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      Welcome to Havenwood Falls, a small town in the majestic mountains of Colorado, where nobody is what you think, where truths pose as lies, and where myths blend with reality. A place where everyone has a story, including the high schoolers. These are only but three…

      Somewhere Within by Amy Hale

      Zoey Mills has been the target of bullies since childhood, and she expects nothing to change when her family relocates to Havenwood Falls. What she doesn’t expect is to discover that she’s the next generation of a long line of frost dragons. When Zoey falls for a human boy, elitism and prejudice take on whole new meanings. While she wants to trust her instincts and follow her heart, Zoey discovers that hiding who she really is and playing by the rules would make life a lot simpler. But simple doesn’t mean easy.

      Awaken the Soul by Michele G. Miller

      Breckin Roberts has known Vivienne his entire life, but they aren’t friends. They’re merely two classmates—her human and him not so much. Until one fateful December afternoon, when Vivienne almost dies. Breckin saves her, but when he interferes with Death, he awakens a connection. A connection one Reaper finds highly appealing and could turn Vivienne into a pawn in the battle of Good versus Evil—a battle about to descend on Havenwood Falls.

      Bound by Shadows by Cameo Renae

      Eris Blaekthorn can’t believe what she and her father learn when two strangers show up and remove a memory spell that had caused them to forget their past—including her older brother, who’s in a coma caused by dark magic. Her father agrees to return to Havenwood Falls—a place he’d left to keep Eris safe—where she discovers who she really is. When events spiral and danger rises, Eris turns to Rylan, her brother’s best friend, for help in saving her brother’s life.
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      I glanced at the boxes still waiting to be unpacked as I attempted to relax in my new bedroom. The excitement that generally accompanied a new house was missing. I felt like we moved more than we stayed still. My dad had assured me this would be the last time, and while I thought he believed that to be true, I had my reservations.

      My first memories of moving took place at age seven. I don’t remember all the details, but I do recall a loud commotion, after which Mom had run out to the backyard to get me. She rushed me into the car, and we left. Just like that. No goodbyes to the neighbors. No “grab a few things for overnight.” We just left. Two days later, my dad arrived at our hotel room, two states away, driving a moving truck containing all our belongings. At the time, I was afraid to ask what happened, but it had certainly crossed my mind with every successive move. I’d had an unpleasant sensation down in my gut each time I attempted to mention the subject, so I’d always chickened out.

      So there I was, on move . . . what was it? Move eight? Yeah, I thought this was move number eight. One would think I’d be used to starting over, and over, and over. But the truth was that with every packed box, I felt like I’d left a part of me behind. Even if that part wasn’t important, it was a segment of my scattered life that no longer felt valid. Those memories now lived in the past.

      This latest move had been prompted by a family member. It turned out I had a grandfather here in Havenwood Falls, Colorado. My parents had never talked about him before, so I’d assumed my dad didn’t know who his father was. It was the only logical explanation for never hearing about Grandpa Mills. You couldn’t talk about someone you didn’t know, right?

      My parents had received a letter that my grandfather, Lawrence Mills, had become very ill, and was possibly dying. Mom and Dad seemed frustrated by the phone conversations they’d had with him afterward. Ultimately, I held the impression they’d decided it was time to mend fences. Granted, they’d never told me what busted the fences to begin with, but maybe someday I’d learn all the deep, dirty family secrets. All families had a skeleton or two in their closets, so I’d heard. I suspected my family to be no different.

      I stood and opened the box closest to my bed. It contained some of my clothes and the most beautiful jewelry box I’d ever seen. It’d been a gift from my parents for my sixteenth birthday. I hadn’t actually had that birthday yet, but it was only about a month away. Dad had said that he wanted to give it to me before the move. “Something special for your new room,” he’d said. I thought he’d been attempting to bribe me so I wouldn’t complain about changing houses and schools yet again. It kinda worked.

      I ran my fingers over the smooth metal casing, and I could almost feel it vibrate beneath my fingers. I didn’t know how to explain it, but it felt as if the box itself was alive. Every time I touched it, I felt a zing of positive energy pulse through me. No doubt these sensations all took place in my mind, but I allowed myself to indulge the fantasy just the same. As long as I didn’t say it out loud, I should be safe. Admitting it to others would have been like saying I’d grown a third leg, but no one could see it.

      I placed the gold box on my nightstand and studied the intricate design on the lid, which looked much like a maze, with lines darting out from the center in odd geometric patterns. From the moment I laid eyes on it, I’d tried to figure out if there were some kind of labyrinth hidden in all the chaos, but if so, I had yet to solve it.

      Regardless, it was another great addition to what my mother lovingly called my “jewelry hoard.” I did have a slight obsession with jewelry, but really, what teenage girl didn’t? I wouldn’t call it a hoard.

      “Zoey, here’s another box with your name on it.” Dad pushed through my bedroom door and set the box on the bed beside me. “Sheesh, that’s heavy. What do you have in there? Anvils?”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “Yes, Father. I have an anvil addiction. You’ve found me out.”

      He smirked. “So much sass in such a little person.”

      I reached over and pulled the tape from the top of the box, then glanced inside. “Oh,” I said.

      Dad simply raised his eyebrows in curiosity.

      “It’s my jewelry boxes,” I said quietly.

      His soft laughter followed him to the door, and he sent me a wink. “Enjoy.” He walked out of the room and gently closed the door behind him.

      I looked into the box again. I had several jewelry boxes, most of them very full. Okay, maybe I do have a jewelry-hoarding issue. Is there a therapy for that?
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        * * *

      

      After lunch, Dad had some things to take care of at his new job running Simple Treasures Pawn Shop, so that left just Mom and me cleaning and unpacking in the kitchen.

      Mom crossed her arms and leaned against the tan Formica counter. “What do you say we run into town for coffee? A latte sounds great, and I noticed a nice-looking shop as we drove through town.”

      I put away the last plate in the stack I’d unpacked and wiped my hands on my jeans. “Sure. Sounds good.”

      She smiled at me. “Perfect. As much as I love this new house, I’m eager to get out for a few minutes.”

      I didn’t comment. I knew she wanted to hear me gush about the new place. After all, it was a nice house. A relatively new brick ranch house, it contained three bedrooms and loads of extra space. My bedroom easily overshadowed the dimensions of any other room I’d ever had. I even had my own bathroom. The pale yellow walls and white gauzy curtains gave my room a cheery feel. My white bedroom suite fit perfectly within the space. Much to my mother’s delight, there were hardwood floors throughout. All I could think about was how cold those floors would be first thing in the morning. I made myself a mental note to ask for a rug in my bedroom.

      The main part of the house had an open floor plan with the living room, kitchen, and dining room all in one large area. The fireplace had to be my favorite feature of the house, aside from my bedroom. The large grate could hold a decent-sized load of wood, and I could imagine the relaxing crackle as the flames warmed my fingers and toes while the smell of the fire saturated my clothes.

      I had every reason to love our new home, yet all I could muster for my mother was a less-than-excited smile. As for the town—it was lovely. The gorgeous mountains surrounding the town boxed us in and lent a cozy, protected feel. As it was November, the air felt frigid and crisp, but also clean. Air this fresh was foreign to me, since all our other homes were in larger cities filled with smog and the various odors that accompanied living in a crowded area with several thousand people. One apartment had been so poorly located that a few times I wondered if I’d ever get the stench of garbage out of my nostrils. There was nothing like living a few blocks from a landfill when the wind blew just right. Thankfully, that stay was short-lived.

      Havenwood Falls was perfectly sized for exploring. I hadn’t had a chance to look everything over yet, but Mom assured me I could easily walk from one end of town to the other. Since I’d always felt pulled to the outdoors, I should have been thrilled, but moving and leaving what little stability we’d had dampened my spirits. The unknown was always scary. I’d never been good with change.

      Mom pushed away from the counter. “C’mon, kiddo. Let’s get some caffeine.”

      She wasn’t kidding about the size of Havenwood Falls. We’d only been on the road a few minutes when we pulled into a spot in front of a collection of cute little storefronts on the town square. We stepped onto the sidewalk, and I glanced at the surrounding businesses. It seemed to be the typical small-town America kind of place, except for a few eclectic shops, which oddly didn’t seem out of place. I spotted Madame Tahini’s, whose sign advertised potions, palm readings, and other services. I couldn’t say I’d ever been in a store like that. It intrigued me. It was at the end of the block, next to Simple Treasures Pawn Shop, which was owned by my grandfather and now managed by my dad.

      Directly in front of our parking space was Coffee Haven. The bell over the door greeted us with the light tinkle of chimes as we entered the shop. The scent of coffee and baked goods hit me immediately. I was suddenly thankful for the distraction and the promise of chocolate. I wasn’t as into the whole froufrou drink thing as my mom was. If it had a weird name and complicated list of ingredients, she’d try it. I honestly preferred hot cocoa over coffee. Thankfully, most coffee places offered both. With it being the first week in November, the weather was perfect for a warm drink.

      I glanced around the cozy space, and my eyes were instantly drawn to a section near the back of the shop. Shiny silver, copper, and gold hung from various displays, and the overhead lights caused a sparkle from the beads and gems as I moved to the right or left. My quest for hot chocolate was all but forgotten.

      “I see that look in your eye,” Mom teased.

      “What?” I shrugged. “I’m just looking around.”

      “Well, why don’t you go look closer, and I’ll order your drink. You want your usual? With peppermint?” She asked.

      “Yeah, that’d be great. Thanks.” I wasted no time in getting to the jewelry display. Several gorgeous pieces were front and center, and I couldn’t help but reach out and touch them. I had an affinity for all jewelry, but these were expertly handcrafted by someone named Serena Alverson, and I found myself wishing I had such a creative gift. Of course, if I did, I’d likely end up with more jewelry than all the stores in town combined, so it was probably fortunate I didn’t possess that talent.

      I glanced down at the bracelet hanging from my wrist. It was my favorite, and my parents had gifted it to me on my tenth birthday. The green and yellow crystal beads were strung together on a delicate gold chain. Inside the gift box there had been a note indicating that the crystals were fluorite and yellow jasper, providing the dual function of an energy shield and a protective amulet. I wasn’t sure I bought into all that, but I loved wearing it just the same.

      “Zoey, here’s your drink.” My mom’s voice pulled me from the allure of shiny objects, and she motioned for me to join her at a small table near the large picture window in front. My mother and I were opposites. Her short brown hair barely reached her shoulders, and her eye color matched it perfectly. Naturally petite, she possessed an inner grace and beauty. She preferred more casual clothing, but no matter what she wore, she made it look classy. She oozed charm and confidence. I did not. I was more comfortable reading in my room than I was socializing. Outside of us both having pale complexions and being short, I appeared to be nothing like her—a disappointing realization.

      My dad was a tall man, easily over six feet in height with only a slightly darker skin tone and a muscular build. His hair had a thick texture with waves, and while dark, it was nowhere near the raven black of my own hair. His eyes were blue, where mine were gray with hints of blue. His self-assurance inspired me, and I had idolized him for as long as I could remember. He was my hero. I seemed so very different from them both. I often wondered if, upon my eighteenth birthday, they’d tell me I was adopted. It wouldn’t have surprised me.

      I took a seat opposite my mother and cupped the warm mug in my hands as I sipped it cautiously. Perfect. I looked up at the counter and noticed the young woman behind it smiling at me. Her name tag said Willow. Such a pretty name! I gave her a thumbs up to indicate my pleasure, and she winked at me, then turned to wipe down one of the espresso machines.

      “So, what did you think of the jewelry? Anything you can’t live without?” my mom asked as I took another careful sip of my drink.

      “There are a few that are amazing, but I should probably at least get my room unpacked before I start adding more to my collection.” I thought back to the various jewelry boxes in my room still waiting for my attention.

      She laughed and reached across to pat my arm. Bad timing on her part, or on mine. As she moved, so did I—I scooted my mug to the side, directly in her path. Her fingers hit the cup and tipped it over, spilling the scalding hot contents all over my right hand.

      I yelped in pain, and my mom jumped up to help me. Willow appeared at our side quickly, and I vaguely remembered hearing her ask how she could help. My instinct was to blow on the back of my hand, and to my amazement, impossibly cool air passed over my lips and cooled my skin. I watched in shock, and honestly some horror, as ice crystals formed over the burned area.

      My mom wrapped her arms around me, shielding my hand and face from the view of those around us. A towel was thrust between our heads by a tight-smiled Willow.

      “I’ve got this. Go take care of her before anyone notices.” Willow’s voice barely registered above a whisper.

      She and my mom exchanged a look that I couldn’t understand, then Mom nodded and ushered me out the door.

      “It’s okay, baby. Let’s get you to the hospital to have that looked at.” Mom spoke louder than necessary, and I began to think I was losing my mind—or dreaming.

      The pain had disappeared, and I had a morbid eagerness to peek under the dish towel to see how bad my injury really was. I glanced back into the shop and saw Willow quickly cleaning up the mess we’d left behind.

      It seemed like only seconds before I found myself sitting in the passenger seat as Mom backed out of her parking space.

      I peeled the towel back from my hand, expecting to either see the worst, or see that I’d imagined the severe burn, but found nothing but a small mark. What I didn’t expect to see . . . I didn’t even know what it was. It was white, shimmery, and hard—almost like a shell.

      Panic welled up in my chest. I struggled to breathe.

      “Mom?” I could hear the fear in my own voice, so I knew she heard it too.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart. It’s gonna be fine.” She pulled out her cell phone and hit a button. “Call Tristan,” she said loudly.

      The phone answered back, “Calling Tristan Mills.”

      Mom put the phone to her ear and waited only a few seconds, then said, “Tristan, it’s happening. Meet us at home as soon as you can.”

      I heard the muffled voice of my dad say, “On my way,” and then the line went dead.

      “Mom?” I asked again. “What is this? What’s happening?”

      She glanced at me and sighed a deep, worried-sounding breath. “It’s a long story. Dad and I will explain it all when we get home.”

      We drove in silence until we reached our new house—not the hospital, by the way. My gut told me something big loomed before me. Something I was totally unprepared for.
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      We pulled into our driveway just seconds before Dad arrived in his black Toyota RAV4. He ran to the door and unlocked it, then waved us inside as quickly as possible. I worried about the cool air and the weird burn, but I was even more concerned by the way my parents reacted.

      Once inside, Mom sat me on the sofa between her and Dad. She gently grasped my wrist and flashed me a reassuring smile. “We need to show your father.”

      I looked at my hand, then back up at her, and felt the previously unshed tears start to roll down my face.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart. Let me see,” Dad said with a calm assurance he hadn’t previously displayed. He pushed up the sleeves of his red sweater and held out his hand.

      I removed the towel and gingerly placed my hand in his. He frowned and closed his eyes. “Well, I guess that settles it.”

      Mom nodded. “Yeah, it does.”

      I grew annoyed at all the completely unhelpful answers. “Settles what? You guys are scaring me!”

      Mom grasped my left hand as Dad continued to hold on to my right. He gave my fingers a tight squeeze. “We aren’t like other families.”

      I rolled my eyes at that. “No duh. I’ve known that for a long time. What does that have to do with this freaky scab on my hand?”

      Mom slipped her other arm behind me and around my shoulder. “No, sweetheart, you aren’t understanding your dad. Just give him a few minutes to explain.”

      “We are different because we aren’t completely human. We’re called shifters. Our specific species is dragon—frost dragon to be exact.” Dad’s demeanor was as if what he’d just told me wasn’t completely bonkers. He acted like he’d just announced he’d taken a new job or something.

      “Dragons?” The high pitch of my voice gave away my lack of emotional control.

      “Sweetheart,” my mom said. “Stay calm.”

      “Calm?” I screeched. “What the hell? How can we be dragons? We are people! Shifters, or whatever you called it, aren’t real!”

      Mom frowned at my use of the word hell, but at that point, I wasn’t worried about dropping a dollar in the swear jar. Crap, I’d have been happy to dump my entire life savings in there if it would have allowed me to truly express how I felt at that moment.

      “Dragons?” I repeated. “Huge, lizardish, winged creatures? That kind of dragon? How is this even possible? You’re joking, right? Please say you’re joking!”

      Dad ran a finger over my weird scab. “This is a scale. It’s a method of protection for us. Like armor.” He glanced at my mom.

      Mom frowned. “I accidentally knocked hot chocolate on her hand. She blew on the burn and . . . well . . .”

      “Ah,” said my dad, as if that cleared this entire enigma up.

      I stood and paced in front of them. “Why do I have a scale?”

      Mom spoke again. “Your natural instinct was to blow on your burn, as most would do, but unlike most, your inner dragon kicked into protection mode and blew frigid air out to stop the burn. Then it formed a scale to protect the skin until it’s fully healed.” She sounded a little in awe by this process.

      I held up both hands. “Wait a minute. How come I’m just now learning about this?”

      “Well,” Dad said as he leaned back on the sofa, “if you possess the gene, it’s triggered around your sixteenth birthday. You’re only a few weeks away from that. Now that we know for sure you possess that gene, we can prepare you for what to expect next.”

      “Next?” I gulped. That sounded ominous.

      “It’s kind of like going through puberty.” Mom smiled. “You’ll notice minor changes up to your sixteenth birthday, when the gene is fully developed. What those changes will be? We can only guess. Everyone is different.”

      “Fully developed? What does that mean? Will I become a huge creature or something?” I could feel myself begin to hyperventilate.

      “It’s not quite like that. It’s more—” Dad was interrupted by the doorbell. “Hold that thought.” He ran to answer the door.

      Mom motioned for me to join her again on the sofa. I sat next to her and stared at the scale on my hand.

      Dad re-entered the room moments later. He clutched a letter between his fingers, his face solemn.

      “What is it?” Mom asked.

      “It’s from my father. He’d like us to join him for dinner tonight.” Dad didn’t look pleased, which confused me. Isn’t Grandpa the reason we moved here to begin with?

      Mom nodded, but also appeared disturbed by the idea.

      Dad sighed and looked at me. “I’m sure you’ll learn more tonight, but I’ll give you the summary. We come from an old line of frost dragons that originated in Iceland. Your Grandpa Mills is the patriarch of our family. Grandma Mills passed away before you were born. Everyone in my family has the shifter gene.” He glanced at Mom. “Your mother is human, so there had always been the possibility that the gene would skip you.”

      I looked at my hand once again. “So I’m half human and half dragon?”

      “More or less.” Mom gave my shoulders a squeeze.

      “I can’t believe I’m hearing this. It’s crazy,” I muttered.

      “It gets crazier,” replied Dad. “Your great-grandfather settled in Havenwood Falls as one of the original founders of the town. This place came to be because supernatural beings from all over needed a safe place to live.”

      My eyes widened. “So there are other dragons here?”

      “Other frost dragons? Outside of our family, none that I’m aware of, but there are other dragons, as well as witches, werewolves, vampires, fae, ghosts . . .” His voice trailed off when he noticed I was getting the point.

      “Ho-ly crap.” I couldn’t believe what I heard. “All those things in fairy tales and horror stories are real?”

      “Yes, but don’t believe everything you read. Not all supernatural creatures are bad. In fact, many just want to be left to live in peace. Again, this is why Havenwood Falls is perfect for us.” His eyes were full of emotion that bordered on pain, but something else lurked there too. Sadness? Longing? I wasn’t sure.

      “So why have you never mentioned Grandpa before?” I had to know why they kept all this from me for so long, especially since there was a possibility this secret would be life-changing for me.

      “Havenwood Falls is protected by a memory ward. Once you leave, it’s only a matter of time before you forget it exists. I think the memories were hidden somewhere in our minds, including your grandpa, but for the most part, we simply forgot.” His shoulders were tense, and I sensed his discomfort.

      “There’s more to this story, isn’t there? With Grandpa?”

      “Yes,” he stated. “But we’ll have to continue this discussion later. I have to take care of some things before dinner tonight.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but he held up one hand to stop me. “I promise you’ll be told all the details. It’ll just have to wait a bit longer. You have the bulk of the information you need for now.”

      I turned to my mom. “We live in a town full of supernatural creatures.”

      She nodded.

      “How do all the regular people in town deal with that?” I could imagine the terror the human townspeople must have felt upon learning something so bizarre.

      “Well,” Mom sighed. “Most of the humans in town don’t know about the supernatural beings that live here. This is a secret. One you need to be very careful with.”

      How am I supposed to pretend all is normal when I have this huge secret?

      “Wait, what about Willow? From the coffee place?” I remembered how she jumped right in to help. She and my mom working in tandem.

      “Willow is fae,” Mom stated in a matter-of-fact tone.

      “Fae,” I repeated. “She looks so human.”

      “Faerie glamour. It helps them blend in, just as you do as a shifter. No humans will ever know you’re a dragon, unless you tell them or they see you in that form.”

      The memory of that first, frantic move came rushing back. “When we moved, when I was seven. What happened? Why did we act like we were escaping something?”

      Mom closed her eyes. “Dragons are territorial.” She smiled at my dad a moment before turning back to me. “Understandably, human men are, too. Your father came home and found our neighbor trying to touch me. I was fighting him off, but I wasn’t winning. Dad shifted in the backyard, and the other guy peed himself before passing out. We couldn’t safely stay there after that.” She squeezed my hand. “I’m sorry we’ve had to move so much. The other moves were job-related, with a touch of restlessness. I think we missed Havenwood Falls and didn’t even realize it.”

      Mom brushed the hair back from my face and kissed my temple. “Now, we’ll put a bandage over that scale so no one will see it, then you need to get some rest. You’re going to need it for tonight.”

      Great, more cryptic talk that tells me nothing. “Is something bad happening tonight?” I mustered the bravery to ask.

      “Not if I can help it.” Dad’s face grew stern, and I knew that asking more questions right now would only be met with silence.
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        * * *

      

      I spent the better part of my afternoon online, looking for anything relating to dragons in Iceland. To my frustration, I didn’t find much, and what I did find was based on video games or something similar, so I had no confidence the information could be trusted. I also searched for dragons in general, but there were many various sources, all giving conflicting information. I was frustrated and scared. Mom and Dad seemed perfectly cool with it all, but then, they’d had decades to adjust. Or maybe more. I realized then that I didn’t know exactly how old my dad was. We had birthdays, and his age had been mentioned, but he still looked much like he did in my kindergarten days. I had always assumed that good genes were responsible. I obviously wasn’t far from the mark, except that there weren’t human genes involved.

      I searched until my eyes burned, then slammed my laptop closed in frustration. I’d considered talking to Mom about it more, but I had yet to address how I felt about them keeping this from me. I acknowledged the sense of betrayal, even if they did have a good reason. I rested my head on my pillow and tried not to think about anything. It seemed a better option than losing my mind. I closed my eyes and inhaled, trying to relax.

      When I opened my eyes, darkness greeted me. My vision adjusted, and my room resembled a jail cell. I rubbed my face, trying to shake off the dream I knew I was having. It didn’t work. I rolled off the small bed and walked to the bars.

      “Hey! Is anybody there?” I yelled at the top of my voice.

      A man walked out of the darkness and sneered at me. “Quiet!”

      “Sir, please. Let me out.” I tried not to cry.

      “We don’t let monsters roam free.” His caustic tone and expression of disgust terrified me as he stepped closer.

      “Me?” I asked. “I’m not a monster. I’m just a girl.”

      “No. You’re the worst kind of monster imaginable.” He reached through the bars and started to strangle me.

      I fought back with all my might, but couldn’t break free of his grasp. A roar ripped from my lips, and in an instant, I was looking down on the man from a great height. Fear filled his eyes, and I roared again, then bent my head down and ate him with one bite.

      I woke up drenched in sweat from the nightmare. It turned out I did take a short nap, and I was surprised at just how exhausted I really was. I guess finding out you’re part dragon will do that, with the obvious addition of horrific dreams.

      Moments later, my mom entered my bedroom with a garment bag.

      I rubbed my face and fanned myself, still feeling overheated from the dream. “What’s that?”

      “Your dress for tonight. It’s almost five.” Mom walked to the end of my bed and draped it across my blanket.

      “I gotta wear a dress?” I frowned. While I didn’t mind dresses, I wasn’t particularly fond of them, either. Especially in wintry weather. This was Colorado in November—not exactly tropical. I preferred my jeans and baggy hoodies.

      Mom gave me a tight smile. “Yes.”

      “Because?” I asked.

      “Because your grandfather is very old-fashioned, and we are trying to ease him back into our lives. He believes dinner should be a formal affair, so to appease him, we are going to follow his rules . . . for now.” She seemed just as annoyed by the idea as I did.

      I huffed. “Whatever.” I rolled off the bed and grabbed the dress. “Can I wear my tennis shoes?”

      Mom shook her head, and I fought back a pout. I hated dress shoes. Like really hated them.

      “Are you okay? You look a little haggard.” She gazed at me with concern.

      “I’m fine. I just had a bad dream.” I didn’t really want to discuss it. I shuffled into my bathroom and hung the dress on the towel rack. After unzipping the garment bag, I slid it down to land in a pile on the floor.

      “Hmm.” It wasn’t the worst thing I’d ever seen. The simple, light pink dress had an elegance about it. It had a round collar, three-quarter sleeves, and a princess seamed bodice. I slipped the dress over my head. I’m a petite person at five feet two inches tall, but this dress fell just below the knee, as I suspected it should have—like it was custom made for me.

      I yelled through the doorway, “Mom, I need you to zip me up!”

      She stepped inside and took a moment to look at me. “Oh, honey. It’s beautiful on you.” She smiled, and I could tell by the look in her eyes that this wasn’t one of those mom-goggle moments. She meant what she’d said.

      I glanced at myself in the mirror. I’d never felt particularly pretty before. My raven black hair landed just below my shoulder blades, and while it wasn’t curly, it wasn’t perfectly straight, either. My pale skin often stood out, even when I spent time in the sun. It seemed as if I was immune to tanning. I’d learned not to wear eyeliner too. When I did, it framed my blue-gray eyes in a way that made them look ominous. I couldn’t count the number of times I’d been asked if I was into gothic stuff. I always replied, “No, I just naturally look like death.”

      Pink had never been a color I’d considered trying, but if this dress were any indication of all pink clothing, I thought I might reconsider that. I kinda felt pretty, or at least, not quite so much like a freak. Given what I’d just learned about myself earlier in the day, feeling somewhat normal was a good thing. I’d take it.

      Mom ran her fingers through my hair, then gathered it on top of my head in a messy bun. “What do you think? Should we put it up?”

      I shook my head. “Not if I don’t have to.”

      Her reflection winked at me in the mirror. “No, you absolutely don’t have to. We’ll just pull the sides back so they aren’t in your face.”

      I nodded and enjoyed that moment with my mom. I couldn’t remember the last time she’d styled my hair for me. Probably because I’d always thrown a fit when she’d tried. But tonight, everything felt off. I wasn’t going to shun the comfort of my mother’s care, in any form. I needed her to be my calming presence, even if I still felt annoyance with her. She was exactly that.
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        * * *

      

      We drove through an area called Havenwood Heights. As we passed several large estates, Dad explained that the homes in this area had been here for several generations. The one we were heading to was among the biggest homes on the street.

      As we approached, I took notice of multicolored stones that towered upward, supporting dark shingles. I could make out several chimneys, and I silently wondered why anyone would need that many fireplaces. One corner of the house had a large round room that reminded me of a turret like on the old castles they always showed in horror movies.

      Dad stopped the car in front of an impressive set of stone steps. My eyes were immediately drawn to the two large statues that flanked the entryway. Dragons. My hopes that I could temporarily forget about all this shifter business were immediately dashed.

      A tall, broad-shouldered man in a suit and tie greeted my father at the bottom of the stairs. They shook hands and exchanged a few words I couldn’t hear, then Dad motioned for us to exit the car and follow him. Mom waited for me to shut my door, then she clasped my hand in hers as we followed Dad up the stairs. I could feel the tension pulsing through her muscles. She was uncomfortable, and that made me even more apprehensive.

      The man in the suit sat behind the wheel of our car and drove it around the side of the house and out of sight. Dad gave Mom and me a wink and pushed open the large oak doors. We stepped into the grandest entryway I’d ever seen, not that I had a lot to compare it to.

      Tall beige walls connected to exquisitely polished oak flooring. An enormous crystal chandelier hung from the vaulted ceiling, projecting colorful sparkles on everything in the room. I struggled to tear my eyes away from its beauty. Dad stepped beside me and cleared his throat, so I moved my gaze from the crystal drops above to the elderly man who seemed to suddenly materialize in front of me.

      “Lawrence Mills, I’d like to introduce you to your granddaughter, Zoey.” He turned to me. “Zoey, this is your Grandpa Mills.”

      Grandpa stood about average height. His frame appeared wiry, and he had wild white hair that looked as if it took real effort to tame. His black suit was impeccable, and even his shoes were shined to perfection. He squinted his pale green eyes and leaned in a little closer. While his vision might have been somewhat impaired, I believed he was a shrewd man that didn’t miss anything.

      “She’s a little wisp of a thing, isn’t she.” He stated that as a fact, not a question.

      Dad placed a hand on my shoulder. “Yes, but she’s mighty in spirit.”

      Grandpa’s lips turned up a little at that. “I’ve no doubt she is. She’s a Mills!” Then he glanced at my mother. “Well, half Mills anyway.” His voice held a hint of disgust.

      Mom squeezed my hand a little tighter, but didn’t reply. It signaled to me that I shouldn’t worry about the insult. It would all be fine.

      Dad put his arm around Mom. “Lawrence, if this is any indication of how the night will go, then I suggest we say our goodbyes now.”

      “Eh! Don’t get your shorts in a wad, boy. Come on in and eat some dinner.” He turned to go, taking his first step with a cane that looked every bit as old as he was. Before his second step, he turned his head toward my dad. “And stop calling me Lawrence. You know I hate that. I’m your father.”

      Dad shrugged. “No, I can’t say that I do know what you hate. I don’t remember much, thanks to this town’s special wards.”

      I looked up at my mom.

      “There’s a spell on the town that makes people forget about Havenwood Falls and everyone in it. It becomes more like a vague dream.” Mom glanced at Grandpa Mills. “Some people get their memories back in a rush, others in small chunks. Some memories trickle back in slowly. Dad and I are getting them back in little segments.”

      We followed Grandpa through a set of double doors and into a large, elegantly furnished dining room. The gleaming mahogany table looked as if it could have seated at least ten people. I tried not to openly gawk.

      “Well, look who the cat dragged in,” said a female voice from the back of the room.

      Dad stood still for just a moment, then turned to the woman and smiled. “Jetta? Is that you?”

      She gave an over-pronounced bow and then walked toward us. “In the flesh . . . for the moment.” She smiled slyly as she seemed to take a moment to appreciate her own joke. Her skin-tight black dress looked as if it were made of leather, and matched her knee-high boots perfectly. Jetta’s pixie-cut hair was a radiant silver color, and I thrilled to see her eyes were very similar to mine—a pale gray with blue mixed in. Despite the hair color, she appeared to be in her early twenties, with a vibrant energy about her.

      Dad turned to address us then. “Bianca. Zoey. This is my younger sister, Jetta.”

      Aunt Jetta smiled. “It’s wonderful to meet you, Zoey! And I remember Bianca, although I’m sure she doesn’t remember me. Not yet, anyway.” She gave my dad a small shove on his shoulder. “You stayed away far too long, big brother.”

      Dad shrugged. “If it hadn’t been for Lawre . . . uh, Dad’s letter, I wouldn’t be here now.”

      Grandpa grunted out something I didn’t understand, then barked an order. “Everyone sit down. I can’t think or talk on an empty stomach.”

      We all took a seat at the table, and a kind-looking older woman entered the dining room with a wheeled tray full of all kinds of meats and vegetables. She made her way around the table, filling plates while no one said a word. The tension was too much for me, and I couldn’t resist the urge to say something to break the silence. I looked over at Aunt Jetta and took in her appearance. Several beautiful pieces of jewelry graced her neck, arms, and fingers. She also had quite a few tattoos, and I found that fascinating.

      “I like your piercings, Aunt Jetta.” I tried to make it sound as cheerful as possible.

      Aunt Jetta reached up and ran a finger over the gold hoop in her eyebrow, then the diamond stud in her nose. She had several in her ears too, but they weren’t as unusual. “Thanks, kiddo. I’m glad someone in this family appreciates individuality.” She shot a frustrated look at Grandpa.

      Grandpa snorted. “You look like a damn pin cushion.”

      Jetta batted her eyelashes at him dramatically. “Aw, I love you too, Daddy.”

      Grandpa just snorted again and picked at his food.

      Well, I guess asking about her tattoos is a bad idea. I’ll save that for another time.

      Dad spoke up next. “So, Dad, tell me why we’re here.”

      Grandpa looked at him like he’d sprouted a second head. “To eat, you moron.”

      “No, I mean why did you really summon my family to Havenwood Falls? My memories are still a bit fuzzy, but I do clearly remember you telling Bianca and me you never wanted to see us again.”

      My eyes grew wide. Harsh! Dad started right off with the elephant in the room. He didn’t just mention it—he shot it between the eyes.

      I noticed Mom fidget a little in her seat. I reached over and took her hand in mine. I felt her relax a little.

      Grandpa stared Dad down a moment, then placed his fork beside his plate. One bushy white eyebrow rose as he spoke. “To be frank, I’m getting old. We dragons aren’t immortal, and someone needs to carry on the Mills legacy. It’s gotta be you.”

      Aunt Jetta laughed out loud. “Yes, darling brother, it has to be you. Do you want to know why?” She glanced at Grandpa, then back at my dad. “Because the old man here still won’t forgive me for wanting to be my own person.”

      Dad looked at them both. “When are you gonna bury that hatchet? It’s been years!”

      Grandpa shook his head. “I can’t abide defiance and disobedience.”

      It was Dad’s turn to laugh. “But you’re forgiving mine?”

      The room became so quiet, you could’ve heard a pin drop.

      “No,” said Dad. “You aren’t. You just wanted me back here so I can be under your thumb. If you still can’t accept Bianca as a part of this family, then we have nothing more to talk about.” He stood. “Girls, it’s time we left.”

      Grandpa stood as well. “Now, wait a minute. You can’t just come in here⁠—”

      Dad cut him off. “When you’re ready to act like a proper father and grandfather, you know where to find us. Until then, don’t bother.”

      Grandpa roared, and it shook the windows. It wasn’t merely a loud yell. It was the kind of supernatural sound that made the very ground quake beneath your feet. I clung to my mom as I watched Grandpa’s eyes change from pale to a vivid green with a narrow slit for a pupil.

      Aunt Jetta put a hand on Grandpa’s shoulder. “Dad, calm down. Keep that up, and you’ll have the Court here.”

      Grandpa closed his eyes, then sat back down in his chair. He took a deep breath. “Does she have it, Tristan?” he asked quietly.

      Dad looked at me, then back at Grandpa. “Yes, she has the gene.”

      “May I talk to her?” He sounded exhausted.

      Dad studied Grandpa for a moment, then turned to me. “Your grandpa would like a word with you. Are you comfortable with that? If not, you can say no.”

      I looked at my grandfather. He seemed to have calmed down now. “Sure, I don’t mind.” I wasn’t quite as brave as I tried to sound, but this man was family, and I knew Dad wouldn’t allow him to hurt me.

      Aunt Jetta walked to where we stood and put her arm around my mom. “Let’s get reacquainted while they chat.” Mom looked at me, and I nodded my head.

      “I’ll be fine, Mom. Go ahead.” I pasted on a smile to reassure her.

      “Okay, if you’re sure.” Mom looked at Grandpa. “I don’t care how you feel about me, but don’t you dare disrespect my daughter.” She shot him a fierce and protective glare I’d never seen her give anyone.

      Grandpa sent her a silent nod, and Aunt Jetta led her out of the dining room.

      Dad put a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll be just outside these doors if you need me.”

      I gave him a thumbs up, and he winked at me, then shut the doors behind him.

      There I stood—alone in a huge room with a cranky grandfather I’d just met, who happened to be a dragon. What could possibly go wrong?

      I took the seat next to Grandpa and tried to calm my nerves. He was intimidating.

      “You probably don’t know a lot about our family history yet. Would you like me to fill you in?”

      I nodded my head. “That’d be nice. Thank you.”

      He leaned back and closed his eyes a moment before focusing his gaze back on me. “Settle in, Zoey. It’s a long story.”
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      “Family records go back far enough to indicate that Iceland is where we originated. My father, his father, and his father’s father were all frost dragon shifters. Obviously, we didn’t start out that way. In the beginning, we were fierce, mostly solitary beings—protective of the resources in our lands. Dragon families would grow together, then scatter to make our own homes and families. When humans began to settle in our area, it was a source of constant conflict.” Grandpa Mills frowned as he relayed our history. “No matter the intention, it always ended in a bloody battle. Both sides became exhausted and broken, tired of losing members. After one particularly devastating loss for the humans, a sorcerer approached us with a proposition. Due to his magic, he could speak to us much the way we communicate with each other. He said that if we’d allow him to change us into humans on occasion, we could communicate with their king and work on a peace treaty.”

      I felt my eyes grow wide. “Seriously?”

      He nodded. “It’s the truth. So, we talked among ourselves, and a few volunteered for the task.”

      He grew quiet and pensive.

      When it seemed he wouldn’t continue, I had to ask him, “What happened next?”

      His eyes snapped to mine. “The humans betrayed our trust. The sorcerer worked for the king, and our agreeing to the deal was all that it took to change our entire clan into humans. They changed us, then attacked us. As humans, we were as vulnerable as they, or so they believed.” His lips turned up into a wicked grin. “But there was a kink in their plan. When threatened, our dragons emerged to protect us. We wiped out the entire kingdom after that.”

      My jaw dropped. “You killed them all?”

      “I didn’t. I wasn’t around. Our ancestors did.” He shrugged. “This is the story that’s been passed down for generations. I don’t know if it’s one hundred percent accurate, but it’s close enough.”

      He sighed. “The humans kept coming, and eventually, we had to learn to hide among them to survive without casualties. When we heard news of a journey to this continent, and the search for sanctuary, our family decided to tag along.”

      It was a lot to take in. “Is there anything else I should know?” Fear almost kept me from asking.

      “I think you know the most important parts. There are trivial things. We tend to be paler than most humans and can’t tan no matter how hard we try. The details are unclear to me. Evolution to adapt to our climate or some kind of genetic hokum.” He waved his hand around as if it was of no consequence, then tapped his index finger on his bottom lip as he reflected on his next words. “I hear you like jewelry.”

      I nodded, wondering about the sudden change of topic. “I do.”

      “You’ve heard the tales of dragons and treasure?”

      I nodded again.

      “All legends start from a truth. Our truth is that we have an affinity for beautiful things. Jewelry certainly falls into that category. It’s in your blood, so to speak.”

      I felt a sense of relief at his words. At least I had a reason for my obsession, outside of just being odd.

      “Other things you’ll likely notice,” he said, “you may prefer solitude to large crowds. What do they call that now?” He took a moment to think. “Introverts. Yes, that’s it. Dragons are generally solitary creatures, although with frost dragons, we do sometimes exist in small clans, such as our ancestors did. The human side of us craves family and companionship, which is why we now do our best to exist in peace with each other, as well as other creatures.” He scowled, as if the thought of coexistence angered him.

      “You don’t like this arrangement?” I asked.

      He turned his gaze to mine, and his eyes felt like they were boring into my soul. I adjusted myself in the chair, trying to shake the discomfort of his stare.

      “I tolerate it,” he stated. “Humans are the reason we are in this mess, so I have very little use for them. But we do what we must, and I am willing to grant concessions . . . for now.”

      The way he said “for now” sent a chill down my spine. I amended my earlier thought. At that moment, he wasn’t intimidating—he was terrifying.

      Grandpa Mills crossed his legs and then pointed to my hand, noticing the bandage. “What happened there?”

      “I had an accident. A burn.” I glanced down at my hand.

      “How is it now?” His words indicated a question, but his expression spoke volumes. He knew what my answer would be.

      “It’s healing . . . under the scale.” I pulled the bandage off and pushed my hand forward to allow him a look.

      He nodded. “One of the numerous benefits of being a frost dragon. When needed, we can create frost, ice, and blasts of arctic air at will.”

      I pondered that for a moment.

      “What other uses does it have, besides the obvious?” I asked as I held up my hand.

      “Well, you can cool a drink in no time flat.” He winked at me, and I was taken aback by the levity of his demeanor. He’d been so grouchy just moments before.

      “There was a time when we froze our food, for consumption later. It’s not so necessary with modern technology, but when I was young, it was all we had.”

      “When exactly was that, if you don’t mind my asking?” I couldn’t help but be intensely curious as to his real age. He looked to be in his eighties, but I felt sure he was much older.

      “I’m almost two hundred, give or take a few years.” He scratched his chin absentmindedly. “I was in my early twenties when we relocated from the old country. My family joined the original band of travelers searching for sanctuary. In 1854, they discovered what we now know as Havenwood Falls.”

      My mouth gaped open. “Two hundred? That’s insane!” I couldn’t decide if that could be classified as awesome or horrifying. “How long do frost dragons live?”

      His expression grew sad. “Not long enough. Once we hit twenty, we age about half the rate of humans. I’m nearing the end of my lifespan.”

      I could feel a bit of sadness creep over me. I didn’t know this man at all, and he didn’t appear to be a popular member of the family, yet the thought of losing him hit me deeply. It made no sense.

      “It’s okay, child. When I go, I’ll be with your Grandma Christine again. I can’t ask for anything better.” He patted my hand, and for a moment, I felt a kindness he withheld from the rest of the world.

      “How long has she been gone?” I asked with a quiet reverence.

      “I lost her in the Massacre of 1876.” He paused and his expression grew hard. “I lost of lot of family and friends that day.”

      “Massacre?” I felt the word stick in my throat.

      His eyebrows drew together, almost meeting in the middle. “You’ll learn about it at school.” He stood abruptly and gripped his cane so tightly, I thought I heard it crack.

      “I will?” I wasn’t quite sure what that meant.

      “What are you, a parrot? Yes, you’ll get the public version. The real events of that day are only known to a few of the humans that live here. It’s not something we discuss openly.” He began to hobble toward the door.

      I sat motionless, trying to grasp all the information I’d gleaned so far.

      He turned and glared at me, his intimidating side returning full force. “Well, girl, are you gonna sit there all night? Let’s get your parents back in here so we can eat before the meal is completely ruined.”

      I returned to the seat I’d occupied before everyone left. My appetite had abandoned me.
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks had passed since I’d learned the truth about my family. I’d had a lot of time to think about my true identity. I’d once believed there was nothing special about me. The last two schools I had attended had hammered that point home. A month ago, I existed as just a below-average teen girl, approaching her sweet sixteen and wishing she could be someone else. Anyone else.

      Don’t get me wrong. I loved my parents, and I really had nothing to complain about, but I didn’t like me. Despite all the “you must love yourself first” stuff my parents had fed me every time I’d been snubbed or my heart had been broken, I knew the truth. I was a weirdo, and I always had been. But the joke was on me. Weird didn’t begin to cover it. What was sad was that I now lived in a town full of weirdos, and I still didn’t feel like I fit in.

      My mom used to call me unique and say that’s why I didn’t click with people easily. She said, and I quote, “Average people don’t understand you, so they lose out on an amazing friendship. Only people that are very special will bond with someone as amazing as you.”

      The previous times she’d said that, I’d think “Yeah. I wish.” But knowing what I knew now, a lot of things made sense. I was beginning to understand the logic behind our love for this part of the United States. We were evolved for a snowy climate—one of many reasons Havenwood Falls was a perfect home for us. The closer my birthday loomed, the more I found the cold comforting. While my schoolmates wore heavy coats, I fought the urge to wear T-shirts.

      There was also my tendency to be introverted. I’d generally rather read than attend parties. That part, coupled with my unusual looks, had caused me a butt-load of grief growing up.

      The day after I learned the truth, Dad took Mom and me to meet the Court of the Sun and the Moon. As a supernatural being, I had to be registered, per the Court’s law. I also had to get a tattoo. Sounds cool for a soon-to-be sixteen-year-old, but the bummer part was nobody could see it. Magic tattoos, secret councils, and a town full of all the scary things the human world was told didn’t exist. Once I adjusted to the idea, I realized it was kinda cool. Too bad I had to keep this secret hidden. I felt like the one thing that made me interesting, I couldn’t tell anyone. The existence of non-human beings had to be kept secret. This rule kept us safe. It was the reason Havenwood Falls existed.

      I pondered all of this new information and exhaled a deep sigh as I watched the scenery fly by the passenger-side window of my dad’s car. It was the end of November, and I’d been incident-free since the coffee shop accident, so I naively wished that’d be all there was to it. To be honest, the idea of becoming a full-blown dragon terrified me, especially since I didn’t know how the transformation process worked. No one had given me answers for that, and I’d been afraid to ask. I wanted to know, but I also didn’t. Sometimes knowing can make the anxiety worse, like getting a shot. If you find out at the last minute, you won’t waste time worrying about it before hand. Only, I still worried. I was making myself crazy with all the back and forth of emotions and thoughts, and my birthday approached quickly.
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