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The library? Again? Really?”


Maya raised her eyebrows at me as we stepped out of an old hotel and onto the sidewalk of what used to be known as Times Square. The sun was shining high in the sky, and the air was warm and sweet, with only a hint of ash to it, thanks to a light breeze. A perfect April New York City day. I slung my empty backpack over my shoulder, then leapt onto a cracked cement barricade, jumping off the other side.


“What can I say?” I gave her a devilish grin. “I’m out of books again.”


“Of course you are,” she groaned, dodging a parked car with a smashed windshield as we abandoned the sidewalk to head down Forty-Second Street. Maya always liked to tease me about my obsession with reading and my superpower of finishing books at lightning speed. But I knew, deep down, she didn’t really mind our frequent trips to the New York Public Library. For one thing, it was a supercool building, with huge marble lions standing guard outside and endless stacks of books once you walked in, just waiting to be borrowed.


Maya liked books, too, even if she didn’t have much time for reading, after putting in long hours helping out with her family’s shop. Her mother had one golden rule. Work first, play second—and that included reading.


My mother, on the other hand, had been a teacher back in before times and always made reading a priority. In fact, she’d built a tiny library filled with our favorite books down in our family bunker when we’d first gone underground five years ago. When we had left the bunker three years later, there were still books I hadn’t gotten a chance to read yet. Mom had wanted to take some of them along with us, but Dad insisted we save the room in our packs for more essential supplies like food and water. Which made sense, of course. My dad was always the practical one. But I knew it had made Mom sad to leave her precious collection behind. To know they would remain there forever, gathering dust, unread.


“Fine. We’ll hit the library,” Maya agreed. Then she wagged her finger at me. “But seriously, Noah, no more than three books. The last time we went you picked out so many books you had no room left in your pack for actual supplies.”


“As if you didn’t fill half your pack with chocolate that day!” I shot back with an impish grin.


She rolled her eyes. “It was Valentine’s Day! We needed it for the shop!”


“For the shop! Right!” I gave her a teasing look. “And you wouldn’t dream of eating any of it yourself, now would you?”


She shoved me playfully. I scurried away, dancing down the empty Forty-Second Street, my steps light as I leapt over piles of trash and other debris. It really was a beautiful day out. Great scavenging weather.


Maya and I were gatherers, along with some of the other kids in our group. We’d go out into the city and search for stuff like canned food and batteries and medicines and other nonperishable items and bring them back to our home base to barter with. It was kind of like a treasure hunt. You never knew what you might find abandoned from the world before. One time, I found this amazing, limited edition Zelda figurine in an old comic book store. The box said there had only been a hundred made, which meant it had probably been worth a ton once upon a time. But now it was free for the taking.


Mom had never liked me scavenging. She worried it could be dangerous. You never knew if a floor had become unstable, rotted away over the years. You’ll break your leg, she’d say, and who will fix it if you do? After all, while there were still hospital buildings, there were no doctors left to run them. And while there was still medicine, much of it was years past its expiration date. Which meant something as simple as a scratch from a rusted piece of metal could be a death sentence. Something Mom used to love to remind me of.


But Mom was gone now. And Dad didn’t worry about silly things like—


SCREECH!


A sudden shrieking sound tore through the air, stopping me dead in my tracks. My eyes snapped to Maya beside me to see if she’d heard it, too. She stood still as a statue, her brown face lifted to the sky, her eyes wide and searching. My heart skittered in my chest.


Was that…?


Could it be…?


I swallowed hard, trying to will my hands to stop shaking, all thoughts of books and bright spring days vanishing in an instant, as my mind raced with panic and fear.


It couldn’t be, right? There was no way. It was way too early. Way too early for—


SCREEEEECH!


Maya’s mouth dropped open. A fraction of an inch, but it was enough. Enough to confirm my greatest fear. A moment later, a dark shadow crossed over us, blocking out the noonday sun. Another moment, and my ears began to pick up the thrum of leathery wings, snapping at the air. Like the beat of a deadly drum.


Thrump.


Thrump.


Thrump.


Yup. It was a dragon all right. I didn’t even have to look.


It was all I could do to remain motionless, barely daring to blink as fear burned through me like wildfire. If we stayed perfectly still, the dragon might miss us. They had poor eyesight and we were wearing black, our bodies blending into the charred city in a perfect apocalyptic camouflage.


But if we moved—even a muscle—it would see. It would come.


We would die.


What was it doing here? My mind raced with questions. It was only April. We should have had a month before they came back from their winter hibernation. Plenty of time to pack up and head down to the underground subway tunnels as we’d done the last two years. But if they had already returned…


We had to warn the others!


Sweat dripped down my face, stinging my eyes, but I didn’t dare reach to my face to swipe it away. Instead, I glanced upward, hoping the quick flick of my pupils would not register as movement. The dragon circled, high above, swimming through the sky with impossible grace. It was a big one, I realized with rising dread. Possibly full-grown even, with silver scales that flashed blindingly in the sunlight. Even from here I could see the twines of smoke twisting from its ugly snout. And I knew if I were to somehow touch its belly, I would burn my fingers on its brewing fire.


I’d almost forgotten how terrifying they were up close. I hadn’t seen a real-life dragon in years. Not since shortly after we’d emerged from our family bunker and met up with a group of survivors who had charted the dragons’ hibernation cycles. They taught us when it was best to lay low and when it was safe to come back up for air.


Today should have been safe.


You just have to wait, I reminded myself, trying to wrestle my heart back under control. We’d been lectured countless times on what to do if we ever ran into a dragon. But all the lessons seemed to flee from my head as my stomach swam with nausea. It’ll fly away and you can run back to the hotel. We’ll pack up quick and get down below before the rest of them return.


It hadn’t seen us.


It was about to leave.


For a brief moment, it appeared as if I was right. The dragon snorted loudly, a black cloud blooming into the air, filling my nose with smoke. As I watched, still holding my breath, it dipped its head, changing its pattern. No longer circling. Preparing to fly away.


But then Maya sneezed.


The dragon’s head snapped back in our direction, its beady eyes locking onto us below. Its snout started quivering madly, as if it had caught our scent. My stomach heaved. A horrified gasp choked from my throat.


We’d been spotted.


We were as good as dead.


“Run, Maya!” I cried, diving into a nearby alley. My feet pounded hard against the pavement, making far too much noise as I tried to dodge piles of garbage and burnt debris. My breath came in short gasps as I ran, and my ears strained as I tried to listen for Maya, praying she was behind me but not daring to turn back to look. I could sense the dragon was still above us, attempting to track us down. The tall buildings gave us some cover. But it wasn’t enough. It would eventually find us. And when it did, we were toast. Literally.


Suddenly, I came to a dead end. A chain-link fence, rising high and blocking our path. I whirled around, heart in my throat, eyes darting from building to building, praying for an open door. A collapsed wall.


Something.


Anything.


Maya ran up beside me. But she didn’t pause.


“Come on!” she cried, throwing herself at the fence. She was small but strong, easily scaling it like an alley cat. I started after her, but I was so winded, I could barely catch my breath. My mind flashed to all the times my father had scolded me for skipping his daily workouts in order to read in my room. At the time, it hadn’t seemed like a big deal.…


Now it might cost me my life.


I shook my head. I needed to focus. On my fingers, clawing at the metal. My toes digging into each chain link as I pulled myself upward.


Upward.


Upward.


Finally, I reached the top, throwing myself over. I hit the ground too hard, nearly eating it as my feet slammed down on the concrete. Maya caught me before I tumbled, giving me a worried look. I could read the question in her eyes.


What do we do?


The dragon roared into view, flying lower now, so low I could see its razor-sharp teeth and blackened tongue as it opened its mouth in another scream. The dragon didn’t need to worry about scaling fences. Dodging debris. It only had to lock its eyes on us and unleash its deadly fury.


I squeezed my eyes shut, unable to watch.


“It’s unlocked! Noah! It’s unlocked!”


My eyes flew open. Maya was standing by a door, holding it ajar and gesturing wildly with her hand. Without a second thought, I dove through it, into the dark room beyond. I didn’t like going into abandoned apartments—where the smells of smoke and death still lingered, even after all these years. But at this moment? It was our only hope.


Once inside, Maya slammed the door shut. She turned to me. “The bathroom! Quick!” she commanded.


I didn’t need a second invitation. Running through the apartment, we attempted to avert our eyes from things we didn’t want to accidentally see. We dove into the bathroom, which luckily contained a large claw-foot tub—not every NYC apartment did. Jumping in, we huddled together and tried the tap. A trickle of water leaked out.


Yes! Another bit of luck.


The front door exploded, flames rushing into the apartment, greedily eating up everything in their wake. The dragon was trying to smoke us out—so it could grab its prey for dinner. But we forced ourselves to stay put, crouching lower in the tub, splashing ourselves with water, praying it would be enough protection. The temperature in the apartment rose sharply, and I broke out into a fierce sweat, my eyes itching from the intense heat. I splashed more water on my arms, trying to cool myself down. The smoke began to seep into the bathroom, and I couldn’t help but start to cough. Maya handed me a towel drenched in water, and I put it to my nose.


“What is it doing here?” she whispered, tears streaming from her eyes—probably only half due to the smoke. Somehow it made me feel better to realize she was as scared as I was. “They’re not supposed to be awake yet!”


I nodded grimly. But I had no answer. She was right—everyone knew dragons hibernated in the winter months and didn’t wake until late May, long after we humans had vacated the city streets and taken cover down in the subways below.


So why was this dragon awake in April? And did that mean others were, too?


There was a large snort, sounding vaguely annoyed. I glanced over at Maya and caught hope reflected in her eyes. The dragon couldn’t figure out where we went. It was growing frustrated. Maybe it would give up and leave. Maybe we’d survive this after all.


Maybe…


Suddenly the ground seemed to shake as the dragon pushed off on its mighty back legs, thrusting itself into the sky. My ears once again filled with the sound of its thrumming wings. But this time I was relieved to hear the sound.


It was leaving. We were safe. At least for the moment.


“Come on, let’s get out of here,” I whispered, scrambling out of the bathtub and offering a hand to Maya. She took it in her own, and I realized she was still trembling. But then, so was I. Shaking like a leaf, more like.


We rushed out of the apartment. My legs felt wobbly, like they were made of Jell-O. As I stepped back into the alleyway, I dropped the cloth from my mouth and released the cough I’d been holding in as my eyes scanned the sky above.


It was empty. Just the sun and a few puffy clouds. A perfect April New York City day.


The dragon was gone.


For now.


Maya glanced at me. “That was close.”


“Too close.” I swallowed hard, my eyes fearfully lifting to the sky once again. It might have been gone, but I was no fool. It would return. And when it did, it would not be alone.


Which meant we had to get out of here. Now.


“Come on,” I said. “Let’s go tell the others.”
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No one could have predicted the dragon apocalypse.


Sure, we’d all been warned by Hollywood about all sorts of potential doomsdays looming on the horizon. Zombies? Seemed legit. Plague? Been there, done that. Giant meteors crashing into the earth and throwing the planet off its axis, bringing about spectacular and certainly Oscar-winning special effects? About as American as the Fourth of July.


But massive, fire-breathing beasts of legend swooping down on the earth and decimating everything in their wake? No one had that on their bingo card. And when it happened, no one was prepared.


Well, except my dad, of course. He had been prepping for some kind of apocalyptic disaster since before I was born. And when the beasts finally did come, we simply did what any self-respecting prepper family would do. We retreated underground to my dad’s bunker in Cold Spring, New York, to wait it out, eating canned food and reading books and watching old movies on something Mom called a DVD player. I had my own room, which was small but cozy. And there was even a gym with a weight bench so we could stay in shape. Don’t want to get soft in here, my dad would lecture every time I tried to get out of a workout to finish my latest book. In the end, only the strong will survive.


This may sound kind of cool in theory, but trust me, the whole thing totally blew. I mean, imagine not being able to leave your house for three straight years—not even to go for a walk. From age seven to ten, I had no FaceTime. No Minecraft. No Messenger Kids. No kids my own age to play with at all. Not even any virtual school. Just me and my parents, who were constantly in my face—no chance to escape. There were times I wondered if we’d be better off taking our chances with the dragons.


Which, eventually, we were forced to do. Three years in, we ran out of food and had to return to the surface. And when we did, we were shocked to find a whole new world waiting for us outside.


You gotta understand. When we’d first went underground, people had considered the dragons a temporary plague. The world’s governments had promised they would take care of them—their armies blasting them to smithereens. We only had to wait it out, my dad had promised. Then things would go back to normal. It was funny now, thinking back to that. Thinking they’d just go away. That the world would return to what it was before.


Instead, the world as we knew it was totally gone. The dragons had taken out at least half the population (many of whom had refused to believe there actually were dragons, until they ended up as dinner) while the other forty-five percent, estimated by my dad, died of starvation, disease—all the good old-fashioned ways to kick the bucket after society screeches to a halt.


Which left roughly five percent of us, scattered around the country—at least that was our estimate. Obviously, there was no way to conduct a census to know for sure.


Where did the dragons come from? No one really knows. There’s no Wikipedia page to look it up, after all. No scientific studies to explain how mythological creatures from fantasy novels suddenly appeared in real life and started burning the place down. Sure, there were theories before the internet went dark. Back then everyone with a YouTube or TikTok account seemed to have a hot take. A pair of eggs, preserved in a glacier since the first ice age, melted by global warming. A government plot to create biological weapons of mass destruction, gone horribly wrong. And then there were the really wacky ones that involved alternate universes, time travel, space aliens. You name it.


But in the end, it didn’t matter how they arrived. Only that they were here.


And that mankind had become an endangered species.


“Come on!” Maya called, practically dragging me back into the center of Times Square. My mom had taken me here once, before the apocalypse, and I still remembered being awed by all the neon lights and larger-than-life ads projected on giant TV screens on skyscrapers high above.


Now, of course, it was all dark. The buildings scorched and empty, their storefronts with shattered glass windows, their awnings sunken and torn by heavy winter storms. Burnt-out cars and taxis lay abandoned everywhere, some with their doors wide open as if, in a last-minute, desperate attempt for survival, someone had jumped out and tried to make a run for it.


As if that would ever work…


But the most interesting part of Times Square wasn’t the soot-stained buildings or the rusted-out street signs pointing to places you could no longer go. Rather, it was how nature had found a way to reclaim the once-concrete jungle as her own. With grasses and wildflowers poking defiantly through cracks in the sidewalk. Vines ambitiously climbing the sides of buildings as if in a race to the top. And then there were the city trees, once pruned to within an inch of their lives, now stretching tall and strong and free. Nature didn’t care that we were no longer on the top of the food chain. If anything, she seemed pretty happy about it.


Maya stopped in front of a building on the corner. The place that used to be known as a hotel, now home sweet home for our group of survivors. She leaned over, hands on her knees, drawing in a huge breath. “We made it,” she said.


“Yup,” I agreed, my eyes scanning the sky for any menacing shadows. But all seemed clear.


We pushed through the double doors and dashed inside. The lobby was dark, and it took a moment to adjust my eyes to the dimness. We didn’t typically use lights during the day if we could help it, so we could try to conserve as much electricity as we could. Though we did have power, thanks to the solar panels someone had set up on the roof of the hotel, it wasn’t limitless. And we needed to keep the essentials—like our plumbing and water pumps—running at all times.


“Maya! Noah!”


Maya’s mother stepped out from behind the counter of the family shop, a small store inside the hotel that once sold coffee and magazines to hotel guests but now provided daily staples like warm clothes, canned food, batteries, and first aid supplies. She took her daughter’s face in her hands, turning it from side to side. She’d been a corporate lawyer in before times. But these days, she liked to say, people needed bread more than legal briefs.


“What’s wrong?” she demanded. “You look as if the devil himself is on your tail.”


“Dragon, actually,” I replied in the most matter-of-fact voice I could muster. Trying to make it sound like no big deal. As if we hadn’t actually almost died ten minutes before.


Maya’s mother’s jaw dropped. She grabbed her daughter, picking up one arm, then the other, examining her closely. As if she was looking for burn spots or something. As if we’d still be walking and talking if we’d gotten close enough for those.


“We’re fine, Mom,” Maya assured her, pulling her arm away. “We hid in a bathtub, like you told us to. We didn’t even get singed.”


Her mother’s shoulders drooped in relief, but her face was still lined with worry. “They shouldn’t be back so early,” she said almost accusingly.


I shrugged. “Tell that to the dragon.”


She ran a hand through her graying hair. “We need to inform the others. Will you activate the fire alarm, Noah?”


I nodded. The fire alarm was a relic from before times that used to alert hotel guests of a possible blaze, especially when the dragons first came. There had been so many fires: Entire towns were torched. Forests decimated. The air so thick with smoke that health officials would warn people not to go outside, at least not without masks. Though plenty didn’t listen until it was too late.


Back then the alarm’s flashing lights had been accompanied by a loud blaring sound. Since that wasn’t practical when dragons might be about, Javier, our resident tech guy, had altered the programming so it just flashed a white light in the rooms and the halls. If you saw the light you knew to head to the lobby. There was something you needed to hear.


I ran to the wall and pulled the alarm, and the hotel started flashing its lights. I then found a seat near Maya in the lobby while we waited for the others to arrive. Our found family, banded together by need rather than blood. Before the apocalypse we’d been total strangers. Now we depended on each other every day.


Dad hadn’t been super excited about joining up with the group at first. They’d been a ragtag team of survivors we’d met on the road after coming out of the bunker. They were headed to New York City, where it was rumored there’d be more food and shelter from the dragons than out in the fire-scorched ’burbs. Dad would have preferred, I think, to strike out on our own, go where the wind took us. But Mom had reminded him that there was safety in numbers, and I had begged for the chance to finally have kids my own age to play with after three long years of being stuck with only my parents. So he was basically outnumbered.


“What’s this all about?” demanded Griffin as everyone arrived and took their seats. He was older than most of the group, a former college history professor from Syracuse, and was known to be a bit grumpy. “I was having a nice nap upstairs! This better not be a false alarm like last time.”


“I wish it were,” Maya’s mother said, rising from her seat and looking over the group. Some had settled in on tattered chairs and couches. Others were standing or had plopped down cross-legged on the well-worn rug. Young, old, and in between. Most with nothing in common besides the will to stay alive.


I didn’t see my dad in the mix, and it worried me a little. I remembered he said he was going out hunting today. One of his jobs was to try to track down any animals that may have wandered into the city over the spring. Deer, rabbits, maybe even a bear. Anything edible that we could hunt now and salt and preserve for the months we’d be spending belowground when the dragons came back. Every year things grew a little scarcer, with the dragons hunting the same prey as us during the summer months.


I glanced at the front lobby doors, biting my lower lip nervously. Hopefully Dad hadn’t run into our big friend.


“Look, I won’t mince words. There’s been a dragon sighting,” Maya’s mother stated flatly, without emotion. But I thought I could hear a slight tremble in her voice. “It seems they’re back early this year.”


The room erupted in murmurs. Maya’s mother turned to us. “Go ahead,” she urged. “Make your report.”


All eyes shot to Maya and me. I squirmed in my chair, feeling suddenly awkward. “Um, we were headed down Forty-Second Street,” I explained. “We were, uh, gathering supplies.”


I stopped short of mentioning the library side trip, not wanting to get Maya in trouble with her mom. While we were given more freedom this time of year, when the dragons were supposedly still in hibernation, we were also not supposed to just wander off without letting someone know which high-rise or city block we were scavenging that day. After all, the dragons might be gone, but there were still plenty of other dangers out there. If we didn’t come back, they needed to know where to look for us.


“The dragon came out of nowhere,” Maya added, her dark brown eyes flashing fire. She swiped a lock of black hair from her face. “It was full-grown. Big horns. It started chasing us. We barely escaped.”


The murmurs intensified. A few of the younger children started to cry. The leader of our group, a man named Mike, rose from his seat. He walked over to Maya and me, peering down at us with steely brown eyes. Mike had been in the Marines in before times and was tougher than anyone I knew, even my dad. But when I looked into his eyes now, I saw a hint of fear.


Mike was brave. But he was also smart.


“You aren’t just messing with us?” he asked in a low voice. “Because that wouldn’t be a very funny joke.”


“Of course we’re not messing with you!” Maya cried, looking indignant. “We aren’t stupid!”


“But it’s only April,” cried a young mother in the back, cradling her infant son. “They should still be at least a month from awakening!”


“Maybe one woke up early! Maybe he’ll move on!” cried someone up front. A few people voiced their agreement. They were desperate for any excuse. Any reason not to go below early.


I didn’t really blame them, either.


Mike waved his hand at the group, effectively shushing them. When everyone was silent, he spoke. “Maybe so, but can we bet our lives on it?” He tugged at his gray-streaked beard with his finger and thumb. “They were a week early last year. Now a month. It could be their hibernation patterns are shifting. Or it could be due to the unusually warm weather we’ve been having.”


I nodded grimly. We didn’t know a lot about dragons, but we did know they were reptiles and cold-blooded. Every winter they’d take to the ground in some hidden location where they’d sleep until spring. Which gave us about six months to live life aboveground before we’d be forced to evacuate underground to the subway tunnels to wait for them to leave again.


Six months. Or now, five.


Javier scrambled to his feet. “Well, then, what are we waiting for?” he demanded, looking over the group. “There’s no time to waste. We need to head underground before someone gets hurt.”


The room was silent. As if everyone was holding their breath. All eyes were on Mike. For a moment he didn’t answer. Then, at last, he sighed.


“Agreed,” he said. “We’ll start packing immediately. We’ll head down tonight.”


There were a few groans from the crowd. Which was understandable. No one liked going underground, being stuck in hot, sweaty subway tunnels with smelly air and strict food rations for months on end. It was boring and miserable and reminded me too much of life in the bunker. Also, it usually smelled like pee.


And while it was certainly safer to block off all entrances so no one could get in… it also meant no one could get out. Which meant we were the ones stuck hibernating until fall. Without the benefits of actual hibernation to pass the time.


“What about my father?” I asked, glancing uneasily at the front double doors that led to the city outside. “He’s still out there somewhere.”


Mike nodded solemnly. “I’ll send out a couple men to find him and let him know what’s happened. We’ll get him back here safely, don’t worry.” He caught my look and gave me a toothy grin. “Come on, you know your father. He’s not going to let some silly dragon get the jump on him.”


He chuckled, and I gave a half laugh though I still felt a little uneasy. That said, he wasn’t wrong. My dad was probably one of the only people left in the world who could claim he’d actually killed a dragon. Three dragons to be precise—two before we first went underground and one just before we ran into the New York City group. But that was years ago now. And even he had admitted he’d been lucky.


What if he ran into another dragon and wasn’t? My stomach churned with sudden nausea. I’d already lost my mother. Dad was all the family I had left.


He’s going to be okay, I scolded myself. Like Mike said, he’d never let some silly dragon hurt him.


The meeting adjourned, and everyone rushed to their rooms to pack up. Maya’s parents began emptying the store supplies into boxes, to be brought underground. I wondered if the early move would affect food and rations. Had we gathered enough to survive the summer?


And what would happen to us if we hadn’t?


My mind flashed back to the dragon. Its beady eyes. Its fierce snarl. A shiver crawled down my back. Soon, there would be more of them. A lot more.


And if they found us, supplies would be the least of our problems.
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Reading instead of packing. I should have guessed.”


I looked up from my book, my eyes going to the hotel room door. It’d been an hour since Mike had made our evacuation official, and, like everyone else in the group, I’d gone up to the room to start getting ready to head underground. But my mind couldn’t focus on the work; I’d been too worried about my dad, out there, somewhere, with a dragon lurking nearby. At last, I’d given up and cracked open my book. I’d read this one a few times before, but since we’d never made it to the library it would have to do.


I sat up in bed as I saw the tall, broad silhouette in the doorway. “Dad!” I cried, setting down my book. “You’re okay!” I ran to him, throwing my arms around him. He patted me awkwardly on the back. Let’s just say he wasn’t the biggest hugger.


“Of course I’m okay!” he replied gruffly, untangling himself from me and peeling off the rifle harness he’d been wearing across his body. He set the gun on the floor. “The question is, how are you?”


I grimaced, walking back over to my bed and sitting down on the edge. “I guess Mike told you what happened.”


My father nodded, plopping down on the other bed. The one he used to share with Mom. When she was here, she’d always made the beds each morning, insisting that an apocalypse was no excuse for bad housekeeping. Now the blankets were rumpled, and the sheets definitely needed a wash. Dad rubbed his bearded face with his hands, then gave me a piercing look. “Are you all right?”


“I’m fine,” I assured him. “We found an empty apartment and hid in the bathtub. The pipes still had some water.”


My father nodded, almost absently, his eyes going to the windows. I’d pulled the blinds shut, as we’d been told to do after a dragon sighting. So they wouldn’t catch any movement inside. Mike liked to tell a story about a dragon denier family in the early days who hadn’t taken such precautions, believing that the dragon sightings on TV were simply fake news. That was, until a giant fiery beast flew directly into their front window, crashing through the glass and dive-bombing their living room.


“They sure believed in dragons after that, let me tell you!” Mike would say with a laugh.


My father reached out, patting my knee with a calloused hand. “Very good,” he said. “That was exactly the right move.”


I smiled a little at the praise. Dad didn’t give it out often, so when it did come, I knew to appreciate it. He squinted as he peered at me closely. “Were you frightened?” he asked.


“I…” I considered lying, not wanting him to think I was a wimp or something. But at last I shrugged. “A little,” I admitted.


Dad nodded. “You’d be a fool not to be,” he said, rising from the bed. “It was a big one.”


“You saw it?” I looked up at him in shock.


“Yup. Caught me by surprise on Fiftieth and Broadway, as I was lining up my sights on a deer. I got a good shot at it, though. I think I hit its wing. You should have heard it screech!” He smirked. “Sounded like a wild peacock in rut.”


I shivered a little as my mind flashed back to the terrible screeching sound I’d heard earlier that day. “Did you kill it?” I asked hopefully. My eyes fell to the three black slashes he’d tattooed on his right forearm. One for each dragon he’d killed.


“Nah. Unfortunately it got away.” He grabbed his rifle from the doorway and brought it over to the bed, starting to disassemble it for cleaning. Mom always hated when he cleaned his guns on the bed.


But then, she wasn’t here anymore to complain.


I guess I should explain. Mom had disappeared two months ago in the dead of night. And no one had any idea where she’d gone. One evening she was here, reading me a story before bed just like any other night. The next morning, she was gone without a trace. Dad had organized a search party, and for weeks they combed the streets and abandoned buildings around town, searching for some sign of her, but they’d found nothing. It was like she’d vanished off the face of the earth.


I knew some people believed she’d left on purpose. And it was true, she and my dad hadn’t been getting along. Their fights had been growing worse and worse over the past few months, and several times Mom had left the hotel for the entire day, returning late at night without saying where she’d gone. At the time, she claimed she’d just needed space. Some time to think. But now I wondered. Where had she been going? And was she still there now?


Still—if she’d just up and left for good of her own free will, wouldn’t she have at last told me she was going? Or sent a message letting me know she had found somewhere safe to live? We’d always been so close. At least I thought we had. We’d spent hours together, just she and I, reading books in the bunker. Talking, sharing. How could she just up and leave without even saying goodbye?


But the alternative was almost worse. The idea that something bad had happened to her. That she’d run into trouble—there were still so many dangers out there for someone out on their own. And she wasn’t the first in our group to just disappear.…


But I didn’t like to think about that.


And so, I chose to hold out hope. That she must have had a good reason to leave. Something important she had to do—but was sworn to secrecy about what it was. And when it was over, she would return to us. To me. And we would be a family again.


If we were here, that was…


A horrifying thought suddenly struck me. “What if Mom tries to come back here to find us and we’re already gone?” I asked in a trembling voice. “She might not know about the dragons coming early. What if she’s stuck out here all summer?”


I cringed at the thought. While it was relatively safe to wander around New York in the winter and spring, once summer hit and the dragons came back, the city became open season on humans. If Mom was out there, she’d never survive on her own.


Last summer, a handful of our group had decided to stay aboveground for the summer, saying they’d take their chance with freedom rather than living their lives in fear. They were big men, strong with lots of guns and survivalist skills. The kind that should have been able to take care of any threats. But when we’d come out of the subway the next fall, only one of them was still alive. And the tales he told were almost too horrific to hear.


My dad stopped cleaning his gun. He stared down at his lap. “Don’t think I haven’t thought of that,” he said in a low voice.


My shoulders drooped with relief. Okay, he had a plan, I should have known he would. My dad had a plan for everything. “So, what are we going to do?” I asked.


My father shot me a piercing look. “You are going to go underground with the group as planned,” he said firmly. “I’m going to stay up here to find your mother.”


“What?” I exclaimed, horrified. “No way. You can’t! It’s too dangerous!”


“I’m aware of the danger,” my dad said. “But I also can’t leave her out here unprotected.” I heard a thread of hurt in his voice. I knew Mom leaving had gutted him. He never talked about it, but I could see the pain in his eyes when someone mentioned her name. I was pretty sure he blamed himself for her leaving—but I wasn’t sure why. Had he done something? Said something? All I knew was that he loved her. And he missed her as much as I did. And every time he signed up for hunting duty, he was really out there searching for her.


“Fine.” I swallowed hard. “Then I’m staying, too.”


His mouth tightened. “No. Not a chance.”


“Come on, Dad!” I pleaded. “You can protect me. And I can protect you. We’re a family. You always say family needs to stick together.”


That had been his motto, even in before times. We were the unbreakable triangle family. No matter what happened, we stuck together. The three of us against the world.


But now Mom was gone. And Dad wanted to leave me, too.


My father sighed deeply. “I’m sorry, Noah. But this is how it has to be. You’re going to go with the group. With your friend Maya—I’ve already talked to her mother. She’s agreed to look out for you. You’ll have a nice summer underground with their family, and when you come out on November first, I’ll be at the door waiting for you. With Mom, if all goes right.”


I could see the resolve on his face. There was no way I’d be able to get him to budge. When my dad made up his mind, there was no changing it. And nothing I could say would make a difference.


My breath hitched. He was going to leave me. I was going to be alone.


“So much for family,” I growled, anger suddenly churning in my gut. I rose to my feet and stalked past him toward the hotel room exit. I yanked the door open, then purposely let it slam shut hard behind me as I stepped out into the hall. The sound echoed loudly down the corridor. I stared at the wall in front of me. It took everything I had not to punch it, hard.


“Wow. What did that door ever do to you?”


I looked up to see Maya standing in the hallway, arms crossed over her chest. She raised her eyebrows at me. “What’s wrong?” she asked. “You’re not still freaked out about the dragon, are you?”


I scowled. “No. Of course not.”


“Is it the packing, then? ’Cause believe me, I understand. You’re just lucky you don’t also have to pack up an entire store as well as your room.”


I leaned against the wall. “It’s not the packing,” I said. “It’s just…” I glanced at the hotel room door. Was my father back to cleaning his gun? Or was he gathering up my things, preparing to send me away?


“I don’t know if I’m going,” I blurted out, before I even realized what I was going to say.


“What?” Maya’s eyes bulged. “What are you talking about?”


I sighed and grabbed her hand, dragging her down the hall and into the emergency stairwell at the end. No one ever used this back staircase that bypassed the lobby and led straight outside. It’d be safe to talk here.


I sat down on a stair, picking up a small pebble and throwing it against the wall. Maya sat down next to me, peering at me with worried eyes.


“Okay, spill,” she demanded. “What do you mean, you’re not going?”


I sighed, staring down at my hands. “My dad told me he’s staying behind,” I confessed. “He’s going to keep looking for my mother.”


“Oh. Wow.” Maya bit her lower lip. “I’m sorry.”


She didn’t have to say anything else. I knew what she was thinking. If my dad stayed aboveground, he’d end up like the others. Dragon dinner.


“But you don’t have to stay with him, do you?” she asked, her face etched with worry. “You can still come down with us. My mom will totally let you stay in our tent. Or we can get you your own! It wouldn’t be a big deal at all.”


“That’s what my dad wants,” I admitted. “But how can I just leave him up here by himself? Especially with the dragons back. I mean, he even shot one today. They’re going to be looking for him.”


Maya gave me an anguished look. “And if you’re with him, they’ll kill you, too. Noah, you’re a kid, no offense. You can’t protect your dad from a dragon.”


I shook my head, making up my mind on the spot. “Maybe not,” I agreed. “But I also can’t leave him. He may be the only family I have left.”


“Noah—”


“Look, don’t tell anyone, okay?” I begged. “Especially not your parents. Once we start heading down, I’ll just slip away. You can cover for me until they’ve closed the vault door. At that point, it’ll be too late. And my dad will have no choice but to allow me to stay.”


“What? You’re not even going to tell him? Noah, this is crazy!” Maya protested. “Please don’t do this.”


“Don’t you understand? I don’t have a choice. And we’ll be fine, I swear. You’ll come back up next November and I’ll be waiting for you. And I’ll have all new records for you, too.” Maya had a hobby of collecting old records from apartments we scavenged to play on the record player that Javier had set up in the hotel lobby. I was always trying to find the weirdest ones to play for her to make her laugh.


“I don’t need records,” she said, her voice cracking. “I need you alive. Promise me now, you won’t do anything stupid. Promise me you’ll be standing there, in front of the exit, when we come out on November first.”


“I promise,” I said, meeting her eyes with my own. She nodded slowly, then reached out, pulling me into a warm hug.


But even as I hugged her back, I wondered if I would be able to keep my promise. The world was about to get a whole lot more dangerous once the dragons were back. And I wasn’t sure my father and I, out there alone, would stand a chance.


But I had to try. For his sake. And for Mom’s.


We were family after all. And family was forever.
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