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        Hi! My name’s Trudi Jaye and I’ve got a secret.

      

        

      
        A secret society, that is.

      

        

      
        Especially designed for people like you who love reading my books, the Trudi Jaye Secret Society is a place filled with magic and laughter, and most of all… free stories.

      

        

      
        Everyone who joins the society is given access to an ancient tome full of the stories, novellas, bonus epilogues, and deleted scenes from all the different Trudi Jaye series.

      

        

      
        Called The Shadow Archives, you can access it by clicking the link below, and joining the secret society…

      

      

      
        
        Join Trudi Jaye’s Secret Society… if you dare!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank you to my readers. You make this all worthwhile.  :)
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        THREE DAYS AFTER THE BATTLE AT THE EARTHBOUND COMPOUND

      

      

      “Come on, Mei. You have to get up.” Liling pulls aside the curtains in my room, and bright light streams in.

      It hurts my eyes, and I groan, pulling the covers over my head. “Leave me alone,” I mutter, unable to bring myself to even talk loudly.

      “This has gone on long enough. Your father needs you.”

      My whole body goes still. My father has been visiting me in my self-imposed prison, asking—begging—me to join him in leading the supernaturals to a life without the spell web. To a life in harmony with the humans. He believes, like Tarsal did, like Jeff did, that the world is a better place without the yoke of the spell web.

      The great Damien Walker can’t do this without me.

      But the thought of moving is too much. Everything is wrong, broken, damaged. And it’s my fault.

      I blindly led everyone into the enemy’s den, believing that we were on the right side, that we were invulnerable.

      Assuming that we would come out alive.

      Stupid.

      Arrogant.

      Now he’s dead. I’ll never see his hazel eyes again, never feel his hands on my skin, hear his soft laugh in my ear. The pain spirals up through my body, twisting and turning like some kind of internal tornado.

      “We can't do this without you, Mei,” Liling continues. “The world is in chaos. It needs strong leaders like your father.” Her voice is earnest, and she believes every word of what she’s saying.

      “He doesn't need me,” I whisper. My whole body is sore. I feel like I'm made of cracked glass. I’m broken. Fractured.

      Liling comes over to sit on the bed where I'm hiding. Putting one hand on my arm, she leans in. “He does. We can't do this without you.”

      He could, but an analytical part of me acknowledges that it would be easier with a dragon. If I stand with him while he delivers the speeches, while he convinces people that we’re in the right, then he’ll gain something more.

      What's that phrase? Ah yes. Borrowed trust.

      Except with me it will be borrowed fear. He will look stronger, more powerful with a dragon standing tame at his side.

      “You're the reason the spell web is down, Mei. You have to be part of the solution.”

      Without meaning to, Liling delivers a knife to my heart.

      Yes, I'm the reason the spell web is gone.

      I'm the reason Tarsal is dead.

      I'm the reason... But I can't even say his name in my head. His face appears in my mind; those hawk-like eyes, his agency-short hair. The rare smile.

      A familiar burning hurt rolls into my stomach. I open my mouth to speak, but all that comes out is a keening moan that makes the hairs on my arms stand up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THREE MONTHS LATER

      

      

      Stretching my wings wide, I let them capture the wind in their leathery membrane, and turn through the dark night sky. The mountain breeze coats my scales and brushes across my face. I let out a small rumble of pleasure.

      The night air is cool, but all my body feels is the exhilaration of being in the air again.

      Ahead of us the mountains loom, the snow dusting the top of their peaks only just visible in the dark night. The moon is a tiny sliver hiding behind a cloudy sky—the perfect setting for a daring rescue.

      Hidden against the rocks, the detention center is almost invisible to the naked eye. It’s built from the same kind of stone as the mountains around us, with a huge fortress-like wall out the front, and the main buildings built into the rock behind. If I just had normal human eyes, I probably wouldn’t have noticed it.

      I don’t know how my father—Damien Walker, ex-spy and leader of the anti-web rebellion—got the coordinates for the detention center. It’s in the middle of nowhere, at the end of a narrow dirt road that has cliffs on one side, and a massive gorge on the other. There’s only one way in, and one way out—unless you have wings.

      It’s the perfect place for the human government to shove the “dangerous supers” they've been arresting on spurious charges in the last three months.

      Flicking my vision into heat mode, the detention center below glows with varying shades of red, orange, and yellow. There’re plenty of people inside the fortress who’ll try to stop us.

      On my back, Liling clings to my scales, her breathing ragged. She doesn’t like it up in the air, and she’s only doing it now because it’s part of the mission. It turns out that her shifter self is a sea turtle; determined, calm and very much happier in the sea or on dry land. I bank again, veering in closer to land, trying to stay steady.

      “Watch out, Mei.” Liling's quiet voice interrupts my thoughts.

      I blink and my vision returns to normal.

      Below us machine guns have appeared along the walls, and the guards are running about like ants in an ant hill. I take a breath, then shoot a wall of fire down toward them, just short of where they are. They scuttle inside like ants who’ve had their nest disturbed.

      Skimming the air, I go lower, aiming another burst of flames at the machine guns. My flames are burning hot, and the weapons redden with heat. The metal melts awkwardly, bending and dripping into strange shapes.

      As we swoop down over the wall, I let my powerful back legs hang down, and they crash against the walls of the outside perimeter of the detention center, making stone bricks fly through the internal courtyard. I land near the gate in a flurry of dust and debris, and Liling leaps off my back.

      She runs to the gate mechanism inside the guard house, her long dark hair flowing out behind her. I stand behind, keeping her secure.

      A footfall makes me twist my neck and glare. Two guards are trying to sneak up on my flank, and I let out a bloodthirsty roar, enjoying the way it echoes around the stone courtyard, bouncing into all the corners.

      They scuttle backward, not even attempting to use the guns in their hands. Not that it would do any good. Dragon scales are pretty much impervious to bullets. Taking a breath, I blast fire in their direction and then turn back to the guards assembling on the wall above Liling. Standing on my back legs, I bring myself up to the same height and take another deep breath. They leap out of the way, diving to each side as they try to avoid the fire they think is coming.

      Letting out a huffing dragon laugh, I just knock out more of the wall, making it impossible for them to get closer to Liling.

      The metal gate swings open slowly; Liling’s done it. She steps back out into the open area just as my father, Carrick, and a few of the others in our band of freedom fighters come through the gates. They’re all dressed in black, attempting to meld into the darkness around us. Even though Carrick stands head and shoulders above the others, it’s my father they’re all looking to for orders.

      “You all know your tasks. Go to it,” says Damien in his best SIG agent voice. At first glance, my father seems very ordinary—medium brown hair, medium brown eyes, medium build—but that’s exactly why he’s so successful as an agent. He can blend into the background in any situation; hide in plain sight, as the saying goes.

      But as soon as you look closer, you can’t miss the steel in his eyes, the intelligence in his gaze. Right now, he’s focused on the mission, and expects all of us to be just as dedicated.

      We still have a shaky relationship, but there’s no way I’m going to let him down on a mission. I stake my claim to the front gate, guarding the entrance from anyone going in or out.

      The others head inside, and I switch my eyesight to heat vision again. There’s a group of guards near the wall and another group further away. It’s pretty obvious that they’re attempting to plan something, but I can't tell what.

      I growl and stomp about, flicking my tail dangerously close to them, and cause one of the groups to break up hastily. The other group is stickier, so I blink back to normal vision and send a blast of flames in their direction. The flames don’t quite touch any of them, and they just move further away.

      I don't want to move from my position, so I keep an eye on them from a distance. Overhead the sliver of the moon comes out from behind the clouds, and the courtyard is lit with a soft glow. My tail twitches back and forth over the cobblestones, and my scales click gently together with the movement.

      Sometimes I wonder why I’m helping my father in this cause. I understand his arguments for why he believes we’re better off without the spell web. It was holding the other supers back, stealing our magic and giving a dubious organization like the Earthbound far too much power—Vincent is a prime example of that. My personal desire to keep the spell web in place isn’t what’s best for the supernatural population as a whole. I get it.

      I know all of that on an intellectual level. I can even support my father and his aim of teaching supers to live without the spell web. But it doesn’t stop the aching need inside, or keep me from missing the grid; the way I used it in a fight, the way I could wrap it around me as protection, or even just how it could tell me what was hidden around the next corner.

      I even miss the anonymity of hiding in plain sight. Having the humans aware of supers is a major pain in the butt.

      All in all, it’s been a tough transition to living without its protection. The spell web was like a sixth—or is it seventh?—sense to me. I can’t help missing it. My tail flicks restlessly from side to side, and I narrowly miss a guard who was trying to sneak up on me again. I growl in his direction and he scuttles away again.

      The others are taking too long, and I'm starting to get edgy. I poke my head down toward the entrance in the center, trying to hear what might be happening down in the cells.

      I lean closer, stretching out my long neck. I think I can hear my father giving orders⁠—

      The sound of many human feet running alerts me seconds before I’m hit on one side with something heavy and solid.
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      My breath’s knocked out of me in one big oomph.

      Growling, I blink and turn to face my attackers. Beside me, a row of guards holds a large log, an improvised battering ram. Besides a dull ache, I don’t think they've harmed my thick hide.

      But now I'm pissed.

      I let out a roar that shakes the buildings on either side, and then breathe flames over their heads. It hits the wooden side of a building, which bursts into flames.

      The guards drop their burden and run back where they came from. I breathe fire over the log, and it disappears into ash in seconds. Then I send a spurt of flames after the soldiers, allowing the fire to lick at their heels as they run into the relative protection of a stone building. That’ll teach them to attack a dragon.

      The sound of gunshots erupts from inside the main stone structure where everyone else has disappeared. I'm tempted to change from my dragon form back into a human who can actually fit inside the building. As a dragon I’m large and intimidating, but I’ve been training since I was a kid to survive in any situation in my human shape.

      Staying away from the action is like asking a fish to bicycle to work. It just doesn’t feel right.

      But I didn't bring clothes with me and I'd end up running around buck naked, which just sounds cold and unprotected. I guess I still haven’t got this dragon thing figured out.

      So I glance around to make sure the guards aren't planning some kind of new attack, and then amble over to the edge of the main building. I grab part of the roof and lift it off, kind of like peeling an orange. I’m careful not to send debris raining down on the people inside, if there are any. Most of the structure actually goes into the mountain behind it, carved into solid rock. It makes for an extremely secure prison, but it’s a pain in the butt for me. Once I hit the mountain, all I can do is peer down the halls, trying to see something in the darkness beyond.

      The dust from my impromptu roof lifting is everywhere. But then four figures emerge from around a corner in the distance, running down the hallway like they’ve got a demon after them. Dust swirls around them like it’s a dramatic effect in a fashion shoot. Two of the four are instantly recognizable—Liling and Carrick—while the other two are strangers.

      They’re almost to the section of the building where I’ve torn off the roof, when a dozen guards erupt around the corner and start firing. I growl and take a breath. I hear Liling yell, “Down, get down,” and then aim a burst of flame at the guards, over the heads of Liling’s group, who are now flat on the floor.

      The guards scatter, and I let loose another burst of burning dragon flames toward them.

      Liling and Carrick, plus their new friends, scramble to their feet, sprinting past me and continuing out through the gate. Only two prisoners so far. We were expecting at least ten people. I peel back the roof on another building further along. I feel like I'm cheating at a maze game—looking down from above, instead of taking my chances through the middle. I shrug. We need whatever advantage we can get at this point.

      My father turns a corner, another man's arms around his shoulders. Lank brown hair dangles down over the prisoner’s face, and his tall frame makes my heart stumble for a second.

      Seth.

      But then he moves awkwardly, and I realize it's not Seth. The resemblance is only superficial—this man is bulkier, his muscles broader than Seth's long, lean muscles. I try to shake my head to clear it, but the damage is done. Memories rise up, our last battle with Vincent.

      Seth dying.

      Seth dying.

      A wave of nausea hits me and I stumble, crashing into the wall of the nearest building. It crumbles under the weight of my body. I’m gasping for breath, and my heart is racing like it thinks I’m back in that moment when I watched him break apart into a million pieces. I want to raise my head up into the sky and keen the painful mourning song that I haven't been allowed to sing since Tarsal's funeral.

      “Mei! A little help?” It's my father's voice, barking orders. Something in his voice brings me back, and I remember my responsibilities. I can’t let anyone else die. Not again. A shudder rolls across my body, my scales rubbing together uncomfortably. But I manage to push away the grief, to box it up in a tiny corner of my soul, and focus my attention back on the here and now.

      They have guards on their tail, and I step closer, blasting my flames down on their pursuers. All four of the guards stumble to a halt, holding their arms up to protect themselves from the heat. I’m not paying proper attention as I blast out the fire; part of my brain is still trying to keep away the images of Seth dying. But when one of the guards in front of me lights up with burning flames over his body, his guttural cries of pain penetrate my grief and I jerk back.

      I've hurt one of the guards. And not just a little bit—he's screaming in agony, and I feel it down every single bone in my body. How could I be so careless? I came on this raid to save people, and my second of grief over Seth has caused a man I don't even know to be hurt. My guilt is like a sour lolly inside my mouth.

      But his fellow guards pat him down and put out the flames licking at his body. I loom in the entrance, watching to make sure he’s okay, but as soon as the guards realize I’m still standing there two of them start shooting again. Bullets hit my side, bouncing off the scales, and making my skin shudder. It feels like I’m being punched by a dwarf. I growl down the hallway, and they all scramble back again.

      “Mei! Come on! Let’s go.” Again, it's my father's voice that pulls me back to the real world. I turn my head. For a moment, I consider just flying off into the mountains by myself, leaving the people I love behind to let them to fight this battle without me. I’m more of a hinderance than a help when I can’t even focus.

      Your father needs you, says a voice in my head. It’s soft and delicate, with a hint of steel behind it. I feel my connection to the ring that holds my mother’s soul go blazing hot. I never take off the delicate gold ring when I’m in human form, and somehow it stays with me when I change. As does my mother’s soul.

      But even without my mother reminding me, I know I can't leave.

      Having a dragon on their side changes things, gives them options they wouldn’t otherwise have—like this raid. She’s right. My father and his cause do need me.

      So I angle back toward them, my large steps eating up the distance between us. Liling climbs on my back, pulling up a man behind her who has a gash on his face and a long cut down his leg. I could carry more, but there isn’t the need. I watch as the others run down the steep slopes of the mountain to where the four-wheel-drive vehicles wait for them. They load in the newly rescued supers and speed off, leaving clouds of dust in their wake.

      Gun shots erupt from the top of the guard wall, and I turn back. I let off a long stream of fire, burning away at the rocks around me, sending the guards running for cover back inside the stone buildings. I roar, venting my frustration with everything in the world around me, and the sound reverberates through all the buildings, shaking down rocks and stones that were unsteady.

      Then I leap into the sky and head home.
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      “Where were all the prisoners?" I ask my father as I stride into the war room back at our headquarters. I'm in human form and ready to debrief.

      Damien flicks me a half smile and a wave, but he’s deep in discussion with some of the other leaders of his anti-webber group, Supernaturals Against the Web or SAW as they’re now being called. The other side is made up of groups called ‘pro-webbers’, the people who want the spell web put back in place. The phrases popped up in the weeks after our confrontation with Vincent and have stuck around.

      The war room is long and narrow, with a large table through the middle, chairs placed haphazardly around it, and several television screens up the front showing the news constantly. It’s at the center of our deep mountain hideaway, with the walls, ceiling and floor carved out of stone.

      I find it a depressing place to be, because all the news is about how the humans are winning the battle against the supers. How they're putting us away in detention centers and getting us off the streets. They have television programs on how to fight supers, the different kinds, and the ways to ensure each species is dead after they attack a human. As if attacking humans is all we think about.

      Most of it's not even true. They’re making up new varieties of supernaturals that just don’t exist. And the descriptions of how to kill us? It's like there's someone out there trying to come up with the most violent and horrible way to kill someone, just to see if someone will try it on a super.

      "We were given incorrect intel," says Roger, a tall water-shifter elder. His silver hair flows to his shoulders, and his matching silver eyes seem to see everything.

      My father turns a thoughtful gaze to me. “We think they were holding only those they considered the worst of the worst. Of the three supers we found, one is a member of the Boston Brutes and one was a dragon.”

      A dragon?

      My heartbeat kicks up a notch and I frown. I shift uneasily where I’m standing. Is it possible I was so out of focus that I didn’t even notice another dragon?

      I suddenly register what else he just said. “Dad, the Brutes are dangerous. They don't just want the web gone, they want all of humanity gone. They're as bad as Vincent."

      My father nods. “I know. We're just trying to decide what to do with him. I thought I might give Si a call and see if the chameleons will take him.”

      I glance at the others. Their faces are grave. They know letting out members of the Boston Brutes will only set our cause back. They're the kind of supers who prey on humans for fun.

      They’re the kind of supers that humans should be afraid of.

      But asking Si and the chameleons to take him seems unfair. I mean, I understand why—they’re set up for it in their hidden forest dungeons. But this problem isn’t of their making.

      I feel a pang of homesickness, and it’s not for a place, but a person. I miss Si. Even though I respect his decision not to join my father’s group, I wish he were here.

      "What about the dragon?" I ask, attempting to shake off my melancholy.

      "We've asked him to join us," says Roger.

      I blink and the hairs on the back of my neck prickle uncomfortably. "Just because he's a dragon?"

      My father shakes his head. "Of course not. I talked with him and determined his beliefs. He's on our side. Believes the web should stay down and wants to help our cause. It won't hurt to have two dragons."

      Frowning slightly, I stare at the five leaders in front of me.

      My father and Roger are rock solid, that much I know. Andy and Theresa are old friends of my father’s, wolf shifters who believe in the cause. Lucas is a strange-looking man who could be any one of four or five different types of super, and I have no idea which it is. They're our leaders, the ones who have experience and knowledge of their side. So why do I feel like they're jumping in too quickly?

      "What do you know about him?" I ask.

      My father sighs. "What do we know about anyone who joins us, Mei? I put him through the same vetting process as everyone else, and I'm satisfied. That's all we can do in this kind of situation."

      "But he's a dragon. That makes it different."

      “It makes it better for us, because we'll have more fire power behind us when we do our next raid."

      "You should be checking him twice as much as the others. He has the power to destroy us all."

      Roger slides in my direction in that watery way he has. "Dragons might frighten you, Mei, but they don’t frighten the rest of us."

      I grimace at his attempt at a joke. "I'm serious."

      “He's not joking, Mei," my father says, his expression grim. "You're afraid. You don't use your full powers when we go on raids. It's like you don't trust yourself."

      "I don't trust myself?" I blurt, annoyed that I'm having to spell this out. "I'm a dragon. I can't be trusted."

      My father shakes his head sadly. "You can trust yourself, Mei. You're a strong young woman. Jeff made sure of it."

      Mention of Jeff still sets off a little sting somewhere near my heart, and I let out a hiss of breath. I can never be sure with my father, but I think he might have mentioned Jeff just to get me off track. "We need to watch him closely."

      Smirking, my father just looks at me.

      "You already planned to assign him to me,” I say, realization dawning. I walked right into one of his traps. I shake my head. “No, I won’t do it.” I refuse to be a pawn in his convoluted schemes.

      My father shrugs. “As you just said, who else is able to do it? You're in charge of making sure the dragon knows the score around here." His gaze flicks to the door behind us. "And here he is, right on time."

      I turn and recognize the man who escaped with my father. He looks much healthier than he did before; his longish dark brown hair has been washed and he's in clean clothes. He's tall and broad, with dark brown eyes that seem almost black in the dim light by the door. He looks dangerous even in human form.

      "Hello Damien," he says in a low, gravelly voice, nodding at my father. It irritates me in a way I can’t understand.

      I don’t recognize him, Tarsal murmurs in my head.

      The second soul that’s stuffed inside my brain doesn’t often come up to the surface, but I smile at the sound of his voice. He’s been inside me since the day Vincent killed him and he gave me his magic to help destroy the spell web.

      Did you know every dragon in the world? I ask.

      A long pause. No. I suppose not.

      My father moves forward, extending his hand to the other dragon. "You look much better."

      "I feel much better. Thank you for the rescue." He seems sincere and gives my father a respectful nod.

      "We're pleased to help."

      His gaze falls on me and his eyebrows descend. “And you’re the other dragon?" he says. His shoulders twitch ever so slightly.

      “My name is Mei,” I say. I don't hold out my hand. I don't want to touch him. “Pleased to meet you.”

      He gives me the ghost of a smile, a knowing look in his eyes. “I’m not convinced.”

      I stare up at him for a moment, not sure what to make of his words. Then I shrug. He’s right. “Okay, it's annoying to have you here, because I don’t know if we can trust you.”

      “That's more like it,” he says approvingly.

      My father glances between us, his gaze assessing. “I’ve assigned Mei to look after you for the next couple of days. Is that going to be a problem?”

      I think of Jeff and all the training he's given me over the years. “No problem, Dad.”

      The dragon looks at my father in surprise. “You're her father?”

      Damien shrugs. “Someone has to be.”

      His dark eyes stare down at me, like he’s reassessing something. “And am I right in thinking you're the dragon who killed off the spell web?”

      I nod.

      “You're young.” It's not a question.

      For some reason, this statement gets my back up, but I try not to let him see it. “What's your name? I can't keep calling you the dragon,” I say.

      “Zane.”

      “What were you doing in that facility, Zane?" I can't help asking the question.

      “I was captured, and as soon as they realized I was a dragon, I got dumped into the deepest, darkest hole they could find.” His voice has shadows of bitterness through it, but I can't blame him. Even though I really want to.

      "How old are you?"

      "A lot older than you, little dragon," he drawls.

      "Old and senile, then?" I say in a snide tone. Then I crush my lips together and attempt to regain control of my temper. I refuse to fall into the same patterns that got the dragons of old into trouble in the first place. I can feel my father’s disapproving gaze on me, without even having to look in his direction.

      But honestly, this feeling, this fear of what this dragon might be capable of, makes me want to hit something. My gaze falls on Zane’s tall, broad frame looming over me. My eyes narrow.

      Or hit someone.

      But Zane just shakes his head, his dark eyes amused. “I’m old enough to know when it’s time to let people get on with things. Come, let's leave the leaders to their business, and you can show me around this place.” He gazes around the room like he’s memorizing everything.

      Perhaps he is. So he can tell our enemies.

      I glance meaningfully at my father, but he's nodding like he's the one who suggested it. I don’t know what plan he’s brewing under all this amiableness, but there’s definitely something going on. I sigh. I’ve also learned that there’s no point in trying to figure it all out. My father’s brain is like a labyrinth, filled with dead ends and alternate routes.

      I gesture at Zane to follow me and then lead the way out into the hallway, stopping only when he's shut the door behind him.

      "What would you like to see?" I ask. The corridor’s rough rock-hewn walls extend both ways from where we’re standing.

      “Let’s find somewhere to talk. You’re clearly annoyed at me for some reason. We need to clear the air.”

      I frown at him, but lead the way down the hall. Am I really so easy to read? Who is this guy?

      Don’t trust him. Tarsal’s voice is low and irritated.

      I stride along the corridor, my thoughts in a jumble.

      Watch him, and don’t let your guard down. I don’t know what he’s up to, but it can’t be good. Never trust a dragon.
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      “Okay, what’s this beef you have with me?” His words echo around the small carved-out living room I found nearby. Couches and chairs are scattered about, but it’s empty of other people. We’re standing in the center of the room, facing each other.

      “I don’t have a beef,” I say, but even I can hear the tartness in my voice. I don’t sound like someone who’s chilled out. I sound like I have a beef.

      Zane narrows his eyes at me. “Then what’s your problem?”

      “Tell me about them,” I say abruptly. He’s only the third dragon I’ve ever met. I should be gathering data, not being annoyed. “Dragons, I mean.”

      “You’re talking as if you’re not a dragon as well, little one,”  he says softly.

      I shake my head impatiently. “Tell me about the dragons from your time. You were the same as the others? You were hibernating all this time?”

      Zane nods. “I was.”

      “What woke you?” I want to ask him how many dragons he stole magic from to allow him to hibernate. But if I could forgive Tarsal, I have to let it go with Zane as well. It was three hundred years ago. A different time.

      He’s frowning at me. His dark hair falls over his cheeks and his lips are a tight line, like he’s holding in what he really wants to say. Then he sighs. “I think it was the death of the spell web. The buzzing just…stopped. It was like I could breathe again.”

      “And are the stories true? Were the dragons killing each other and everyone else?”

      Zane takes a step away, and then another, and begins pacing around the small room. He waits so long, I don’t think he’s going to answer. Then he halts in front of me.

      He stares down at me, his expressive brown eyes filled with sadness. “That’s what people say about us?” He runs one hand through his long hair. “I guess it’s what it would have looked like. Most dragons tended to act first, and think later. But they were the ones who died first.” His voice is grim.

      My hands clench. They all died, just because they couldn’t stop to think first. I’m not going to be like that. I’m not going to allow my dragon nature to take over.

      “What else?” I ask grimly.

      Zane shrugs, and puts his hands wide. “What do you want to know? I’m an open book.”

      “I don’t know. What are dragons like? What do I need to watch out for? How many other dragons are hidden around the world?”

      “You really don’t know much, eh, little dragon?” he says.

      “Not really,” I grind out, wishing I could just punch him in the face and be done with it.

      He smirks at my obvious discomfort. “I can sense your power. It’s expanding, will keep expanding for a year or two. You must have only just changed.”

      “Yes.”

      “The most important time in a dragon’s life, the time when they are most vulnerable, is the change. And you survived that. The rest is plain sailing.”

      “I only just survived,” I mutter.

      “The ‘how’ is no longer important. Only that you did. From now, your powers will expand, and with the spell web gone, you will be even more free.”

      I don’t feel particularly free. If anything I feel more constrained than I ever have been, and that’s saying something.

      But he’s right, I am feeling more powerful. It’s not just the two extra dragon souls floating around in my body, both giving me extra magic. My dragon core is expanding, curling out, finding its way.

      But it’s not a simple matter of more magic. For a long while after the spell web came down, I felt as if I was on a tightrope over the Grand Canyon with no safety net. I was shaky and unsure.

      Everything was ten times more difficult.

      My sense of the space around me was all wrong—I’d grown so used to seeing the world through the spell web grid that the loss of it made me walk into walls and crash through doors for the first few weeks. It was like losing an arm or a leg, and having to relearn how to find my balance.

      I’m finally used to dealing with the world without it.

      And I’m even noticing the benefits of not having the spell web constantly stealing a portion of my magic. I’m stronger, I can fly further and faster, and the power pulses through my veins like it’s bursting to get out.

      Added to the souls hiding inside me, sometimes it feels like I’m on a magical high, soaring through life, waiting for the moment when all this power lurking in my head can burst out of me. At that thought, a shiver of fear runs along my arms, leaving a trail of goosebumps in its wake. That’s my secret fear: there’s going to be so much power, I’m not going to be able to control it. I’ll end up just like the dragons of old, drunk on power.

      "Now tell me how a little thing like you managed to take on the Earthbound and destroy the spell web?" says Zane, looking me up and down.

      I narrow my eyes, staring at the large dragon in front of me, trying to figure out if he’s serious. My hackles rise, and if I was a cartoon, there’d be steam coming out my ears.

      This guy just seems to know what to say to get on my nerves.

      Of course he’s getting on your nerves. Male dragons are assholes, says Tarsal suddenly.

      You’re a male dragon, I remind him.

      Exactly.

      Tarsal’s voice is so smug, I have to concentrate on not laughing out loud. Besides, I’m still pissed at Mr. I’m-So-Big-and-Manly.

      I open my mouth to launch angrily into a series of very specific—but very impolite—suggestions of where he can shove his question, when I notice his dark eyes are gleaming with amusement.

      He’s baiting me, purposely trying to annoy me.

      I let out my breath in a whoosh of air. “What I don't understand is why all you ancient dragons couldn't manage it before,” I say sweetly.

      “Touché.” His mouth momentarily quirks into a half smile. It changes his face, lightening it, and making him bearable—for about a second.

      I’m struggling with what to say next when Liling comes around the corner and enters the room in a rush. “Mei, come with me. I think you'll want to see this.”

      “What is it?” I ask.

      Liling looks unusually flushed, her eyes anxious. “Vincent is holding a press conference on television. He's apparently got some big announcement. They're running it on all the networks.”

      “Really?” In the months since I destroyed the spell web, Vincent has been keeping a low profile. We know he's been building alliances, and he's been influencing the humans against supers.

      I'm almost 100 percent certain that the detention centers were his idea. But this is the first time he's ever held a press conference. Apprehension slides up my spine as smoothly as a snake through grass. “What’s he up to?”

      Liling doesn’t answer, just grabs my arm, and forces me into the corridor.
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      I follow Liling at a run, her longer strides eating up the ground faster than I can match.

      We reach the war room just as the cameras flick to an image of Vincent walking up to a podium. Voiceovers announce excitedly that the Earthbound leader will be revealing a breakthrough in the ongoing war against the supernaturals.

      There's a muttering through the room at the mention of a war—from our perspective, there doesn't need to be any conflict at all. But fear has done a great job of whipping humans into a frenzy.

      "Thank you all for coming today," Vincent is saying. His face looks more haggard than I remember, and his hair has gone completely white. His blue eyes stare straight into the camera like he can see me directly, and I shiver.

      I still have nightmares about my last confrontation with him, where he's looming over me like a scary cartoon figure, laughing maniacally, long spindly fingers stretched out in my direction.

      If I'm honest, I'm terrified of him.

      "I have an announcement that I believe the world's populations will be very pleased to hear." Vincent pauses for effect, and I can almost feel audiences the world over leaning forward.

      "Since the destruction of the spell web by the notorious dragon-shifter criminal, Mei Walker, we have experienced a period of sustained violence and brutality like never before in our history."

      "Only because the humans keep attacking us," I mutter, stung by his description of me.

      "We have
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