill my days and enough money to keep a roof over my head and warm food in my belly. I don’t even need a partner. If I get lonely, I’ll rescue a cat.

      When the ceremony is over, everyone files out of the double doors to the school grounds. Graduates are dotted about, surrounded by their loved ones as they take photos.

      Teachers weave in and out of the bubbles of families, shaking hands and exchanging compliments to the parents for their shared work in getting the students to this point.

      Then there’s me.

      Alone.

      I clutch my scroll, rolling on my heels and wondering when it will be socially appropriate to leave.

      My eye catches Hollie, my…friend?

      I lift my hand with a faint smile and for a splinter of a second, I think she’s going to smile back. But her eyes dull, and her gaze drops away from me.

      She returns her attention to her father who is speaking to Mr. Clark, our science teacher. Probably discussing her plans to study microbiology at Princeton and how proud they both are of her achievements.

      “Kayla.”

      I whip around under the weight of a hand pressing on my right shoulder. A strong waft of familiar perfume floods my nose, and my stomach tightens.

      “Mrs. Murphy.” I try, and fail, to smile. Instead, the left corner of my mouth twitches.

      I’m not sure what’s worse; being alone for graduation. Or being seen in public with the school guidance counselor.

      “Here.” She hands me a gold box wrapped with a black ribbon. She pushes her glasses up the bridge of her nose, then clasps her wrinkled hands in front of her pinstripe skirt. “I thought you’d appreciate the colors.”

      I blink up at her. “You got me a present?”

      Mrs. Murphy waves a hand in the air like it’s nothing. “Of course. I happen to know that it’s not only your graduation…” She leans in close to murmur in my ear, “Happy Birthday.”

      I clutch the box like my life depends on it, and my eyes prickle. “You didn’t need to get me a present.”

      Mrs. Murphy’s wide nostrils flare, then her thin lips disappear as she gives me an odd smile. “You’ve been through a lot this year. Most students would have dropped out of school long before now. But you stuck it out, and I’m proud of you. I wanted to give you a little something.”

      Swallowing the emotion bubbling in my chest, I look at the gift in my hands.

      The silky black ribbon is a stark contrast to the golden box, perfectly reflecting my hair. Honey blonde, with a layer of black underneath.

      Curiosity piqued, I unwrap the ribbon and lift the box lid.

      A flash of light blinds me for a second.

      I squint, then angle the box so the contents do not reflect the sunshine.

      When my eyes adjust, I lift my brows at what’s inside.

      “A dragon?” I inspect the pendant.

      A tiny red dragon with its tail curved to form an outer ring hangs delicately from a gold chain.

      “The necklace is made of titanium metal, and the dragon is hand painted with a metallic red glaze, designed to catch the light just right.”

      I run my thumb over the tiny creature’s curved tail, tracing the smooth metal before it dips into intricate scales.

      The craftsmanship is flawless, almost too perfect for something trivial.

      Mrs. Murphy watches me closely, her gaze unreadable behind thin, silver-framed glasses. “I noticed you’d doodle dragons in your notebook during our sessions. I thought you’d like it.”

      A swirl of guilt makes my stomach churn.

      I never paid much attention during our sessions, but I hadn’t realized I made it that obvious.

      “I do like it. It’s just—” Odd. Unexpected. The only gift I’m getting this year.

      A lot of things.

      But why is Mrs. Murphy still being nice when I’m always aloof and moody around her?

      A lump forms in my throat.

      I want to apologize for acting like an ungrateful jerk. For refusing to open up about my feelings and wasting so much of her time during our compulsory sessions.

      But I can’t. It’s impossible.

      I settle for, “Thank you,” because anything else might break me right now.

      Mrs. Murphy inclines her head like she understands, then shifts her weight as though debating whether to say something else.

      I watch as she nips her bottom lip and blinks rapidly. I can’t figure out if she’s trying to make a decision or just keeping her emotions at bay.

      Maybe both.

      In the end, she pats my arm with a nod. “Take care of yourself, Kayla.”

      And with that, she’s gone, disappearing into the crowd of graduates and their waiting families.

      The sunny scene grows misty as my eyes flood with tears. But I refuse to let a single one fall. Not today. Not now.

      I focus on my breathing, letting the world move around me oblivious to my internal torture.

      My family should be here.

      My imagination opens up, letting me fall into an alternate timeline where my parents are standing side by side.

      My dad has his oversized camera raised to his eyes, while my mom is beaming at me. “Shelby, stand next to your sister.”

      The air shifts, and my red-haired, rosy-cheeked sister joins me.

      My breath hitches at the weight of her arm on across my shoulders.

      “Cheese!”

      The scene slowly fades like wisps of smoke, and the harsh sunlight casts a glow over my new reality. The school grounds are almost empty, and the warm evening breeze ruffles my gown.

      I shudder and hug myself.

      Alone again.

      Just like always.

      Later that night, the smell of grilled cheese and grease clings to my uniform as I wipe down the counter at the diner. The clock on the wall reads 10:42 PM.

      My shift is almost over.

      The door opens, and I glance up, my stomach tightening when I recognize a few familiar faces.

      Graduates. People I sat next to in class, who I once considered friends.

      Of course, they’re out celebrating. I’m probably the only one who didn’t take the night off to let my hair down.

      The bell jingles as they step inside, laughter bouncing off the walls. But the second they see me, it cuts off. Not just awkwardness—something sharper. Like they forgot I existed until this moment and now don’t know what to do with the knowledge.

      But the moment passes when one of the boys coughs and makes a joke. Shoulders relax and no one looks in my direction as they slide into a booth, talking and laughing, again.

      Serving them is the last thing I want to do, but I’m the only one left on shift while Rob works in the kitchen.

      Sucking in a breath, I approach them, and their conversation dies. Their gazes flick to me and then away, as if pretending I’m not there.

      I clear my throat. "What can I get you?"

      Silence stretches for a beat too long. Then, finally, Hollie—Hollie of all people—mutters, "Just a few root beers.”

      I jot it down, forcing my hands not to shake.

      I knew people acted weird around me since the crash, but this? It feels like something else. Like I’m a ghost haunting my own life.

      I hesitate before stepping away, glancing at them. "So... any big plans after graduation?"

      They exchange glances, awkward smiles flickering before disappearing.

      "Uh, yeah. Chloe’s heading to UCLA," one of the guys says, rubbing the back of his neck. "And a bunch of us are doing a road trip before college starts."

      "That sounds fun." I offer a small smile, though my throat tightens. "Where to?"

      "Just, uh... around," Hollie says quickly, fiddling with a napkin. “To the East Coast, maybe."

      I nod, though the tightness in my chest expands.

      She used to tell me everything. But now? She can’t even meet my eyes.

      "Sounds great. Hope you guys have an amazing time." My voice comes out too light, too fake, but none of them call me out on it.

      They just nod, offering half-hearted smiles, as if that somehow makes up for the gaping space between us.

      I turn on my heel, heading for the soda fountain, pretending I don’t feel their stares burning into my back.

      How does a group of friends turn into strangers? Was it me? Did I freeze them out in the haze of grief and shock after the crash? Or were they just cowards, afraid to be near me in case grief was contagious and they got infected?

      Either way, the distance between us feels deliberate, like a chasm neither side is willing to bridge.
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        * * *

      

      My muscles ache as I lay on my bed.

      The laundromat below hums with the steady churn of washing machines, filling my tiny attic room with a familiar white noise. The ceiling slopes just above my head, the walls are bare except for a single shelf of secondhand books, and my unpacked suitcase sits in the corner waiting for a plan I don’t have.

      This is my life now.

      High school is over.

      No more classes, no more structure. Just a job and bills and the terrifying uncertainty of what comes next.

      I exhale and roll onto my side. Then I flop back on my back with a frustrated huff.

      Despite my aches and pains, sleep does not come.

      Mrs. Murphy’s gift sits on my bedside table.

      I reach for the box and open the lid once more.

      The dragon’s tiny eyes glint under the lamplight, daring me.

      Mrs. Murphy was right. I do like dragons. And I did doodle pictures of them during our sessions, but I never thought she was that observant, after all, I thought I’d been subtle about it.

      Ever since I was a kid, I’ve always been fascinated by stories of mythological beasts. Dragons were both feared and revered in cultures around the world. But I always associated them with wisdom and protection.

      People have often said that dragons are not real. But I have to question, how could there be so many ancient writings and drawings of such beasts, even when it was not common for people to travel all around the world?

      The hairs on my arms stand on end as a memory flashes before me.

      One that haunts my dreams and lingers in the back of my mind during the day.

      The day my life turned upside down, and I went from grumpy teenage daughter and sister, to depressed orphan.

      I’m trapped with my seatbelt stuck, pinning me to my seat in my dad’s plane. Fire blazes all around me, dancing in front of my eyes and licking my body in a way that feels… freezing.

      My lungs scream under the choking stench of smoke and burning flesh.

      Then, a shadow in the shape of a huge dinosaur with wings.

      I hesitate, staring at the dragon pendant once more, admiring the way it catches the lamplight in an almost ethereal way. As my heart makes an all-too-common throbbing sensation in my chest, I yank on the pendant, then loop the chain around my neck.

      The metal is cool at first. But the moment the pendant touches my skin, heat lances through my chest.

      Heat.

      Not warm.

      Holy crap, it’s HOT.

      Too hot.

      Scalding.

      A breath seizes in my lungs as a sharp, searing pain claws through my chest.

      My fingers fly to the necklace.

      But it won’t budge.

      I choke, clawing at the chain, but it’s fused to me—no, sinking into me.

      A sound rises in my ears, something between a whisper and a roar.

      My vision swims, the room warping. And then⁠—

      Blackness.

      When I wake, I’m on the floor. My skin is slick with sweat, my breath ragged, my heart thudding against my ribs almost as if wanting to escape.

      I push myself up on shaking arms, wincing at the dull ache in my chest.

      My body is tingling, and there’s a pressure rising to my head, making my temples throb.

      The heat is still unbearable.

      I stagger to the small basin in the corner of my room and splash cold water over my face. The drops leave an icy trail down my neck and when I swipe them away, the absence of metal has me pause.

      I pat around my collarbone, feeling for the necklace. But my fingers only collide with flesh and bone.

      I squint in the dim light at my reflection.

      Then I see it.

      The necklace is gone.

      Instead, something dark and metallic gleams on my skin.

      I scramble to yank on the light cord and take a closer look.

      A black and red tattoo-like mark is etched into my skin.

      I lift trembling fingers to my collarbone, tracing the raised, ink-black outline of a dragon, its tail curled into a perfect circle—just like the pendant.

      I swallow hard. My pulse pounding in my ears.

      What the heck?

      My gaze snaps to the bedside table, where the box still sits.

      With unsteady hands, I reach for it, flipping open the lid.

      Nestled inside the velvet lining, a single slip of paper awaits folded neatly in half.

      I unfold it.

      My breath catches as I read the words scrawled in sharp, precise ink:

      Theridon Academy of Dragon Riders

      Official Summons

      To Miss Kayla Prue Whitman,

      It is with great honor that we extend to you an invitation to Theridon, the esteemed Academy of Dragon Riders. You have been selected for enrollment based on extraordinary potential.

      Your escort will arrive no later than 3:00 AM to ensure your safe passage to the Academy. You are required to gather your belongings and be prepared for immediate departure.

      Classes commence on Monday.

      A new chapter awaits you—one of strength, courage, and fire.

      Welcome to Theridon.

      May your wings carry you beyond the stars.

      King Siberious

      Headmaster at Theridon Academy of Dragon Riders

      A shiver races down my spine as I mouth the words several times, trying to make them imprint in my brain. But they slip through my mind like grains of sand between my fingers.

      Dragon Rider Academy… Is this a joke?

      I run a hand down my face, still trembling.

      This has to be a prank. Or a mistake. Or maybe, just maybe, I finally lost my mind.

      But the words won’t change no matter how many times I blink at them.

      Theridon Academy of Dragon Riders.

      At this point, I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.

      I’ve either truly turned insane, or someone is playing a cruel trick on me.

      A tap on the door jolts me out of my daze, and I glance at the clock.

      2:57 AM.

      A floorboard creaks somewhere in the hall, and my heart stops.

      Someone is already here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            The Visitor

          

        

      

    

    
      A shadow moves in the hall, erasing the thin strip of light under the door, and my breath stills in my throat.

      I clutch the thin sheets tangled around my legs, the weight of the letter still heavy in my lap.

      This can’t really be happening, right?

      The clock on my nightstand flicks to 3:00 AM, and I hold my breath.

      A sharp rap echoes against the door.

      My analytical brain is too slow to consider what the heck is going on or reason anything. Instead, I’m frozen on the fantastical idea that I’m going to a freaking dragon school.

      I swallow hard, heart thundering.

      I guess this is it.

      My “you’re a wizard” moment.

      The moment that changes everything.

      Another knock, more insistent this time. More like a thump from a fist.

      I rise cautiously, stepping over the creaky floorboard as I inch toward the door.

      My throat constricts, and every hair on the back of my neck is on its end. My fingers tremble as I twist the knob and pull.

      I half-expect to find a giant with dark, shaggy hair and a pink umbrella to be on the other side.

      But instead, I’m met with an ominous hooded stranger.

      “Yes?” The word comes out dry and weak. I clear my throat and try again. “What do you want?”

      The stranger flinches, then slowly rises a hand to their hood.

      After a moment of hesitation that has my nerves on end, the person yanks the hood back and I’m met with a pair of beady eyes boring into mine.

      The stranger is a man.

      He leans in close, bearing several gold teeth.

      My imagination is running on overtime.

      Could this be a pirate about to steal me away and take me on a sea waring adventure?

      An overwhelming stench of alcohol washes over me.

      The man stumbles forward, barely catching himself on the doorframe. His brown eyes, bloodshot and unfocused, squint at me.

      "Oh," he slurs, dragging a hand down his unshaven face. "Wrong room."

      My heart sinks.

      He swivels in a full circle and gives me a lop-sided smile when his sights land on me again. “Got any quarters?” He jerks his head. “You know, for the machines.”

      I blink, reality slamming back into place. This isn’t my escort from a mystical academy. Or a morally gray pirate captain here to take me away.

      Nope.

      He’s just some drunk who wandered too far from the laundromat below.

      I shut my eyes, annoyed by my foolishness.

      “No. Sorry.” I shut the door before he can stumble inside my apartment.

      Exhaling, I press my forehead against the wood. My pulse is still racing, adrenaline buzzing under my skin.

      As I wait for my body to calm down, I listen.

      The floor outside creaks, and the man’s grumblings grow faint.

      I peel away from the door, rubbing my collarbone.

      The skin is still raw, the tattoo-like mark tender to the touch.

      The necklace must have been old, tarnished metal, causing an allergic reaction. That has to be why it burned. Why the dragon pendant left its imprint on my skin.

      As for the necklace? It must have fallen off somewhere. I’m sure I’ll find it in the morning.

      How could I be so easily led into the fantasy of being whisked away to some magical school?

      Have I secretly been waiting for my Hogwarts letter since my eleventh birthday?

      Yes, totally.

      But have I ever truly believed in magic?

      No way.

      I curl up, wrapping myself in the thin sheets, and exhale long and slow.

      It’s all in my head.

      My subconscious is concocting weird illusions to make my life less dull and depressing. Even though I tell myself I want a simple, boring life, there’s a part of me that craves something more exciting and full of purpose.

      "You're an idiot, Kayla," I mutter under my breath.

      I let my imagination get the best of me. Again.

      My body relaxes, and I sink into the lumpy mattress, allowing sleep to take hold.

      But my dreams are haunted by the ghosts of my past.

      I toss and turn, lost in the visions playing in my mind’s eye.

      Flashes of light.

      Clouds of smoke, burning the back of my throat.

      “Where’s Dad?”

      There’s a distant scream. Or maybe it’s me.

      “Kayla!”

      I wrestle with the belt that has me pinned to the seat.

      A crackling roar of flames.

      More screams.

      I thrash in my sheets, sweat slicking my skin as the nightmare swallows me whole.

      My mother’s cries, my father’s shouts, “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday. We’re going down.”

      Shelby’s desperate sobs. “Daddy.”

      “Close your eyes, my darlings, be brave.” Mom’s voice is like hot milk at the end of a stressful day.

      But then an almighty bang roars in my ears, bursting both eardrums.

      And a deafening silence follows.

      I swallow ash, tasting something bitter and sharp.

      Flames lick at the side of the plane, and my vision grows hazy.

      I can’t see anyone in the cockpit.

      I clamp my eyes shut and chant to myself.

      “Not real. Not real. Not real.”

      My body jerks awake, gasping. My pulse pounds, my breath ragged.

      Sweat clings to my face, sticking my hair to my temples.

      I swipe it away with a shaking hand and reach for my phone. But my hand falls through the air where my bedside table should be.

      I jolt up, my pulse hammering.

      My stomach lurches as my body rocks to the side.

      The ground isn’t solid beneath me—it’s moving.

      Velvet cushions press against my palms. A low hum vibrates through the air.

      My brain struggles to catch up as I blink at the dim golden lamps above.

      Polished wood paneling, strange wallpapered walls, and flickering reflections in a dark window.

      I’m not in my bed.

      I’m on a train.

      Great. Somehow, someone has taken me from my bed without my consent and put me here. Love that for me. Not terrifying at all.

      My vision is still hazy, while my brain is sluggish with sleep.

      I blink hard, trying to focus on my surroundings, and that’s when I notice him.

      The man sitting across from me is dressed impeccably—a thin pinstripe suit, tailored to fit his lean frame. His hands rest neatly folded over a small black book in his lap, the leather cover worn smooth.

      He’s staring out the window, his profile strikingly sharp yet ageless, like a marble statue carved with a perfection that doesn’t quite belong to any era. His skin is smooth—too smooth—untouched by the lines of time, but his eyes…

      His eyes are ancient.

      There’s wisdom in their depths, the kind that comes from years, centuries, maybe, of seeing more than any human should. They flicker slightly in the reflection of the window, as if catching light in an unnatural way.

      But it’s not his eyes that make my stomach drop.

      It’s his ears.

      Just barely peeking out from the strands of silken blond hair, the tips are unmistakably pointed.
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            The Train

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t move. I don’t even breathe.

      Because if I so much as blink, it might shatter whatever fragile illusion this is, and the real world, the world of cheap sheets and fluorescent laundromat lights, will crash back down on me.

      Except… I know that’s not going to happen.

      Because as the train hums beneath me, the steady vibration thrumming through my bones, and the air remains thick with the scent of polished wood and something faintly metallic, I know this is real. Too real.

      I glance down and try to ground myself.

      My hands are trembling, my fingers curled into the plush velvet of my seat.

      Across from me, the man in the pinstripe suit hasn’t moved. His hands are still folded neatly over his small black book, his posture straight, elegant.

      Slowly, his head turns, and his regal gaze lands on me.

      My heart flutters.

      Finally, he speaks. “You’re awake.”

      His voice is controlled and void of emotion. I half-wonder if this person is even human or an advanced AI robot.

      I swallow hard, my throat still raw from the nightmare.

      “Yeah, well…” I rub the back of my neck. “Not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”

      I pause and stare at the man with pointed ears as a horrifying thought crosses my mind.

      “Am I dead?”

      The man doesn’t answer right away. Instead, he turns a page in his book, his movements slow and deliberate, as if he has all the time in the world.

      As if he isn’t sitting across from a girl who is staring at him like he’s sprouted two more heads.

      “If you are dead, I suppose that would make me an angel. Do I look like an angel to you?” The corner of his mouth tilts up into an amused smirk.

      I pinch myself, and the sting grounds me.

      Okay. I’m not dead.

      A dazzling blur of colors flashes across the window as the train moves at an unimaginable speed. Yet, despite our velocity, the carriage rocks lazily.

      If this were any other situation, it might be enough to soothe me.

      But not today.

      I lick my lips. My mind is screaming at me to do something—ask questions, demand answers, freak out completely—but I can’t seem to make my body cooperate.

      So, I settle for the default questions.

      “Who are you, then? And where am I?”

      The man sighs, almost like he’s disappointed that I started with questions so… predictable.

      “You may call me Eliyah. And we are… in transit,” he says, as if that answers everything.

      I clench my jaw. “Right. Super helpful. Thanks, Eliyah. So… where is our destination?”

      He finally looks at me, his piercing ancient eyes locking onto mine. There’s no warmth there, no amusement. Just cool, assessing calculation.

      “Theridon Academy.”

      My brain burns with recognition as a chill trickles down my spine.

      Theridon.

      The name from the letter. The one that invited me to a Dragon Rider school. The one I had rationalized away as some trick of my overactive imagination.

      I shake my head, my pulse thrumming faster. “No, see… that’s not a thing. This isn’t a thing. Schools for dragon riders don’t exist. Magic doesn’t exist.”

      Eliyah doesn’t react. He doesn’t even blink for several long moments.

      “And yet…” He tilts his head finally. “Here we are.”

      I open my mouth. Then shut it again.

      Fair point.

      Then I narrow my eyes on Eliyah, trying to ignore how surreal this is. “And how did I get here? Did you kidnap me?”

      Eliyah’s brows twitch, and he looks at the open book on his lap. Then he hums to himself, following a sentence with his index finger dragging along the page.

      I shift in my seat, the realization settling in. I guess that is exactly what happened. After all, the letter said someone would come for me.

      The fact that they came while I was unconscious isn’t creepy at all.

      “Okay,” I say slowly, my voice only slightly shaky now.

      I’m still in my bed. And this is just a fever dream.

      I cross my legs and strum my fingers on my knees as my brain works on a new theory.

      “Let’s say, hypothetically, I believe you. Let’s say this place, Theridon, exists, and I was… summoned.”

      Eliyah looks up and inclines his head, waiting for me to connect the dots.

      But I shake my head. “You’ve got the wrong girl. Magic? Dragon riders? No way. I failed AP biology. I can’t even parallel park without panicking. You want someone special? You’re looking at the wrong freaking person.”

      Something flickers across his face—so fast I almost miss it.

      Almost.

      But the emotion is too strong to evade me.

      Amusement.

      “The dragon mark suggests otherwise.” He gives me a pointed look.

      I freeze.

      My hand flies to my collarbone, fingers pressing against the skin.

      The mark is still there, raised and warm to the touch, like it’s alive. An energy burns through me, and my heart squeezes.

      But then my stomach drops.

      “How do you know about that?” I whisper.

      Eliyah shakes his soft hair out of his eyes and leans forward just slightly, his sharp gaze never wavering.

      “Because it means you were chosen,” he murmurs. “A dragon has already claimed you.”

      A breath punches out of me in the sound of a laugh, but nothing about this is funny.

      My brain immediately rejects the information.

      This has to be the fakest news I’ve ever been told.

      “Nope.” I shake my head. “No, see, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there’s no dragon here. No one ‘claimed’ me. I put on a stupid cheap necklace, it burned me, and now I have a weird tattoo. That’s it. That’s all.”

      I fold my arms and jut out my chin like a stubborn child, while Eliyah sighs and pinches the bridge of his nose for a moment. “I was warned you might be hard-headed, but this is⁠—”

      I scoff. “Are you kidding me right now? You expect me to just go along with everything you say? What next? I’m guessing you’re going to tell me you’re a…a…an elf?”

      Eliyah’s ears burn red, and his jaw bulges.

      The man is clearly offended, and guilt nips at my insides.

      Have I stepped over a line? I didn’t mean to insult the guy, but my brain is scrambling to make sense of anything that is happening right now.

      Instead of correcting me, he purses his lips tight and closes his book. “You truly don’t remember, do you?”

      I narrow my eyes. “Remember what?”

      For a long moment, he just studies me. I get the distinct impression he’s deciding something—whether to tell me or not.

      Then, just as I open my mouth to press him further, the train shudders.

      I glance at the window and hitch a breath.

      For a fraction of a second, my own reflection isn’t staring back at me. An ominous shadow stands there instead.

      The lights flicker.

      When they stabilize, the shadow is gone, and my reflection is back. But my blood has already gone cold.

      “Oh, no,” Eliyah whispers.

      Then there’s a deafening bang.

      Smoke creeps under the door to the next carriage and fills the space in slow motion.

      Eliyah launches into action, his eyes piercing and intense as he raises a hand.

      Another bang has the train screeching to a stop.

      I scramble to my feet and clamp my hands over my ears against the jarring sound of metal scraping metal.

      “Get down,” Eliyah barks, swirling his wrist in an unnatural way.

      His iris turn gold, and an ethereal light pours out from his palm.

      My mouth falls open as I watch him, too transfixed to care about my safety.

      The light chases the smoke away and floods the cabin in a glow that is warm and oddly peaceful.

      My cells tingle and shudder all at once. As if I’m vibrating at a new speed.

      Then a shadow crosses the window, and the glass shatters into a million tiny shards of glass that sparkle like glitter.

      The shards hang in the air for a few moments, while Eliyah focuses on them.

      “I said, get down and cover your head,” he barks.

      The authority in his voice has me doing as I’m told, but another shadow appears—and something whistles past my ear.

      I yelp and duck, heart hammering. “What the heck?”

      Suddenly, the entire train tilts and groans.

      Has something just landed on top of it?

      “What… what is that?” I whisper.

      Can dragons be real after all, and one has come to get itself a little snack?

      Eliyah’s expression hardens instantly as he waves his hands and forces more swirls of light and power to flood the space around us. “They’ve found us.”

      My heart slams into my ribs. “Who’s ‘they’?”

      Before he can answer, the train rocks again, the lights flicker, and an ear-piercing roar tears through the air.

      And then the roof explodes inward.

      I throw my arms up as shards of metal rain down, the wind howling through the shattered ceiling.

      But Eliyah’s palms create a veil between us and the chaos. The splintered pieces of debris fall away, leaving us both unscathed.

      I barely have time to process the chaos before something massive drops through the wreckage. And lands directly in front of me.

      I gulp, frozen under the hard gaze of two glowing yellow eyes.

      But it’s not a dragon.

      It’s more like…a dog. A big one.

      My jaw drops as I blink up at a wolf the size of a bear.

      It’s looking right at me.
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      Chestnut brown fur ruffles in the air like fields of corn, and I’m so mesmerized by it I can’t move.

      A deep growl emits from its open mouth and rolls through the wreckage.

      My breath catches in my chest.

      Run, Kayla. Get up and run.

      But telling myself to move is no good, my body is totally immobile.

      Everybody talks about fight or flight, but nobody talks about freeze.

      And that’s exactly what I do.

      I’m like a statue, at the mercy of whatever happens next.

      The wolf—the massive, bear-sized creature—locks its glowing eyes onto me. Its breath comes in slow, measured huffs, misting in the cold air.

      We’re trapped in the oddest staring competition of my life. And I’m so stunned, I forget how to blink.

      The logical part of my brain is screaming at me to hide, to do anything but stand here like an idiot. But my body is still pinned by the weight of its stare.

      Then, it speaks.

      No, not speaks. At least, its mouth doesn’t move, but a voice enters my head and intuitively, I just know it’s not my own.

      "You don’t belong here, Kayla Whitman."

      The voice is low, ancient, and laced with something sharp—like it’s peeling back the layers of my mind just by speaking. It’s somewhat pleasing and yet…intrusive.

      Also, how does a giant talking wolf know my name?

      I flinch.

      My stomach knots.

      That—that’s not normal.

      The wolf spoke to me.

      I whip my head toward Eliyah, expecting him to react.

      He doesn’t.

      Instead, he steps between me and the wolf, one hand raised, fingers pulsing with golden light. His wings—he has wings now?—flare slightly, glowing like molten metal in the dim air.

      "Stay behind me," he murmurs.

      I barely register his words. My heart is slamming against my ribs, and my ears are ringing.

      I grab his sleeve. "Did you hear that?"

      His gaze flicks to me as he cranes his neck to look at me over his shoulder, puzzled. "Hear what?"

      "The wolf," I whisper back. "It talked to me.”

      Eliyah’s expression hardens. "Wolves don’t talk."

      I lift a brow. “And elves don’t fly, yet look at you.”

      Eliyah’s jaw bulges, and his eyes flash gold once more. “I’m. Not. An. Elf.”

      A second growl rumbles through the air. Then another.

      My pulse spikes.

      We’re surrounded.

      Dark figures shift through the wreckage, their glowing eyes blinking in and out of the smoke.

      The train shakes as more of them land on the roof, claws scraping against the metal.

      Then the first wolf moves.

      It lunges. Straight for me.

      I barely have time to yelp before Eliyah throws out his hands.

      A shockwave of golden light explodes outward, slamming into the wolf mid-leap.

      The beast is hurled back, flipping through the air before landing hard on the twisted remains of a train seat.

      More shadows charge.

      "Eliyah—"

      "Hold on."

      I don’t even have time to protest before he grabs my wrist and pulls me into his chest.

      Then… The wings move with thunderous power.

      With a single powerful beat, we are airborne.

      The force yanks my stomach into my throat.

      Wind whips past me, icy, electric, impossible.

      The wreckage falls away below us, a mess of smoke and snarling shadows. The wolves' howls rise in a chorus, chasing us into the sky.

      I clutch onto Eliyah’s jacket, burying my face in his shoulder. I don’t know how high we’re going. I don’t want to look.

      "Kayla." His voice is steady.

      I force myself to peek.

      And—oh.

      The world spreads out beneath us, an endless landscape of peaks and valleys glowing with colors I don’t have words for. The mountains aren’t just mountains, they’re twisting spires of rock laced with glowing veins of silver and violet. The valleys ripple in impossible hues of pink and green, forming colors that shouldn’t exist but somehow do.

      "This is insane," I breathe, unable to look away.

      The sky itself seems alive, shifting and shimmering with a strange, pearlescent light.

      I blink, rubbing my eyes.

      Am I hallucinating?

      The air bends at the edges of my vision, like the whole sky is made of energy.

      Ahead, a castle rises between two mountains, carved from the very rock itself.

      Eliyah’s breathing is heavier now as it huffs against my back. "We’re almost there."

      The steady rise and fall of his chest is growing uneven.

      Then his wings falter.

      We dip, just slightly, but enough to make my stomach drop.

      "Eliyah?"

      His jaw tightens. “Brace yourself. We’re landing."

      There’s no time to argue.

      We descend fast, skimming just above a river before Eliyah’s wings give one final, powerful beat, then fold in.

      We hit the ground in a burst of wind. Eliyah’s knees bend on impact, absorbing most of the fall, but I still stumble and land with my face in a strange pile of something.

      I really hope this is mud.

      I pick up on the quiet snort from behind me, and now it’s my turn to have burning ears.

      I huff a deep breath and slump at the river’s edge to wash my face. Then I take greedy slurps of water in my cupped hands.

      The water is shockingly cool, and when it touches my tongue, it’s like liquid energy sinking into my bones.

      The exhaustion, the shock—it dulls, just a little.

      Eliyah kneels beside me, dipping his hands into the river, but his gaze is distant.

      I swallow hard.

      My hands are still trembling. "Why did the wolf say I didn’t belong?"

      Eliyah stiffens.

      For a second, he doesn’t move. Then, slowly, he turns to face me.

      "Wolves don’t talk,” he repeats.

      "You didn’t hear him…in your head?” I whisper.

      His brows knit together. He stops drinking, his full attention on me now.

      "I could only hear growling, as usual," he says carefully. "Are you telling me you heard a voice…in your mind?”

      My throat tightens.

      I want to say no. I want to pretend I imagined it. But the words are still ringing in my skull—low, deliberate, inescapable.

      You don’t belong here.

      My hands clench into fists. "It said I didn’t belong… And maybe it’s right. This place is nothing like I’ve ever known before, and I have no special powers or wisdom. I always felt like the oddball in my old life in San Tan Valley, Arizona. But this… this place makes me feel like an alien.”

      Eliyah moves faster than I expect.

      He grips my arms—not hard, but firm, his fingers pressing into my biceps until they ache.

      His piercing eyes burn into mine.

      "Listen to me, Kayla Prue Whitman." His voice is low but intense, like he’s trying to press the words into my soul. "Dragons only choose the best. This realm may feel different to the one you’re from, but you belong to the Dragon Rider Academy now. And no one—not even an arrogant wolf—can change that."

      I want to believe him. I really do.

      But in the back of my mind, that voice still lingers.

      You don’t belong here.

      And somehow, I can’t shake the feeling the arrogant wolf knows more about the truth than this not-elf-fairy-man.
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