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      “No! I’m innocent, I swear!” Ash yelled after hearing the verdict.

      “There is evidence that says otherwise, Mr Brandon,” said the Judge.

      “I didn’t do it. I didn’t murder anyone.” He looked from the judge to the jury to his lawyer and family. “You’ve got to believe me.” The judge brought her gavel down, the sound of it clashing against the wooden base making Ash jump.

      “Ashley Brandon, I hereby sentence you to spend the rest of your life in the form of a dragon.”

      “What?” Ash was confused. Was he hearing this correctly? A dragon? Was he dreaming?

      “You will be locked away and chained up until the day when the next Dragon Keeper arrives.”

      Yes, surely he must be dreaming.

      “You can’t be serious?”

      “Oh, I’m deadly serious, Mr Brandon. I hope you learn your lesson and will be a better dragon than you were a human.” With another crack of her gavel, the judge closed the case. “Take him away.”

      It only took a moment for two burly men to come at him with thick, heavy iron chains. Ash struggled against his cuffs as the bailiffs strapped him in, one of the chains around his neck and the other hooked to his handcuffs. He felt like cement, heavy enough to fall straight through the floor below. A door opened at the back of the courtroom and the bailiffs led him through.

      “There must be some mistake,” Ash said when they were in the corridor. It was plain white with no doors expect one at the end. That must be where they were heading, he thought.

      “Don’t speak,” said the bailiff to his left.

      “I don’t under—”

      “You will soon,” interrupted bailiff number two. He opened the door and pushed Ash through.

      “Enjoy your new life,” said number one with a snide snicker. Number two joined in.

      “Wait…” but it was too late. The door had closed. Ash was now stuck in his new home, his prison—which was, as he realized as soon as he turned around, a dungeon. He almost laughed.

      It was dark and bare, all except for a candle, and next to that was a large, white hand-woven blanket. It was larger than a car. On the blanket was a piece of yellowed paper. Ash knelt down, unfolded the note and read. It was handwritten in a delicate calligraphy.

      
        
        The Metamorphosis will begin soon,

        You best get some sleep,

        See you in the morning – The Keepers

      

      

      Ash wasn’t sure who or what The Keepers were, but he was tired. He lay down on the blanket, which was actually pretty soft and comfortable. He inhaled. He could smell iron and rotting meat. He sat up and gazed around. Next to a second door in the corner was a large metal bowl, and inside was something reddish-brown—raw meat. He was hungry, but not hungry enough to eat raw meat. He lay back down and curled into a fetal position and closed his eyes. He waited for the so-called metamorphosis to begin.
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      “He hasn’t changed.”

      “He hasn’t eaten the meat.”

      “Most people wouldn’t, Stacie. We need to make it more appetizing for the Chosen.”

      Ash stirred. He could hear voices. He opened one eye. There were two people standing nearby.

      “Here, let me try something.” Stacie picked something up from outside and walked toward him holding what looked to be a giant cookie.

      “Stacie, be careful. If you get hurt, there will be no Prodigy.”

      “Relax, Christian. He hasn’t taken the medicine, and he’s chained up. How dangerous could he be?” Ash watched as the woman approached.

      “Hey, I’m Stacie.”

      “Why am I here?”

      “You’ve been chosen for a very special role.”

      “A dragon. Yeah, I know. I’m being punished.”

      “You’re not being punished. They had to tell you a lie in order to get you here. Otherwise, you would never believe.”

      “But I don’t believe.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Ash. Please, I’ve been set up.”

      “No. You haven’t. Ash, listen to me. You’re the last of a long line of Dragon Hearts.”

      “I don’t understand. You guys are crazy. Please, I need to get home.”

      “This is your home now. Back there in your old world.” Stacie flicked her hand over her shoulder.  “You are a convicted murderer. Here,” she said, pointing down.  “You are special. Chosen.” Stacie handed him the cookie. “Please eat. You must gather your strength for the metamorphosis.”

      “Metamorphosis? You’re the Keepers, aren’t you?”

      Stacie looked from her husband and back to Ash and smiled. “Yes. We are.”

      Ash reluctantly took the cookie and bit into it. He moaned. The oats and butter melted on his tongue. There was a slight bitterness to the cookie, but he didn’t care. It’s the most delicious thing he had ever tasted and he craved more.

      “Don’t eat too fast,” Stacie warned him.

      “Stacie, come on. Leave him now.”

      “Coming.” She stood up, still watching Ash as he licked all the crumbs from his fingers.

      “Could I have another?”

      “Not right now. Later. You need to rest. I’ll be back later.”

      “But I just woke up, and I’m starving.”

      “Trust me, rest,” she told him before leaving the room to join her husband outside. Christian locked the metal door behind them.

      “I think he’s perfect for Eva. What do you think?” said Christian, placing a hand on his wife’s shoulder.

      “Maybe. He seems genuine enough.”

      “But the question is will he make a good dragon?”

      “I think he will.”

      “Come on. We must get back.” Stacie took one last glance at Ash and followed her husband back to the house.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Is he there? Do I have a dragon?” Eva bound off the couch as soon as her parents walked through the door.

      “Yes. Be patient. He hasn’t changed yet,” Christian said. “Plus, you still have a lot of training to complete before you can become a Keeper.”

      “You’ve seen me take care of the other dragons in town, and you’ve seen me ride Ruby, Amie’s dragon.”

      “I saw you fall off.”

      “That’s because I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “Well, you’ve got to pay attention, Eva. You’ve got to learn to be ready for whatever the dragon you ride does.”

      “You’re being so unfair, Dad! Everyone else at school already has one. I’m the only one who doesn’t. They think I’m a freak.”

      “That’s because the time isn’t right. We’ve been waiting a long time for the next Dragon Heart.”

      “Whatever!” Eva stormed into her bedroom, slamming the door behind her and caused Stacie and Christian to flinch.

      “Don’t you think you’re being a little hard on her?”

      “No. I was telling her the truth, Stacie. She has to wait just like we did.”

      “I hope it’ll be worth it.” Stacie didn’t take her eyes away from her daughter’s door.

      “It will be. Wait and see.”
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      Ash flipped onto his back. His body ached badly.

      Am I getting sick?

      His head felt light and nausea overwhelmed him. They must have drugged the cookie. It was the only conclusion that came to him. A surge of excruciating pain shot through his body. Ash screamed and clutched the chains binding him. He roared and flailed his arms and legs, knocking over the candlestick, plunging the room into darkness. The next thing he felt and heard was bone breaking. The sound was sickening and the pain overwhelming. He then passed out.

      When he woke, he had an insatiable urge to consume large quantities of meat. Maybe that’s the reason for the bowl of raw meat. He looked at the door and discovered his vision was clearer. The room was no longer dark. He pushed himself up with his hands… no, claws? He looked down in shock. His human hands were now scaly and dark green, and his fingers ended in large black talons.

      Sitting up, he noticed the rest of his body was covered in the same green scales with his belly a lighter shade of green and beige. He couldn’t believe it. He was really a dragon! They hadn’t been lying. But the smell of raw meat overpowered the shock and consumed his senses. He pulled himself toward the bowl, his chains allowing him to do so. As he ingested the delicious steaks, he realized the chains were put on him for a reason—to protect the Keepers and himself from harm when he changed. Ash soon licked the bowl clean and went in search of more. His hunger was enormous and he grew angry when he could find no more food.

      He reluctantly went back to the blanket and waited. He now also understood the reason for the scale of the items in the room—big enough for a dragon. Other than for punishment, he didn’t understand the reason why he had been sent here. What was it that Stacie had called him—a Dragon Heart? Ash didn’t have to wait long to find out. He heard footsteps, and soon after, the door was opened and Stacie’s face appeared.

      “Christian, it’s time.” Stacie’s husband appeared with what looked to be a giant horse headstall and lead rope.

      “It’s okay, Ash. We’re not going to hurt you. It’s time to go to your new home.”

      But I thought I was already in my new home?  He paused when he realized his voice had remained inside his head. Stacie and Christian didn’t appear to have heard it. He decided to growl instead.

      “Shh. It’s okay, Ash. It’s me, Stacie. Remember? I won’t hurt you,” she said, cooing softly. Taking the headstall from Christian, she put her hand out toward him.

      “Stacie, be careful.”

      “It’s okay.” Ash didn’t want to hurt anyone. It was of no use having a real murder charge against his name. He nudged Stacie’s palm. Stacie slipped the headstall over his head and fastened it into place. She then removed the chains from his body.

      “There you go. That’s better, isn’t it?” Why was she cooing at him as if he were an animal? He wasn’t an animal or a pet. He was a human guy trapped in the body of a dragon. He didn’t need to be chastised. He wanted to tell her, but there was no way he could communicate it.

      “Open the gate,” she told her husband. Christian walked over to a set of double barn doors Ash had failed to notice and pushed them open. Outside, Ash saw miles of rolling green hills and white-fenced pastures. It was then Ash realized he was like a giant horse to them. Instead of riding the real Equine species, these people rode Dragons.

      Stacie led him through the barn doors and out into the sun. It warmed his entire body and energized him. He closed his eyes and inhaled. He was a cold-blooded reptile, after all. He opened his eyes and looked out over the emerald-green hills. He had the urge to run over those hills and never to return—or fly over the hills. Don’t dragons have wings? He glanced back and realized it to be true. Dark green wings were folded neatly against his back, beckoning him to exercise them. Stacie led him around the stone building and in through another door. The room was round and also made of stone, and in the centre was an inviting bed of straw.

      “This is where you will live until training commences. You will soon meet your Keeper.”

      You’re not my keeper? he thought but had wanted to ask.

      “You will love her.” Stacie smiled smugly before leaving.
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      The next morning, Christian shook Eva awake.

      “Eva, come on. Get up. Today’s the day.”

      Eva wanted to tell her father to go away, but his words finally registered with her. She sat upright.

      “Really? You mean it?”

      “Yes. So get dressed and have breakfast. You have a long day ahead of you.” As soon as Christian left, Eva got up and dressed in the training gear her father had laid out for her. They consisted of a pair of red jodhpur-type pants, a black t-shirt of the same material, and some black boots that laced all the way to her knees. She ate her fruit and porridge quickly and joined her father outside the front door.

      “Now, you’re going to have to be patient. He’s still not used to being a dragon, so he doesn’t know his own strength,” explained Christian as they walked to the dragon stables.

      “Then why can’t you ride him first?”

      “You know I can’t. A dragon can only be ridden by its Keeper and no one else.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you have to form a bond with each other.”

      Eva raced ahead to get to the stables first. She was more anxious than ever to see her dragon. She couldn’t wait.

      “Eva, wait!” Christian ran after her and stopped when he found her looking through the bars at the top of the door.

      “He’s beautiful,” she whispered.

      “His name is Ash, and he’s a bit conflicted as to why he was sent here.”

      “Why?”

      “He thinks he’s being punished. The lie to get him here was a jail sentence.”

      “That’s cruel. Why couldn’t they just tell him the truth?”

      “Because he never would have come. Eva, if you truly are his Keeper, you should be able to hear his thoughts and communicate with him.”

      “Let’s find out, shall we?” Eva unbolted the door and stepped inside. Ash lifted his head when he heard the sound.

      “Are you her?” said Ash. Eva gasped. She could hear his voice as clear as day inside her head.

      “Yes. I’m her. I’m your keeper.”

      “How old are you?”

      “I’m sixteen. How old are you?”

      “It’s rude to ask someone their age.” He chuckled.

      “Well, you asked first.”

      “Fair enough. I’m eighteen,” he said. Eva stepped closer, but Ash shied from her.

      “It’s okay. I won’t hurt you. Ash. Right? I’m Eva.”

      “Can I trust you, Eva?”

      “Yes. You can trust me.” Ash moved closer to her and nudged her hand. Eva smiled and patted his nose, sliding her fingers up over his forehead.

      “You’re an amazing dragon,” she whispered.

      “How can you be so sure? I think I’m a lame one.”

      “Don’t say that. You don’t know your full potential.”

      “I don’t even know why I was turned into a dragon.”

      “You have a purpose here, as do I. We need to help each other.”

      “And what is that? What’s my purpose?”

      “I… I’m not quite sure yet.”
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      “Would you like to take him out?” asked Christian

      “Serious?” Eva’s eyes brightened.

      “Yes. I’ve seen how you are with him.”

      “How am I with him?” Eva’s cheeks flushed red.

      “Gentle. Caring. Trusting. You can hear him. Can’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you are his Keeper.” Eva took the saddle from her father, smiling as she walked back into the stable. Ash immediately raised his head.

      “What is that?” he asked.

      “It’s your saddle. Would you like to stretch your wings?”

      “I would love nothing more. But shouldn’t I have some practice before letting you ride me? I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m trained to help you. We will help each other.” Eva stepped toward him. “May I?”

      “Yes. You may.” She strapped the saddle in the spot just between his wings where his shoulder blades would have been if he were still human.

      Eva led him out of the stables and into the pasture.

      “Is this where we take off from?”

      “No. Not here. There’s a hill which makes it easier for new dragons.” They walked for about ten minutes before they reached an incline, with neither of them speaking until they reached the top.

      “Oh. Wow,” exclaimed Ash.

      “Yes. The view’s amazing. Right?”

      “Amazing doesn’t seem to cut it.”

      “Wait until we’re up in the air.” She climbed on and took the reins. “Okay, when you’re ready, just slowly and gently beat your wings downwards.” Ash did what she said, but he had to flap harder than he had anticipated so his body would lift into the air.

      “Whoa!” Eva fell forward, not anticipating him to have moved so suddenly. She gripped his cool scaly skin and repositioned herself.

      “I’m sorry. Was that too hard?”

      “No. It’s fine. I just have to learn to be ready for those types of things.” Ash beat his wings a little more, and they rose higher above the ground.

      “Now beat them back.” He followed her instructions, and they were propelled forward.

      “Yay. You did it, Ash. You’re flying!”

      “You mean we’re flying.”

      “Yes.” She laughed. “We’re flying.” Eva gripped the reins tighter as they moved faster, slowly rising into the sky.

      “Tell me something.”

      “Yes?”

      “What were you like as a human?”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      “Yes.”

      “All right then. I was a student. I had just started college when I was accused of murder.”

      “How?”

      “My DNA and fingerprints were found on the murder weapon. A Samurai sword. It was used to dismember and kill someone. Some… people. I woke up and I was covered in blood.”

      “But you didn’t do it, right?”

      “No. Well, not that I recall. I have no memory of the night. I’m still trying to figure it out. I only hope you and your family aren’t the ones who helped to frame me.”

      “We would never do such a thing!” Eva felt offended.

      “Sorry. I’m not accusing you. I’m just confused.”

      “I want to help you.”

      “Then answer me this—what’s a Dragon Heart?” Ash asked the question most persistent on his lips. Eva thought for a moment as they passed through a cloud. It reminded Ash of candy-floss. But unlike candy-floss, it had no taste or smell.

      “A Dragon Heart is someone who has the blood of a dragon in their veins. They are someone who was previously linked to our realm. They are what we call the Chosen,” explained Eva.

      “You mean one of my relatives was turned into a dragon, too?”

      “Yes. No. It’s hard to explain. Dragon Hearts are not turned, as you say. They change when the time is right. You have magic in your blood.”

      “So your cookie drug didn’t change me?”

      “No,” she replied with a laugh. “It just sped up the process while acting as a bit of sedative to help numb the pain. A little like the human drug Morphine.”

      “So, do you know why I was framed and brought here?”

      “Look, while I agree framing you in that way was low, you were brought here for protection, and for me.”

      “Protection? From whom?”

      “There are people out there who would do anything to rid the world of dragons—and all supernatural creatures, for that matter. It is the Keeper’s job to protect you…” Ash suddenly swerved to the right, and then up and sideways.

      “What was that?” Eva dug her fingers into his back.

      “I don’t know. Something came at me—an invisible force.”

      “What did it feel like?”

      “Like I was being pulled into a cyclone.”

      “That’s… weird.”

      “Have you experienced that before?”

      “No, we should turn back.”

      “Okay.” Ash was sure Eva was hiding something from him, but he didn’t ask. Flapping his massive green wings once, he turned back toward the stables.
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      “Dad! Mom!” Eva ran back into the house panting.

      “Eva?” Christian and Stacie immediately stood up from the couch in the sitting room where they had been discussing Ash’s case. “What’s wrong?” Christian ran to her and put his hands on her face.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. But Ash and I were flying, and it happened again.”

      “What did?”

      “The Sonic Boom, as you called it.”

      Christian inhaled sharply. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. The sky turned purple and red, and an invisible force threw us around like we were in a washing machine.”

      “It’s happening.” Stacie gasped.

      “What’s happening, Mom? Dad?” Christian and Stacie glanced at each other, and when Christian finally met Eva’s eyes, the expression on his face was one Eva never wanted to see again. It was an expression of pure fear.

      “We have to go.”

      “Go? Go where?” When her parents didn’t reply, Eva raised her voice. “Will someone please tell me what’s going on? I’m not a baby anymore!” Christian left the room, walking toward the back of the house. Stacie stayed behind.

      “Eva. Sweetheart. We’ve been afraid for a while.”

      “Of what, Mom?”

      “That they’d return.”

      “Who are they?”

      “Remember the people I told you about, the people who hunt mythical and supernatural creatures?” Eva nodded. “They call themselves The Monster Hunters, and they will stop at nothing to destroy the Dragon Hearts. And since Ash is the last remaining…”

      Eva knew what her mother was going to say next.

      “We have to protect him.” Eva’s heart beat rapidly. She placed her hand against her chest. “Where are we going to go?

      “Anywhere but here.”
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      “Ash!” Eva ran into the stables. “Ash!”

      “What is it, Eva?” He lifted his big dragon head.

      “We have to go. They’re coming!”

      “Who’s coming?” he said, blinking and tilting his head to the side to study her.

      “You know that sonic boom we experienced?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, that was caused by the Monster Hunters trying to enter our realm.”

      Ash stretched, pushing himself up.

      “Okay. Let’s go.” Eva grabbed Ash’s gear and placed it on him.

      “My parents are tacking up their dragons, as well.” She led him outside into pre-dusk light. Her mother was waiting for them outside the barn with her crimson dragon, Garnet.

      “Have you got any idea where we will go, Mom?” Eva asked.

      “Your dad suggested the mountains.”

      “But it’s freezing up there.”

      “Well, we’ll need to rug up then. Won’t we?” Christian exited the stables at that moment shadowed by his dark grey dragon, Shale.

      “Ready to go?” he said as he climbed onto Shale.

      “Do we really have to leave this place, Dad? This is home.”

      “Unfortunately, yes. The time has come. I know it’s hard, Evaline. We must do it.”

      Eva looked back at the house she had spent the past sixteen years growing up in. All her memories were here. Her first steps, her birthdays and Christmases, the first time she held a sword… It was going to be hard to say goodbye, but she knew she had to. She sighed and climbed onto Ash.

      “Okay. I’m ready. Let’s go.”

      Simultaneously, the dragons flapped their wings and lifted into the air. Their cute yellow mud-brick home with the red thatched roof shrunk in the distance.

      Eva shivered in the bitter wind.

      “I wish I could make you warmer,” said Ash, noting her discomfort as they flew. Christian, Stacie, and their dragons traveled a short distance ahead, always within sight.

      “Thanks. I’ll be fine.” She shivered again, harder this time. She suspected it had nothing to do with the temperature of the wind but fear of the unknown.

      Ash growled. “This is ridiculous. There must be a way.”

      “Dragons are reptiles, Ash. They can’t radiate their own body heat.”

      “But they can breathe fire. Right?”

      “Yes… wait! No, not mid-air!” But it was too late. Ash had already taken a deep breath and exhaled his first cloud of black smoke and orange flame. The flame shot forward and singed Shale’s tail, which caused him to roar.

      “What was that?” called Christian, almost getting thrown off.

      “Sorry. Ash is still getting used to the whole fire-breathing thing.”

      “Not while we’re flying, please. It’s dangerous.”

      “I know. Sorry. It won’t happen again.” She stroked Ash’s neck. “See what happens?”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll have lots of time to practice when we land. And I bet in no time you’ll be the best fire breather around.”

      “Yeah. Right,” he muttered to himself. But seeing as his voice could be heard inside Eva’s head, she heard it.

      “What was that?” said Eva

      “Nothing.”

      “We’re here!” said Christian. Eva couldn’t see anything but clouds yet. The clouds seemed to disperse and thicken at the same time. But Eva realized the thick part of the cloud wasn’t actually cloud. It was the snowy peak of a mountain, and they were heading straight for it.
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      Both Eva and Ash closed their eyes and braced themselves for the impact. Ash tried his hardest to turn and avoid it. But when there should have been an impact, there wasn’t. Instead, they disappeared straight through the side of the mountain. Ash shook his head in confusion. Eva blinked. What the hell just happened?

      “What the hell…”

      “Invisible gateway.” Stacie grinned, seeing the expressions on their faces.

      “Oh.” Eva realized she’d been holding her breath. She let it out slowly as all the dragons descended through a series of tunnels inside the mountain.

      “Is this it? The secret hideout?” Eva asked.

      “Not quite. This is only the entry. Our hideout is in the heart of the mountain.”

      “I wonder if we’re going to the centre of the earth?” Ash wondered. Eva laughed.

      “Yeah.”

      After what felt like hours—days even, the narrow tunnel opened up into a cavernous space. There were other dragons and their keepers in the hideout as well. Some dragons were calling out to each other or to their keeper. Others were flying around the cylindrical space. Eva looked up and gasped. The roof—well, there is no roof. There was a hole opened to the starry night sky. It was breathtaking. Eva and her family dipped down, landing on a round platform in the centre of the room. There a cloaked figure waited.

      “What brings you to the mountain sanctuary?” asked the figure. The voice was masculine, and he was holding a long staff in his right hand. Christian spoke first.

      “We seek refuge. We’re not sure how long, though.”

      “Those who have ill intentions may not seek refuge. If your intention is clear, then you may stay,” Cloak spoke.

      “Our intentions are clear,” said Christian confidently.

      “Very well. We have a few rooms left for a small fee.”

      “We don’t mind paying,” said Stacie. The man in the cloak nodded, and Stacie handed over the red velvet bag that contained their payment. The man took a peek inside and seemed to like what he saw.

      “There are a few rules you must abide to when entering the mountain sanctuary. Firstly, no involuntary flames. We don’t want any fights started or lawsuits taken. Secondly, candles out at ten sharp every night. No excuses. And last but not least, no criminals. We are not a prison.” Cloak’s eyes seemed to burn straight through Ash’s skull. He swallowed but kept his poker face. The cloaked man couldn’t possibly know Ash was a convicted criminal. He couldn’t read his mind. Could he?

      “Thank you, sir.” They slid off their dragons and led them to their rooms.

      “It’s nice in here. I like it,” said Eva, stroking Ash.

      “So do I,” replied Ash. But all his thoughts were filled with thoughts of the cloaked man and what he had said. What if he found out?

      “Are you okay?” asked Eva, her voice snapping Ash out of his reverie.

      “Huh? Oh, yeah. Fine.”

      “You don’t seem fine. You seem a bit jumpy. What is it?”

      Ash sighed and everything poured out.

      “What the man in the cloak said about criminals…”

      “He couldn’t possibly know. Plus, you’re not a real criminal, Ash. Your conviction was false. It was a set up. So, relax.”

      “But, still.”

      “You’re in the Dragon Realm now, and your past life doesn’t matter. This is your new life. You should start over. A clean slate.”

      “You’re right. I like the sound of that, a clean slate.” Ash exhaled, being careful not to exhale smoke or flame. He nestled his head near Eva’s leg. She sighed too and leaned into him.

      “I wish I could’ve met you when you were human,” she said softly.

      “Me too,” he lied. The truth was part of him didn’t want Eva to know him for what he really was. But the other less rational side of him wanted her to because she was a beautiful young woman, and inside, he was an eighteen-year-old guy who found her attractive. But he didn’t want to admit that. He cursed himself for thinking so. He was falling for her.
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      When Ash woke, Christian and Stacie were gone, but Eva was still sound asleep snuggled against him. Something caught his eye. The smallest flicker of movement. Something fluttered down from the hole in the roof. It looked to be paper, but the objects didn’t quite fall like ordinary paper. They seemed heavier. One of the pieces of paper, cut so small it was the size of confetti, landed in front of his nose. He pulled it closer with his claw. It was a piece of cardboard. He flipped it over and was alarmed at what he saw. It was a photograph, but not just any photograph—it was a photograph of him. It wasn’t very clear, though. It was black, white, and grainy. There was no mistaking it was him.

      In the picture, he was standing in an alleyway filled with rubbish, and on the ground nearby were two human bodies. His heart skipped a beat. This was a picture of the crime he had been framed for. And there were hundreds of them littering the cave.

      Eva stirred, and Ash quickly dragged the photograph underneath him. He wanted to burn it and every other picture that had fallen. But he couldn’t. There was a strict no-flame policy. He looked up toward the sky. Seeing clouds floating over, he wondered if the people who were after him dropped these photographs down the hole. He wanted to burn those people alive along with the pictures.

      “Mm, is it morning already?” Eva mumbled groggily.

      “Yes. Good morning.” He desperately wished he could give her a smile.

      “Where are Mum and Dad?” Eva asked, sitting up and stretching.

      “They were gone before I woke. Are you hungry? I could get us some food.”

      “Yes, please. That would be lovely.” Eva sighed and lies back down in the soft straw bed.

      “Okay. I won’t be too long.” Ash pushed himself up, flying out of the sleeping quarters and down into the pit below.

      First, though, he needed to collect all the incriminating photographs and burn them before anyone saw them. But to his chagrin, Ash spied the cloaked man picking up one of the photographs and studying it. He wanted to fly over there and tell him not to and to try to distract him. But that would make the situation worse. The pictures did depict a human, not a dragon, after all.

      He let out a sigh of relief. He was safe… for now. He decided to finish his second task—collect breakfast for himself and Eva. He landed on the circular floor space and walked over a short bridge into a larger room where other dragons were eating out of a trough. He found a space and dug in. He decided to eat first so not to gross Eva out.

      Fresh raw meat melted in his mouth. He moaned. After a few satisfying bites of deliciousness, he collected a basket of fresh fruit, bagels, milk, coffee, and juice. He then carried it back up to the room he was sharing with Eva. As soon as his feet touched the ground, Eva sat up and smiled when he placed the hamper in front of her.

      “This looks delicious. Did you eat?” she asked.

      “Yes. Raw meat. I didn’t want to make you sick.”

      “It’s okay.” She giggled. “I’m used to it.” She poured herself a cup of coffee and buttered a bagel. As she is lifted the bagel to her mouth, they heard screaming. The screams appeared to come from down below in the entrance tunnels.

      Eva ran to the edge and peered over. Her hand floated to her mouth to stifle a scream. Men in black leather holding crossbows flooded into the cave and started rounding up the dragons and their keepers. And inside of the tunnel, she saw her parents lying lifeless on the ground.

      “Eva?” Ash tried desperately to get her attention, but she stood frozen on the spot. “Eva! We must go. We must run!”

      He nudged her and she responded. As she turned, Ash noticed the tears falling down her face. He wished he had human fingers to wipe them away. She climbed on his back and Ash took flight. As he was about to exit the hole in the roof, something stung his tail. He glanced back and notieced a large arrow sticking out of it. He flapped his wings harder, but something was happening to him. He felt weak and nauseous. Then he fell back to earth.
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      “Ash?”

      Ash blinked. His body felt unusual and his head felt like lead. He realized someone was saying his name.

      “Are you Ashley Brandon?”

      “Yes…” That’s strange. His voice… “Who’s asking?” He sat up and glanced down at his limbs. They were human limbs. Human? He’s human?

      “We found him,” said another voice, a teenage male no older than fifteen.

      “Come with us, Ashley.”

      What is going on? He attempted to stand but was lightheaded. He would have fallen back down again if it weren’t for the steady hand on his arm. He looked up into the face of a woman. Her eyes looked kind enough, but Ash was still cautious and unsure. He let the woman help him to his feet. He followed her and the teenager through a door.

      A door?

      One second he was in cave system falling to his death as a Dragon, and the next, he was in an ordinary suburban- looking family home as a human.

      The door led to a living room. The room was filled with objects that could be in any family home—four sofas of various sizes with a coffee table in the centre. The whole situation was strange, but what seemed stranger were the people seated on the sofas. Six people sat before him. Ash stood frozen to the spot. He was confused out of his brain. His gaze found each of the people’s faces around the room. They were of various ages, body types, genders, and races.

      “What’s going on? Where am I?” Ash asked.

      “Ashley, my name is Sofee. This is my son Xander and my husband, Rufus.” An older woman walked toward him. She was the woman who he had seen when he woke, he realized. A middle-aged man, Rufus, with a salt and pepper beard, nodded in his direction.

      “We are so glad we’ve finally found you.”

      Found me?

      “You haven’t answered my questions,” said Ash, getting impatient.

      “You thought you were the only one, didn’t you?” asked Rufus, coming to stand beside his wife.

      “Excuse me?”

      “The only Dragon Heart.”

      “That’s what I’ve been told.”

      “Well, they lied to you.” Ash was dumbfounded. Christian, Stacie, and Eva—lying to him? He couldn’t believe it. He didn’t know who to trust anymore.

      He grasped his hair and yanked. “Will someone please tell me what’s going on?”

      “We sent you to the Dragon Keepers to protect you from the Monster Hunters, and in order to get you to stay, a lie was formed. We framed you for murder and told the Keepers to tell you that. We also had them tell you that you were the sole remaining Dragon Heart,” explained Rufus.

      “But why?”

      “As I said, a lie was formed. It was all part of the plan. You were framed for murder and placed with the Keepers to help you unlock your full potential.”

      “So, I was placed with them to learn how to be a Dragon?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “Then why was I pulled out?”

      “It had become unsafe. The Monster Hunters found you. Plus, you were darted with a powerful sedative designed to turn you back into a human. We had no choice but to bring you back.”

      Sofee handed him a cup of tea, and he dropped into a recently vacated seat. After everything he had been through, all his thoughts came back to one image. One face. One girl. What had happened to her? Had she escaped? Did she know where he was? But all those questions evaporated when the door he had come through opened. He looked up and saw the face he had been waiting for.

      “Eva,” he whispered.

      “Hello, Ash,” she said with the biggest smile he had ever seen. “You made a handsome dragon, but you’re a more attractive human.”

      Ash’s cheeks flushed. “Um, thanks.”

      Eva giggled and sat down beside him. Her close proximity caused his heart to beat a million times faster than usual.

      “What happened back there?” he asked. “I saw your parents… I thought…”

      “I’m fine. I hid. Until Xander found me and told me what had happened to you. I had no choice but to join him.”

      “Is it true? That you were told to lie to me about the Dragon Hearts?” He had to ask. Eva hung her head in shame.

      “Yes. It is true. I didn’t want to lie to you. I was going to tell you, eventually.”

      Ash looked down at the chipped white teacup in his hands and back up into Eva’s eyes.

      “Why did you really come back with Xander?”

      “Because I wanted to be with you,” she admitted. Ash blushed again. “Also because I too am a Dragon Heart.”

      Ash stared at her in disbelief. Eva placed her hand on top of his and leaned forward to place a kiss on his cheek.

      “I guess you could say I’m the Dragon Heart Keeper,” she said. Ash smiled and their lips met.
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      I remember excruciating pain.

      I remember unimaginable heat.

      I remember an undeniably beautiful young woman.

      But I’m not sure whether these things are real.

      I sat up in bed, the sheet falling to my waist. I’m drenched in a cold sweat from the nightmares. Were they nightmares?

      

      “I’m innocent!”

      “Ash Brandon, you have been found guilty of murder and will live out the rest of your days in the…”

      

      The dream always ended before I knew what was happening. It was like a movie disc with a scratch on it that wouldn’t skip past a certain part or when I would get distracted in a certain part of a book and would keep reading the same line over and over but never moving further.

      I threw my legs over the side of the bed and made my way to the kitchen. I remembered I had pills in the bathroom so I staggered in there. When I caught sight of my reflection, I almost fell over. Red and blue veins snaked their way across my eyelids and filled the bags under my eyes, making them seem darker than they already were. Well, damn. If this was the side effect from the lack of sleep and too many sleeping pills, I had better change my routine.

      But I couldn’t.

      The pills were the only things that kept the nightmares at bay. Well, not completely. They still haunted me every single night, and I had no idea why. I took two aspirin from the bottle and shuffled back out into the kitchen where I grabbed a glass and filled it with water.

      I checked the clock on the oven. It was five in the morning. Perfect, I groaned. I still had three hours before I my first class at Pennsylvania State University. I had better clean up my image before then. After I downed the two aspirin and the rest of the water in the glass, I was still parched.

      I headed back to my bedroom and grabbed yesterday’s jeans from the back of my reading chair and a clean shirt from my closet. I headed into the bathroom and turned the shower on full ball. I allowed the bathroom to fill up with steam, but as I stepped into the shower, I heard a voice. I looked around but couldn’t see anything through the thick steam, which had now overwhelmed the bathroom. Was there someone in the bathroom with me or was I going insane from almost three days of little to no sleep? I shrugged it off and stepped into the shower. When I closed the door and soaked my skin in almost too hot water, I heard it again. The voice was female and melodic. It was like a Siren calling me to my death at the bottom of the ocean. I looked up and that’s when I saw her. Through the translucent foggy glass, I could see flesh tone and light brown hair. Was she naked? The young woman called my name over and over.

      “Ash, where are you?”

      She placed her hand against the glass and began pushing the door inwards. So unsure of what was happening, I stepped back and slipped on the wet tiles. I went down. Her hair and leaf green eyes were the last thing I saw before shattered glass came raining down on me. The beautiful girl’s face faded into the darkness.
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      It must have been some time before I regained consciousness because the water had turned cold, and I could no longer feel any pain. I blinked the water from my eyes and sat up. My head throbbed from bashing it against the shower wall. I sat there on the floor of the shower a little while longer, and when I could stand, I turned the water off. When I looked down, I saw absolute carnage. What had happened?

      
        
        Metal blades clinked and flesh sliced. Blood flew, coating everything in its path. Pointy teeth flashed bright under the streetlight…

      

      

      I tried to grab onto the wall to steady myself as the sudden vision caused everything to blur and me to feel nauseous. What was happening? Was I having nightmares while I was awake now, too?

      I wasn’t crazy. I shook it off and stepped over the broken glass from the shattered shower door. My feet must have gone straight through when I fell. I would clean it up later. I had to get to class.

      I cleaned myself up as best I could and downed a quick cup of coffee before dressing and heading out to my car. A light rain was falling steadily outside, which only added to my messed up mood. I only hoped the day would get better.
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        * * *

      

      I pulled into the college campus around ten past eight. Shit, I was late for my first day. This was not a good start. I grabbed my book bag off the passenger seat of my car and rushed toward the building I knew held my first class. I hoped the Professor was a nice one, because if he or she wasn’t, they were going to eat me alive, both for looking like crap and for turning up late. I barged through the doors and saw the lecture hall to be almost full. There were only a few empty seats scattered here and there. I hurried to find one near the back as quietly as I could to not draw attention to my lateness.

      “Mr. Brandon, is it?” said a large booming voice. I froze. I was a goner. I exhaled and slowly turned to face my fate.

      “Uh, yes, sir. Sorry I’m late. I…”

      “You overslept or partied too hard last night or both. I’ve heard them all before and would rather not hear them again. Take a seat.”

      “Yes… yes, sir,” I stuttered. This was not going as well as I had hoped. I swallowed and quickly sat down. I pulled the small table over my lap and dumped my books on top of it. My pen fell out of one of the spiral notepads and fell to the floor. I bent down to grab it, but so did the person next to me. My head collided with theirs, and I only realized it was a girl when she started laughing. And God, her laugh was the most beautiful thing I had ever heard.

      “Oops, sorry. Here, let me,” she said. I sat up rubbing my head.

      “Sorry. Thank you.” She bent down and picked up my pen and held it out to me.

      “I’m Emily. You must be new.”

      “I… yes, I am.” God, could I even talk at all? What was wrong with me? It must have been all the knocks to the head I was having lately. Emily giggled again and titled her head to the side taking me in. She had the most amazing leaf green eyes I had ever seen and honey colored locks, which cascaded down to her waist.

      Leaf green eyes? Where had I seen that before?

      “So, what’s your name, new boy?”

      “Oh, sorry. It’s Ashley. Ash for short.”

      Emily smiled. And my heart fluttered. Her smile was one of the most beautiful I had ever seen. I knew I would be up all night tonight dreaming about it. God, help me.

      “Well, Ash, what’s your favorite myth or mythical creature?”

      The question struck me out in left field. It was an odd thing to ask.

      “Pardon me?”

      “Silly, weren’t you listening? That’s what the Professor just asked. Our first assignment is to do a paper on a myth or mythical creature. So, what is your favorite myth or mythical creature?”

      “That’s a good question.” It really was. I had no idea what my favorite myth or mythical creature was. But something about this class called to me. I don’t know, but it was. It was as if a higher power had made me pick this class. Call it fate if you believed in that kind of stuff. As a guy who didn’t believe in anything, it had really struck me as odd.

      I realized Emily was talking to me. Where was my head? Oh, yeah, it had been dented several times.

      “So, I was thinking of doing my paper on dragons. I have this fascination with them. You don’t know if they actually exist or not.”

      I realized Emily was kind of a rambler, but I didn’t care. She was hot, and I was pretty sure I had met her before somewhere. I wasn’t sure how I knew her. I just knew I did.

      “Dragons are cool,” I agreed.

      She smiled. “Oh, but if you want to do dragons, then I guess I could do mermaids or sirens. They were my second choice.”

      I smiled back. She reminded me of a Siren somehow. It was as if her blood called me to her like a song on the wind. I was drawn to her in unexplainable ways. “I think you should do Sirens.”

      “Cool. Then it’s decided. I’ll see you later, Ash.”

      It was then I noticed it was the end of class. Emily got up and left. I stood and realized I was the last one left in the lecture hall. Well, besides the Professor.

      “Mr. Brandon. Will you come see me, please?”

      I nodded and looked around one last time for Emily, but she was nowhere to be seen. I made my way down the steps to the stage at the front.

      “Daydreaming isn’t going to help you pass my class, Mr. Brandon.”

      “I… sorry, sir. I’ve been having a rough time lately. You see…”

      “I don’t need to hear it.” He held up his palm toward me and turned away to get something off his desk. It was then I saw his name. Professor Mikhail Elderoy. I had read articles about this man. He was the leading expert to some in the field of myths and legends. To others, he was a kook. He had also been called a witch or warlock in his lifetime. Before I could do anything, I felt cold metal against my skin.

      “I know what you are.”
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      I flinched and froze.

      “Pardon me?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me, boy.” Professor Elderoy stepped forward into my personal space and spoke more slowly and clearly. “I know what you are.”

      What the hell was he talking about? What I was?

      “Um… I beg your pardon, Professor, but I have no idea what you’re trying to say. I have to go.” I turned to leave, but I felt a firm hand come down on my shoulder.

      “Don’t leave.” Okay, he was beginning to scare me. I wanted to split and get out of that lecture hall, but I knew the Professor wasn’t letting me go anywhere anytime soon. His voice was almost frantic.

      “What’s wrong?” I looked down at the hand on my arm.

      “You’re in danger. I can help you.”

      “Sorry. I really have no idea what you’re talking about, Professor Elderoy. I have to go.” This time he let me go. As I rushed out of the lecture hall, I turned back to see he was still watching me as if something might happen. What did he think I was? Why was I in danger? Did he know what was happening to me? I knew I needed answers, but the answers to what? I didn’t completely understand the situation myself yet.
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        * * *

      

      I was a nineteen-year-old guy. I didn’t really know what I wanted to do when I grew up, so I was yet to pick a major. I was interested in architecture but wasn’t so good at math. I was also really fascinated with urban legends and mythology, which is why I had chosen the Myths and Legends class. As I walked to my intro to architecture class, I couldn’t help but think about the girl behind the shower door and Emily. Were they one in the same? They both had the most amazing leaf green eyes and honey-colored hair. I shrugged off the thought as I walked into the architecture building. It was only another thing to add to my list of things to think about.

      I sat down in my seat and pulled out my laptop. The Professor, a short rotund man with a goatee, droned on about our first assignment. I found myself zoning out.

      Pain.

      So much pain.

      I remember waking up in the most unimaginable pain…

      I jolted and sat up straight in my chair.

      “Am I boring you, Dozy?” I blinked and realized the professor was talking to me.

      “Um… what?”

      “If designing buildings and basic equations bore you, then maybe you should reconsider your major.”

      “It doesn’t bore me, sir. I just… haven’t been having the best sleep lately.”

      “Well, can you do it outside of my class? I expect you, Sleeping Beauty, and everyone else to choose your design project. Once you’ve chosen the type of architecture you would like to research, come to me to get it ticked off. I can only look at so many renaissance buildings.” Oh, God, my Professor was a douche. I had to have at least one. I rubbed my eyes and looked at the website link he had given us. All the straight lines and plans blurred together and made me dizzy. Why had I chosen architecture again? Oh, yeah, because it was the family business. My old man made good money from designing buildings, so I figured I might as well try. I couldn’t really make a living out of daydreaming about dragons and mermaids.

      I was glad I only had two classes. I couldn’t wait to make a start on either paper, but I couldn’t do that without some good and proper sleep. When my architecture class was over, I ticked my research topic off with the douche professor. I chose eastern European architecture because they were a bit more interesting than the straight lines and edges of modern architecture.

      I hurried to my car in a rush to get home so I could clean up the mess I had made this morning and get some sleep. I must have been flustered because I didn’t see Emily until she was right in front of me or under me. I crashed into her and sent her sprawling backward into the shrubbery next to my car.

      “Oh, my God. I am so sorry. I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

      She giggled. Gosh, this girl giggled about everything, which I loved because her laugh was the most musical and interesting laugh I had ever heard.

      “That’s okay. It was my fault. I saw you and didn’t realize you were in a rush.”

      “No, it’s completely my…”Holy hell. I just realized I was lying on top of this girl and my body knew it. My body knew what was happening and responded to her close proximity in a big way. I suddenly felt the urge to either kiss her or bite her. Oh, my God. Where did that come from? I shook my head. I heard her gasp and I looked down at her. She was staring up at me, eyes wide with surprise.

      “What’s wrong? I… I’m sorry.” I tried to get up off her, but she grabbed onto my arm, stopping me.

      “Your eyes.”

      “My eyes?”

      “Yeah. They’re the most unique shade of gold I have ever seen.”

      “Gold? My eyes are hazel.”

      Oh, God, what was happening to me? First, I felt the urge to bite her, now my eyes were gold? I needed to get the hell out of here and fast. I was a danger to everyone and myself.

      “They’re golden right now. I don’t know if it’s the sun or the position we’re in, but they are the sexiest thing I have ever seen.” I stood and smiled, slightly blushing. “Oh, God, did I really just say that out loud?”

      “Yeah, you did.” I helped her up, and she brushed the back of her floral print dress off.

      “I’m sorry.” She put her head down, and then snapped it back up again. “No, you know what? I’m not sorry I said that, because your eyes are sexy.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. This girl was really beginning to grow on me. “Well, thanks, your eyes are sexy, too.”

      She rewarded me with a smile so wide I swear it made the sun shine brighter.

      “So, will I see your sexy eyes tomorrow?”

      “Uh… sure.”

      “Okay, then. See you then.” She smiled, gave me a little wave, and skipped off. I found myself watching her leave and wondering what in the hell had just happened. The day was getting stranger and stranger. It was too strange even for me. I quickly got inside my car and headed home to the safety and confines of my apartment so I could hide from this strange, strange day.
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      When I arrived home, I walked past the bathroom and saw the mess I had made that morning. I knew I should clean it up, but something was keeping me from it. I didn’t know what it is, but I had the strange feeling I was being watched. I did a quick lap of the house to make sure I was alone and that no one was lurking. I went into my bedroom, careful to step lightly on my creaky floorboards. My apartment was more of a townhouse, and the building itself was almost one hundred years old.

      At night, the walls and floors creaked with the wind. It was a little creepy, I admit, and didn’t help the strange dreams I had been having. I saw no figures hiding in shadows, but I grabbed my baseball bat just to feel safer. I peered between the slats of my blinds into the ever growing darkness. It was still winter and the nights started early, so it was dark by the time my classes finished. I saw no one outside, but that didn’t ease the nagging feeling I wasn’t alone. I stepped back from the window and collided with something solid and warm. Hands grabbed my arms to steady me.

      “Ouch. You’re on my foot.”

      I spun around and wielded my baseball bat, swinging it high, and that was when a beam of light struck me right in the eyes and blinded me.

      “You’re blinding me!”

      “If you drop the bat, I’ll lower the light.”

      “Just lower it out of my eyes, please, so I can see whoever’s lurking in my house.”

      “Sorry.”

      I blinked, and carefully opened my eyes. In front of me was standing a petite girl with long brown hair with intricate braids weaved through it.

      “Who are you and what are you doing in my house?”

      “It’s strange. You don’t look like a Dragon Heart.”

      “A what?”

      Her eyes widened in surprise. “You’ve never heard of a dragon heart?”

      “No, sorry.”

      “Well, I guess Airicka really did fry your brain.”

      I rubbed my eyes and then my temples. What was going on? “I’m sorry, but who is Airicka? And you never did give me your name.”

      “Oh, sorry. I’m Eva and I’m sorry if I kind of freaked you out. Airicka helped me track an Ash Brandon. I don’t know who this person is, but the spell led me here so you must be him.”

      “I am Ash Brandon. Wait, did you say a spell?”

      “Yes. Airicka is a witch. She’s helping me with my memory loss.”

      This night was getting weirder and weirder. I really needed that sleep right about now. “Okay, well. That’s nice, I guess. Now, if you don’t mind, Eva, I’m going to bed. I haven’t been sleeping well lately, and I’m beginning to think I’m falling asleep on my feet.”

      The girl with the braids, Eva, just stood there for a moment. She looked down at her feet, at the flashlight in her hands, then back up at me.

      “Well, what am I going to do? I just found you.”

      “That’s really not my problem,” I said, backing toward my nice comfy bed. I kicked my shoes off and stripped my t-shirt off in front of her. I didn’t care if she was watching or not. She was a hot young girl and me, a young attractive guy; of course, she was going to watch. I pulled down my jeans and stepped out of them before sliding into bed. I smirked because I could feel her eyes on my almost naked body.

      “You really are a jerk, you know? I went to all this trouble just to find you and you treat me like I’m some stalker chick.”

      I laughed. “That’s because you are some stalker chick. The door is down the hall. Goodbye, Eva.”

      She stood there for maybe a minute longer, and then huffed before storming down the hallway toward the front door. “Goodbye, jerk,” she muttered before slamming the door behind her.

      I really didn’t know how she ended up in my apartment, or how she managed to find me, or who the heck she was, for that matter. Witches and Dragon Hearts? Had I taken more than just aspirin this morning?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      When I woke up, it was still dark, but I could no longer sleep. I checked the clock beside my bed and it read four a.m. I yawned and stretched and threw off the bed covers. I stumbled into the bathroom and turned on the light. It blinked on and off a couple of times, but when it finally came on, it stayed dim and flickered. Great. Not only did I have a broken shower door, but I had faulty wiring as well. The wiring wasn’t my problem though.

      I ambled over to the bathroom mirror and took a look at my reflection in the eerie blue glow of the flickering light. I had dark circles under my eyes, which were now more pronounced, and red veins marring the whites of my eyeballs. I looked worse than I did yesterday. It was then I noticed the lapping sound of water and the reason why the room had taken on a strange bluish- green hue.

      The shower door was no longer lying broken and shattered all over my bathmat. It had been fixed and the shower was full of water. I slowly made my way to the shower door and put my hand against the newly-fixed glass. The water inside was kind of murky and didn’t look like the water I normally showered in. It was more the color of dirty seawater. Then something moved inside the shower stall. Water spilled over the top of the shower door, drenching me.

      As I stepped back, I saw a face appear out of the murkiness. It was a woman with honey-colored locks. I saw a flash of something shiny inside what was now her tank. Something moved behind the girl. I gasped and moved closer to the glass. It couldn’t be! This was way too strange. The girl had a tail like a fish. She was a mermaid! The mermaid girl swished her tail and moved closer to the glass so that she was vertical and level with me. Then she opened her eyes. They were the same leaf green eyes that had been haunting my dreams.

      “No!”

      I stumble backward, but didn’t make it out of the way in time. I wasn’t fast enough. The glass shattered again and water came pouring out over me and soon filled the bathroom.

      I was gasping.

      The pain is excruciating.

      I’m burning. My lungs are burning.

      I opened my eyes but they burned. I was underwater. I tried to kick and find my way to the surface but I realized I was no longer in the bathroom. There was too much water, and I couldn’t see the surface anywhere. My lungs were filling with water and my head grew foggy. I was drowning!

      Oh, crap. I’m drowning!

      Then a face appeared in front of me and kissed me.

      I gasped and sat up straight. I was in bed.

      Oh, my God. I wasn’t dead. I was alive and it was only a dream. Shit. It was only another damn nightmare. They were getting worse.

      I didn’t want to admit it, but I needed help.

      It was time to go see the one person who I should be staying away from, but just so happened to be the one person who could help me.
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      When I made it to campus later that morning, after about three cans of Red Bull, I tried to come up with an excuse not to go see Professor Elderoy. Just as I was walking from my car across the quadrangle toward my Myths and Legends classroom, my excuse came in the form of a five-foot-four petite girl with honey-colored hair and leaf green eyes.

      “Ash, hey. You do know we don’t have Mythology and Legends for another hour, right?”

      “Ah, yes. I know that.”

      “Then why are you heading toward Elderoy’s classroom?”

      “Because I need to talk to him about some… about the paper.”

      “Oh, if you need help with it, you should’ve just said so. I’m heading to the library now to research my paper if you want to join me.”

      What the hell? It couldn’t hurt.

      “Sure. Lead the way.”

      Emily giggled and fell into step beside me as we walked to the library.

      When we walked through the front doors of the library, Emily took a sharp turn left and grabbing my hand, she pulled me round the outside of the shelves toward the back.

      “What are you doing?”

      “We need privacy, plus I know where all the good books are.”

      “Oh, okay.” She led me up a flight of stairs to the next level, and this looked to be where all the course texts seemed to be located.”

      “So you’re doing your paper on dragons, right?” she asked.

      “Sure. I guess.” What else was I going to do it on? Since she was adamant on doing her paper on sirens or mermaids… wait, were they the same thing? The logical choice had to be to pick dragons, her other suggestion. I didn’t know why, but I did seem to have an odd fascination with them.

      “You guess?”

      “Sorry if don’t seem all that into the assignment. I’ve had trouble sleeping lately.”

      She turned around and walked backward so she could look at me. She cocked her head to the side and studied me inquisitively. Something she seemed to do a lot.

      “Bad dreams?”

      A shiver ran up my spine. I looked around to see if anyone was watching, but it looked like we were alone. Freaky.

      “Yeah. Something like that.”

      “Hmm.” And just like that, she turned back around, and with a finger on her lip as if she were trying to decide where to go, she moved down the aisle as if the conversation hadn’t happened. Strange.

      Emily walked to the last row of shelves and turned right. I followed her and almost crashed into her when I turned into the row. She was standing in the middle of the aisle with a large book in her hands. The cover looked worn and dusty and was a unique aqua color with gold lettering. I had never seen anything like it before.

      “What is that?”

      “Oh, it’s a mythology book on ancient sea creatures. I’m going to use it for research.”

      “It looks old.”

      “That’s because it is.” I managed to catch a glimpse of the text within the dusty book and found that the paper was yellowed and some of the text wasn’t even in English.

      “What the hell? What kind of book is that? It’s not even in English.”

      “Some of it is. Other parts are in Greek and Latin.”

      “Interesting. So where’s a good book on dragons?”

      Emily looked up from the book over her shoulder and studied me for a minute before closing the book. A plume of dust wafted up causing me to sneeze and cough. She stepped forward and pulled a dusty red book off the shelf. Before I knew what she was doing, the heavy book landed in my arms, almost causing me to drop it.

      “Shit.”

      “Sorry. You should read this. It’s the best and only text you should read on dragons. The rest is all fiction. I’m sure you’ll learn a lot from it.” I didn’t know if I was imagining it, but before she walked away, I was sure I caught a smirk gracing Emily’s lips. She was up to something and I knew it. I headed over to a couch and placed the book down in front of me on the table. I checked my watch and saw I still had half an hour before I needed to be in class, so I settled down and opened up the well-worn red cover.

      Some of the gold lettering on the book had worn away, but I could still read what it said.

      “The Dragon Heart Keeper Manifesto,” I read. I shrugged and turned the page. I scanned the contents page and cheered to myself that the book was in English. I read the titles and found them odd. How to tell if you’re a Dragon Heart. Taming a Dragon. Dragon Heart Keeper History.

      I decided the best place to start would be the history part of the book.

      I began reading about how the Keepers were a society of people who protected the secret of the Dragon Hearts, who were people born with the blood of an ancient line of dragons. They lived in a place called The Dragon Realm, which was a parallel realm to earth. Soon, my eyes became sore and tired and my vision blurry. I needed coffee. I shut the book and decided to borrow it. As I made my way to the front counter, I felt a presence nearby. It made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I turned and almost yelped in fright. Emily was standing behind me and she was all wet. Her skin wasn’t her normal light tan. It had taken on a slight bluish-green hue. She looked almost sickly.
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