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      It’s been a long time since they dumped me in this small, padded room.

      I don’t know how long.

      Days maybe.

      Weeks.

      It could be years, I don’t even know. My brain feels fuzzy, and time seems to have no meaning in this blank white space. I don’t know how long I spent swimming in a sea of agony from using the spell web after they kidnapped me. I don’t know how long it’s been since I first arrived here. All I know is that it’s been long enough for the director and his minions to get me away from my family and friends without a fight. For them to hide me away inside this blank cell where I’m being kept like an animal, weak and totally at their mercy.

      I’ve been served more meals than I can count, but there’s no regularity between them. Sometimes they seem to forget I’m here and don’t bring food until my stomach is crawling with hunger. I don’t even know if it’s some kind of torture technique, or if they genuinely just forget. The small toilet in the far corner of the room makes everything smell bad, and I have to lie turned away from it to sleep.

      The only reason I’m still alive is that the director wants the spell web, and he’ll do anything to get it. At least I know they don’t have another spell web yet, otherwise I’d be dead.

      I curl up on the metal bed, the hard mattress scratching at my skin. I bring my knees up to my chest, and wrap my one good arm around my knees. The arm that was broken lies next to me, pain radiating out in prickling waves, but I don’t care. It seems the least of my problems right now.

      I don’t know how much longer I can take this.

      The room is holding my powers in check, muffling the spell web, making my dragon abilities disappear. It’s like one of the  Earthbound boxes, except all around me. They’ve somehow managed to take the original technology and expand on it. I haven’t felt this weak in years—if ever.

      It’s affecting my senses. There’s fluffy cotton inside my head instead of brains. I don’t know how they’re doing this to me, but I really wish they’d stop. My whole body feels like it’s been used as a punching bag at a boxing gym. This is everything I thought they might do to me, but amped up by ten.

      Even worse, I don’t know if the others managed to defeat the demons. Are they all alive? My father. Hazel. Blade. Carrick. My stomach gives a tiny somersault. And where’s Seth? Is he okay? What about his stupid wife? Did she get brutally torn apart by the demons? Is it wrong that part of me hopes she did? Has he forgotten me already?

      I shake my head, pissed off at the maudlin thoughts. I just have to assume they’re all fine, and they’re trying to find me. The other option is… not acceptable. I refuse to let Director Holden and his minions get to me. I’m going to survive this.

      The lock in the door on the other side of the room clicks. The big metal doors slowly open, and two men walk in.

      The first one is Connor McKenzie. He’s just as attractive as Hazel had described to me, all blond hair and striking blue eyes. But his good looks are somehow chilling. I can tell instinctively that they’re just a mask, and underneath, he’s anything but beautiful. He’s been visiting me regularly to both gloat, and then in the same breath cajole me to turn the spell web over to him. Hazel always told me he wasn’t entirely stable, but since being here, I’ve realized exactly what she meant.

      The second man steps out from behind Connor, and everything inside me freezes. His pitiless dark eyes pierce mine. The Man in Black stands beside Connor, a smirk on his face as he stares down at me.

      This is my worst nightmare.

      I don’t know how I’m going to survive.
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      I wake slowly, my brain still hazy. I keep my eyelids closed against the outside world. Pain envelops me.

      Needles of agony suddenly spike their way up my body and I scrunch my eyes shut even tighter, concentrating on breathing in and out, long and slow, just like Si taught me. It eases my panic, and some of the pain, but it doesn’t magically give me back my dragon strength.

      Even before I became a dragon, I never felt this weak.

      This useless.

      They only partially knocked me out when they moved me, and I had the vague impression—as I drifted in and out of consciousness—of being lifted, pushed in a gurney and travelling by either plane or train. Even at one point Lakas’ face peering down at me like I was an insect in a microscope. Nothing concrete, nothing specific. But I know I’ve been moved to a new facility, to a new cell, and I have a new jailer. I’m now in the hands of the one man who hates me more than Director Holden.

      Lakas.

      The Man in Black.

      Killer. Monster. Dragon-hater.

      Director Holden told me once that he blames me for his daughter Liling’s death, and that’s why he dislikes me so much. I’ve never been sure if he realizes it was actually Lakas’s bullet that killed his adopted daughter—surely he knows?—but he doesn’t hate Lakas like he does me.

      I’ve never mentioned it because, honestly, I agree with him. It was my fault. The bullet that killed Liling was meant for me, and while it was the Man in Black who pulled the trigger, she leaped in front of the bullet for me. To save me.

      It’s definitely my fault she’s dead.

      Thus the logic of Director’s Holden’s motives makes sense to me, because they’re my thoughts too.

      But Lakas, the Man in Black, he hates me for an entirely different reason. He hates my species. He hates all dragons, and hates me most of all because I’ve somehow come to represent dragon kind to him.

      To be clear, I’ve never personally done anything to him.

      He, on the other hand, killed my friend Liling, was part of the attack on the rebel outpost that killed more than a hundred of my friends and colleagues, attacked and almost killed Seth, and kidnapped Hazel and tortured her. If anyone should be hating anyone, it’s me that should hate him.

      And don’t get me wrong. I do hate him.

      He’s fucked up, twisted and brutal. He thinks he’s on some kind of God-given mission to save the planet from the evil dragons.

      Except his methods make him worse than anything the original dragons could ever have done.

      So as I lie here, broken and scared, I know a couple of things for sure. I know I don’t want to die here at the hands of the Man in Black, and I don’t want Director Holden to end up with the power of the spell web as his to use however he likes.

      I’m going to do everything in my power to get myself out of this situation.

      I just don’t know how the fuck I’m going to do that yet.

      I’m lying on a hard, cold surface, my eyes still closed, my attention focused on holding myself motionless, breathing, and ignoring the gradually decreasing pain.

      There’s a rumbling vibration underneath me that’s strangely soothing, and the smell of cleaning products, which makes my nose twitch unpleasantly. I’m fairly certain there’s no one else in the room with me, but knowing the director, he’s probably got some kind of camera trained on me, waiting for me to wake.

      There’s something hard around my wrists, holding me in place, like an animal chained to a fence. I try to move my feet, but they’re tied together as well. My arm is mostly healed, but I don’t know who did it or how. It makes me aware that I’ve been unconscious for a significant amount of time. The powerlessness of it sends a shiver along my skin, and I try not to think too much about what else they could have been doing to me while I was unconscious.

      I try to use my dragon senses to see if there’s any kind of a heat signature near me, but I can’t access anything. It’s like there’s another of the Earthbound’s magical boxes—the ones that keep dragons from being able to access their powers—somewhere nearby. Except it’s not just that there’s a box next to me… it feels like I’m still inside an Earthbound box.

      I know I’m not in the same place I started out. This Earthbound machine is next level compared to the one holding me in check at the previous facility. It feels all-encompassing, holding tighter to my powers, binding me in a way that’s inflexible and rigid.

      Now that I’ve noticed it, I realize the buzzing of the box is coming from everywhere. I hold still, trying to see if there are any gaps inside the bubble of sensation, but I’m totally surrounded. Its discordant vibration is setting my nerves on edge, and I shudder.

      How am I supposed to escape if they’ve got me locked in some kind of giant dragon-proof box?

      Eventually, curiosity gets the better of me and I open one eye. I peer around the room. It’s long and narrow, with a bed on one side that I’m lying on, and a small open area next to it. On the other side of the room, there’s a bench with a small sink, and cupboards. Everything is made from stainless steel and shined up so brightly it hurts my eyes. There’s nothing else in the room aside from me. No chairs, tables, cups, random pens. Not a window or even carpet. Everything is basic, metal, and very, very clean.

      Where the hell am I? What day is it? Is everyone okay? Did they make it out of the battle with the demons? Is that why no one has come to help me?

      Is it because they’re all dead?

      I close my eyes against the questions. I can’t think like that. I have to assume they’re all safe.

      That Seth’s powers as a phoenix made him invincible against the demons.

      That my father’s wily smarts and his newfound ability to shift into his chameleon shape kept him safe.

      That Carrick’s strength was enough to destroy the demons that came at him.

      I have to believe that they’re looking for me right now, even as I lie here. Maybe they’ll burst in at any moment and set me free. I can almost see Seth’s face—with a mixture of strength of purpose and anger for whoever did this—as he stands over me, untying my bonds, helping me to stand and stumble out of this place. I turn my face to the door, waiting for him to arrive.

      Nothing happens.

      I let out a strangled sob. I lift my hand to my mouth, to cover my weakness. Except my wrists are cuffed to the side of the bed, and all I can do is pull against the hard metal and make a rattling sound that does nothing except grate on my already frayed nerves. If I was full strength, the cuffs wouldn’t hold me. If I could turn into my dragon form, none of this would hold me.

      But I can’t do anything.

      Inside I’m angry. Burning with fiery dragon rage. I’m powerful and strong. Things like this don’t happen to me. I’m the protector, the one who rescues others.

      But I’m not that person right now. I’m a lifeless shell of my former self. I don’t understand how they’re keeping me this weak and still allowing the spell web to cover everyone. I can feel it inside me, pulsing and pumping alongside the blood in my veins. But I can’t see the grid, and I can’t access its power. Nothing is sharp and defined and extra like it was when I was properly bound to it, even when it was killing me slowly—and sometimes not so slowly.

      It's still killing me, and I feel the pain as it sizzles along my veins. But I can’t connect to it, there’s nothing I can do. This disconnected feeling scares me.

      It’s like I’m trapped behind a glass wall. I can see it, but I can’t touch anything.

      Can’t do anything. Can’t be anything.

      Can’t help anything—or anyone, including myself.

      Except I must be in control somehow, or they wouldn’t need me here. I must be blocking their ability to create a new spell web, or they’d have killed me already.

      That much I know for sure.

      The only problem with this is that my thoughts keep slipping in and out of my head, too silky to catch. I can’t plan. I can’t figure out what to do. Whatever they’re giving me is affecting my ability to do anything.

      So I lie here.

      Waiting.

      Waiting for someone to save me.

      Waiting for my brain to click into gear.

      Waiting for an escape plan to fall into place.

      Waiting.
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      Hours—or maybe days or weeks—later, the lock on the door on the other side of the room clicks.

      The big metal door opens slowly, and two men walk in. I hold my breath.

      Is it Lakas?

      The first one is Connor McKenzie. He’s dressed in an expensive suit and a smirk.

      The second man is Director Holden, his suit all shiny and neat as a pin—another man who looks one way on the surface, and has a darker soul underneath. His expression is gleeful, his eyes bright with the victory of finally having me here under his control. He tried to capture us when we visited him at the SIG headquarters, but we had Hazel on our side. It must have hurt to have us escape when we were on his home turf.

      I let out my breath.

      I’m at Director Holden’s mercy with no one to help me. I know he hates me, and can’t wait to punish me for all my supposed crimes.

      This isn’t going to end well. But at least it’s not Lakas.

      This is what it feels like to have no powers, and no way of defending myself.

      I don’t like it.

      “Mei, so lovely of you to join us here,” says the director, barely managing to hold in his excitement.

      “Fuck off,” I say, unable to act the part of scared prisoner, even if that’s what I am.

      “Now, now. I wouldn’t be too aggressive. If you ask nicely, I might tell Lakas to spare you the worst of what’s coming.” Director Holden’s voice is silky-smooth, his eyes glittering. I know he’s not planning to spare me anything.

      Just keep your wits about you and look for the right opportunity. It’ll come to you, if you’re patient.

      As always, Jeff’s advice pops into my head at just the right time. I spent so many years being taught to survive by Jeff and Si that I know what their advice would be without asking.

      I take a breath to calm myself down. I just need to stay focused and outsmart the director. He thinks he’s won already, which means he’ll do something sloppy and stupid. I just need to bide my time.

      “Nothing more to say? No rude words or gestures?” Director Holden moves closer, and peers down at me. “You don’t look so dangerous,” he murmurs. “I always thought you looked kind of scrawny.”

      I manage to resist the urge to spit in his face—except I think there might be fire in my eyes, because the director moves back quickly like he’s been stung. “Inject her, see if your serum works,” he says sharply to Connor.

      Connor moves forward, and I watch him closely. Hazel told me all about his skills as a siren, how he can get human women to do anything he wants, and how he was obsessed by her. Now that they’ve suppressed my dragon abilities, will he be able to do the same to me?

      When he pulls out a syringe with a needle that looks way too big, I struggle backwards.

      “Don’t move, it’ll only make it hurt more,” says Connor. There’s something in his eyes that tells me he’d love it if I kept struggling. He likes to cause pain.

      I hold myself still. “What’s in the needle?”

      “Something to make sure you’re a little more amenable to our requests,” says Director Holden.

      “You haven’t even asked me for anything.” I push myself as far up against the edge of the back wall as I can. “Shouldn’t you check to see how amenable I am, before injecting me with stuff?” The rumbling vibration of the metal wall beneath my shoulder distracts me for a moment.

      Director Holden leans closer. “Mei, I want you to use the spell web to kill any of the supernatural population who won’t cooperate with me. Will you do that for me?”

      I frown. “That’s what you want to do? Kill off a whole bunch of supers who don’t agree with you?”

      “Yes. Now will you help us?”

      “Of course not!” I say, indignantly.

      “See? And now we try the large needle.” Director Holden smirks down at me.

      Connor grabs my arm, shoves in the needle and presses down on the syringe. While the director had been distracting me with his idiotic requests, Connor had been sneaking closer and he caught me by surprise. I didn’t even get to struggle.

      Immediately, I feel a terrifying surge of magic flooding through my body, reaching and grasping at me, trying to control my senses. It’s an invasion, but it also feels somehow soothing and persuasive, and I just want to give in to it. Some kind of distillation of a siren’s abilities, perhaps? I give a ragged scream, then try to curl in tight, an immediate physical rejection of whatever he’s shoved inside me. Except I can’t move, I’m cuffed to the edge of the bed.

      Instead, I manage to pull all my magic and power into my core, and lock myself down inside a fortress in my mind. They can’t get to me here, can’t force me to do anything I don’t want to do.

      “Is it working?” asks Director Holden.

      “Can’t tell. She seems to be resisting, but it might be a reaction to the magic.”

      “This better not kill her,” growls the director. “We need her alive until we sort out your new spell web. Don’t mess this up, McKenzie, or you’ll be the one wishing you were dead. You’re already on thin ice.”

      I listen to his words and scream, but this time it’s safely locked inside my head. I’m fighting whatever magic they put inside me, and it’s a desperate battle, one that I’m not entirely sure I’m going to win.

      The door closes, and I open my eyes to see if they’re gone. But it was just Director Holden leaving.

      Connor is standing next to the bed, watching me with fascination. He has a notepad, and he’s writing something down, presumably how I’m reacting to his ridiculous experiment.

      Fire is burning inside my body, and while I can’t stop whatever alien magic is swirling through my veins, I can protect my inner core, my dragon essence, and the spell web.

      The only problem is that I don’t know how long I’ll be able to protect myself like this.

      I open my eyes, and look at Connor. I manage a smile. “Is that all you’ve got?” I say.

      “It’s just the first attempt, Mei,” says Connor, smiling back down at me. “I’ve got so many other things I could use on a dragon. And I’m excited to try them all. I’m pleased that this first one isn’t working as well as Director Holden might wish it had.” He glances toward the door and makes a sour face.

      I can’t help struggling against the metal bindings one last time, even though know it’s a waste of my energy. Connor wants to test me like I’m some kind of rat in a lab.

      “Nothing will work,” I snarl, my vision turning red. “Nothing you do will convince me to help you.”

      Connor grins. “That’s fantastic news, Mei. You’re going to be a worthy adversary.”
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      It’s been a while since Connor left. I think I’ve slept, but I’m not sure. The second lot of drugs he tried made me sleepy, and as much as I fought it, I eventually gave in. But I don’t think those ones worked either. The spell web is lying dormant inside me, and my dragon is lying in wait for the moment it can burst free. I wouldn’t want to be whoever my dragon catches when that happens, that’s for damn sure.

      The door clicks open and I glance toward it. Will it be Connor or Director Holden? I don’t know which one is worse. Connor walks in first, and I let out a tiny breath. It makes me realize he’s the better option. I don’t know what the director is likely to do, he’s too unpredictable. Too smart.

      At least I know what Connor will do. He just wants to hurt me.

      Except, there’s someone coming in behind Connor. I catch sight of a black coat and hat, and my breath lurches to a halt in my throat.

      The Man in Black.

      He’s finally here in person. My worst nightmare, come to life.

      And if we’re going by the look in his eyes as he stares down at me, he’s here to kill me.

      My heart rate picks up to double speed, and I automatically start struggling against the bonds holding me in place. My brain locks into automatic, and all I can think is that I need to get out of here.

      Except… didn’t Director Holden say that Connor had to keep me alive? Surely that applies to the Man in Black too? It might be the one thing that saves me. I try to keep my breathing even, and not let either of them see how scared I really am.

      “Remember what Holden said, Lakas. You’re convincing her to help us, not killing her. We need her for our plans,” says Connor, like he can read my thoughts.

      Lakas sneers at Connor. “I don’t want to kill her. Not yet. She has to pay first.”

      “Pay for what?” I ask, my voice cracking. “What did I ever do to you?”

      Lakas turns back to me, his eyes are burning with such hatred, I can’t help the shudder that rolls along my skin. “Your kind are evil. You deserve to pay for what dragons have done to my people.” His eyes are black and pitiless.

      “I haven’t done anything,” I say, unable to help myself. The fact that the desperate words were wrenched out of me proves that I’m much closer to the brink than I realize. Connor’s injections have been taking a toll. Fear and anger are my constant companions.

      “Your kind are all the same,” spits Lakas. “What one of you does, the others will do soon enough. If you haven’t killed someone who didn’t deserve it, or laid waste to someone else’s home… well, you will soon enough. I’m just protecting other people from your reckless actions.”

      Lakas steps forward, his smile revealing yellowed teeth and fetid breath. I’m so focused on his face, I don’t see his fist until it’s too late. It’s only my iron will that keeps me from screaming as he punches me.
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        * * *

      

      The world around me is blurry. Shapes are indistinct. Colors seem faded and wrong. I don’t know if it’s from the drugs they keep forcing on me, or because Lakas punched me one too many times last time he was in my cell.

      Either way, I feel like shit. I have bruises on my bruises. Cuts all over my body that hurt every time I move too much. Blood stuck in hard little pieces to my clothes. Sweat and dirt over my body. Burn marks that don’t heal like they should.

      I’m a dragon, for fuck’s sake. How can I be burned? They’re using some kind of magic, or maybe an Earthbound machine. I know it. My physical body is as weak as a kitten’s.

      All I can do is lie here and wait.

      Wait for Lakas to hurt me again.

      Because that’s become the one certainty in my life right now. That Lakas will return, and he will hurt me. He wants me to use the spell web for their gain. He wants me to use it to scare people. To kill people. To control them. To put the SIG in total domination over all supers in the world.

      But I refuse.

      That’s the one thing I know to be true.

      I refuse.

      Despite my determined thoughts, a tear leaks its way out of my eye, and I can’t even lift my arm to brush it away. I want to wipe it away, to erase the evidence of my weakness. And I want to be angry about the fact that I’m crying, angry that I’m scared about what will happen to me when Lakas comes back into the room.

      And he’ll be back.

      It’s like he can’t stay away. Like he has so much anger to take out on me, that he has to keep returning. I represent all the wrongs that the dragons of old did to him and his family.

      I’ve learned that Lakas hates all dragons with an equal burning passion. And I’m the symbol of every time someone he loved was killed or maimed. And it turns out the dragons of old killed all of his family.

      In a weird, twisted way, I get it. He’s angry, he lost everyone he loved, and now there’s a dragon right here for him to punish. He’s been holding onto this pain for centuries. And now that he’s got me here, he’s going to enjoy the process of tearing me apart, piece by piece. Inside and out.

      Except why did it have to be me?

      A shudder wracks my body, and I moan in pain. I hurt so bad. But I refuse to give in to him, or the director. I refuse to hurt anyone else but myself. If this is where my life ends, so be it. The spell web is killing me anyway.

      I won’t use it to hurt anyone else.

      The door opens. A rush of cold air hits me, and I gasp for breath. Lakas swoops into the room like a dark monster from my dreams. For all my big thoughts, I’m suddenly filled with a gasping kind of fear that I can’t control. He’s dressed in black, the same as the day he killed Liling, same as every day. The thought makes me wish I was stronger. That I could make him pay for killing my friend.

      But I’m not strong enough.

      I can’t think enough.

      All I can do is lie here and take what comes, and not give in.

      Lakas doesn’t mind either way. That’s the other thing I’ve learned.

      He wants me to resist, so he can get his retribution. So it all lasts longer.

      “Another delightful day, is it not, Mei?” he says with a smile, as if we’re meeting at a cafe instead of this horrifying metal box.

      I just stare at him, determined not to give him what he wants. No fear. No expression. I wish to hell and back that I didn’t have a tear track running down the side of my face.

      “Nothing to say?” He shrugs. “Then let us begin.”

      I close my eyes, and curl up inside my mind. I refuse to let him get to me. I focus on the humming vibrations that are a constant underneath me, and the metallic smell of everything around me. Even the stench of my own blood and stale sweat that clings to me. Everything to ignore Lakas and whatever else he might do to me.

      Which is why when he roughly injects something into my thigh, making it feel like I’ve just been stabbed, I jerk back in surprise. My eyes open wide and I glare up into his hawk-like face. Shudders wrack my body, and I hold in a scream—just.

      “That got your attention, didn’t it? Connor’s been working on another serum. He asked me to give it to you, see if it works.” Lakas peers down at me like I’m a bug he wants to crush. “I’m not entirely sure what it’s going to do to you.”

      I feel the serum filling my veins, but it doesn’t feel harmful like some of the other things they’ve given me. This one feels… relaxing. It makes me feel like I’m floating, the wind blowing through my hair. It actually feels kind of good.

      Part of my brain is flashing a warning that this is a trap, but most of me is too far gone to worry. I lean back and close my eyes. My muscles ease back and I melt into the hard foam mattress beneath me. I don’t like being relaxed around Lakas, but I can’t seem to keep my defenses up. If this is the purpose of Connor’s latest serum, it’s working. I feel like I’m hovering in the air, tethered to nothing and no-one.

      I can’t decide if it’s a scary feeling or if it’s good.

      At least it’s not painful.

      The feeling of floating is so strong, that I open my eyes just to make sure I’m still lying on the mattress. For a moment, everything is blurry, and I blink a few times, trying to get my bearings.

      And then I freak out—or at least as much as I can right now.

      The reason? I’m floating several feet in the air. Not only that. When I look down, I see my body right there below me, still lying on the mattress.

      What the hell kind of serum has Connor invented? A floating spell? A flying spell? People would pay millions for something like that.

      Except… How can I be up here, and down there at the same time?

      Did Connor’s serum kill me? Is this my soul floating away from my body? Am I dead?

      People would not pay millions for that.

      Below me, Lakas is frowning over my body, and he picks up my wrist, apparently worried about the same thing. He mutters to himself as he finds a pulse. I let out a relieved breath. At least I’m not dead.

      Except if I’m not dead, what the hell is happening?
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      And then suddenly, it gets worse.

      Without permission, my translucent floating body starts moving away from my physical one.

      I try to force it back, worried I might somehow become permanently separated, but I have no control over where it goes. It’s like an echo of my usual form, a little fuzzy around the edges, and it’s definitely not interested in listening to me, or doing what I want it to. I float up into the air, up to the top of the room, and then, when I’m half expecting to hit the ceiling and stop, I somehow melt through the roof, like I’m made of mist.

      And then I’m outside, in a murky otherworld so dim I have to squint to see anything. Wind is rushing through my body, and for a moment I’m confused… until I realize it’s because I’m on top of a speeding eighteen wheeler truck, my floating body somehow keeping pace with the enormous vehicle’s movement. The wind is just rushing air. Instinct makes me grab on to the top edge of the truck with one hand, and something about my panic makes my transparent hand actually do what I tell it.

      I look around, head and heart pounding, eyes wide. It’s a few moments before I can even think a coherent sentence. And then I’m stunned. I can move outside of my physical body. I’m free of the inside of that room. It all seems like a dream. How can this be real?

      Except I know it is. And I’ve solved the mystery of where I am.

      I’m inside a moving truck. That’s how they’ve been keeping me hidden.

      Suddenly it makes complete sense why no one has found me yet. A tiny section of my brain is impressed at the organization this would have taken. And then I remember everything else they’ve been doing to me, and I vow I’m going to take them down if it’s the last thing I do. I glance at the misty, blurred body that I’m currently inhabiting. It probably will be the last thing I do. Being separated from my physical body doesn’t seem like an auspicious start to the day.

      I look behind me. The big shipping container that hides my cell is locked onto the bed of a big black truck. There are large box-like chambers at each end which are crackling with energy along a force field over the outside of the container. That’s definitely what’s been holding my magic at bay. My dragon fire burns inside me, wanting to get out. But my magic doesn’t seem to work in this ethereal form. It’s back inside the truck with my physical body.

      Everything looks like a shadow of what it would look like in the real world. Where am I? What has Connor managed to do? Am I dying?

      I don’t feel like I’m dying, but you never know.

      “You’re not dying.” A delicious voice I can only describe as melted gold speaks inside my head.

      I almost let go of the hold I have on the truck, and look frantically around, trying to find where the voice came from. I don’t see anyone.

      “Who’s there? What do you want?” Is this how they’re going to do it? They’re going to drive me crazy and take the spell web from me while I’m distracted?

      “You’re not going crazy. You’re a dragon. You can leave your body and travel in the shadow realm.” Again the voice is inside my head, with no visible person for me to latch onto. It’s soothing and sweet, and I struggle to fight against the desire to just believe everything the voice is telling me. It could be another trick.

      “The what?” I scrunch up my face, trying not to freak out too much.

      “The shadow realm. A hidden plane of existence behind our physical world.”

      Shaking my head, I’m still trying to make sense of what she’s telling me. “I hear the words you’re saying, but they don’t make sense.”

      “I haven’t seen another dragon in here since… well, for a very long time.”

      It feels like the voice is speaking directly into my head, but I’m still searching around, trying to find the source of the words. “Why can’t I see you? How are you speaking to me?”

      “I no longer use a body in the shadow realm. It just gets in the way.”

      “In the way of what?”

      “Traveling.”

      “Who are you?”

      “My name is Aurelia.” The name rolls off her tongue like silk over my skin.

      “What kind of creature are you?”

      “I am a dragon,” the voice says patiently.

      I take a deep breath and realize she’d already told me that she was a dragon. I just wasn’t paying attention, I was too busy freaking out. “Is it only dragons who can travel in the shadow realm?”

      “Mostly. It takes practice and patience to get here.”

      “Or drugs,” I say caustically.

      “Is that how you found the shadow realm? Drugs?”

      “My kidnappers gave them to me. I didn’t even know this place existed.” I glare around me, wondering how they’ll be able to use me being in the shadow realm to their benefit.

      “Much dragon knowledge was lost in the Great Purge,” says Aurelia, her voice sad.

      Her words snatch my attention back to her. “You’re from before the Earthbound…?”

      There’s silence for a long moment, before Aurelia answers: “Yes. I have been trapped for a very long time.”

      I shiver. Or at least my transparent non-body shivers. “Where are you?”

      “I’m encased in lava inside a volcano, not far from here. I can’t go too far from my physical body these days.”

      “And you’re traveling in the… shadow realm? To get here with me?”

      “I have nothing else to do with my time. Ever since I woke from my hibernation I have been alone.”

      Her voice is soft, the sadness leaking into every syllable.

      “How long have you been alone?”

      “I don’t know, exactly. I went into hibernation, meaning to only sleep for a few months, then woke when the mountain erupted and lava began to flow. I tried to escape, but it was too late. I’ve been here ever since. I managed to hibernate again for a while, but I woke when the humans started making too much noise.”

      “Too much noise?”

      “Don’t you find that humans are noisy creatures?”

      I think about it for a moment. “I guess they are.” I look around at the landscape flashing past me. I’m in a city, a muted dark version of a city, with cars and trucks flashing past us, high rise buildings scraping at the sky. “Can you help me? Send someone to come find me? I’ve been kidnapped.”

      The voice sighs. “I wish I could help. But you’re the first person I’ve seen inside the shadow realm for many years. And those on the other side of the shadows don’t tend to see or hear us.”

      “They can’t hear us at all?” I think of Seth and my father. “I’m sure I know some people who’d be able to hear me,” I say confidently, despite a flutter of despair in my chest.

      Aurelia makes a sad sound. “I wish that were true. Then perhaps you could come rescue me, once you’d told your friends to rescue you.”

      “Then what do you suggest I do?” I snap.

      “Rescue yourself,” she says simply. “You have more chance of getting out of your predicament than I do of getting out of mine.”

      “If I can’t talk to anyone, can’t touch anything, and can’t control where I go, how on earth am I going to rescue myself?”

      “Well, I can teach you to control where you go. And sometimes, in the beginning, I used to be able to touch things, so I can try to teach you that as well.”

      “But I still won’t be able to talk to anyone?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “How do I—” Suddenly, before I can even finish my sentence, a swirling wind builds up around me and I’m being dragged back inside the truck, back down into my body. It hurts like a motherfucker and I can’t hold in this scream.

      Agony burns over my whole body, all through my internal organs. It even feels like the blood in my veins is throbbing. I’m stiff as a board and my body is shaking involuntarily. I don’t know how to make it stop. Am I having some kind of fit? It feels like someone has zapped me with electricity, and then beaten my body with a baseball bat.

      Maybe a baseball bat that’s been electrified?

      I can barely think over the pain ricocheting through my body, and all I can do is breathe through it, trying to survive.

      Eventually, it subsides. The shaking stops and my body softens. I open my eyes, trying to figure out if this is because of something Lakas has been doing to me. But Lakas has left the room, and there don’t seem to be any gaping holes in my stomach or other injection needle sites on my visible skin. No doubt it was boring messing with someone who was completely unconscious.

      The pain I just experienced must be a hazard of leaving the shadow realm and returning to my physical body. How does Aurelia handle it? She must be really bored if she’s willing to put up with feeling like that every time she leaves her physical body.

      Or maybe just desperate after being locked inside lava for hundreds of years.

      I shudder, trying to imagine what it must be like to be stuck like that, unable to move for hundreds of years. I’ve been here for days, maybe a week or two and I’m about to crack. Locked in place with no way out, and no one to come save you; it must be hell. No wonder she’s willing to put up with the agony, if that’s what’s happened to her.

      But for me, I’m not that desperate. I’m still hopeful I can find a way out of this room. For a start, I now know I’m on a truck. Surely that information will help me? I could try to find a way out the door, and overcome the driver. Or maybe someone will figure it out and rescue me?

      No need to put myself through the excruciating pain of returning to my body if I still have other options.

      I lean back on the hard metal bed, and close my eyes, trying to breathe through the last of the pain, hounded by the secret fear that maybe I really am that desperate.
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      My body aches for a long time after I return to it, but I eventually manage to fall asleep. My dreams are strange swirling patterns in gold and silver. A dragon’s eye is staring at me, and then a mountain explodes with lava. The boom of the lava exploding into the air jerks me awake—except I’m not in my physical body, I’m back up above the truck, floating in my see-through shadow form.

      “You’re back,” says Aurelia’s disembodied voice.

      “You’re still here.” I grab a hold of the top of the truck, to keep from falling off the side.

      “I thought I’d follow your truck, see where you were going.”

      “And?”

      “They don’t seem to be going anywhere. They’re driving around in circles.”

      I look around, trying to spot some kind of landmark I recognize, but it’s all unfamiliar. The shadows make it harder to see anything clearly. “Where are we?”

      “I don’t know the name of the city. In my time, such places did not exist.”

      “Is this area your home? Where you grew up?”

      “Yes. It was a beautiful place when I was a dragonet.” Her tone implies it is not beautiful now.

      “How long can you stay in the shadow realm?” I ask, trying to figure out why I was pulled back, and why I’m here again.

      “I can stay here all day. But that has taken me a long time.”

      “Why did it pull me back into my body? Was it the drugs wearing off?”

      “I do not know about the drugs. But when you first start traveling in the shadow realm, your physical body tries to pull your shadow body back to it. It does not like being separated from its soul.”

      “My soul?” I don’t like the sound of that either.

      “It is eminently practical, your physical body. If something happens to you in the shadow realm, your body will die as well.”

      “I could die in here?” I squeak out the words in surprise, glancing around me as the scenery flashes by. My fingers tighten on the edge of the truck.

      “Not in the same way you can die in the real world.”

      “Then how? How could I die in here?”

      There’s a sigh, and then a swishing noise. Suddenly a shadow appears beside me on the top of the truck. “You can die if you stay too long away from your physical body. If you get too far away from it. If you accidentally merge with a shadow that’s much larger than you. That kind of thing. No bullets or knives will kill you here.”

      The shadow looks small and indistinct, like she can’t quite remember how she looks any more. I can make out long hair, and that she’s short, like me. She’s in her human form, not in dragon form, which I find curious, because I’m pretty sure dragons can only hibernate in dragon form.

      “How come you’re in your human form?”

      “I can choose between my shapes. I like to fly as a dragon. But if I’m to be stuck on top of a truck next to you, I choose to be in my smaller form.”

      Makes sense. I nod.

      “What is your name, baby dragon?”

      “Mei Walker.”

      “And why have they kidnapped you?”

      “They want my power. I have the spell web inside me, and they want to control it.”

      Aurelia hisses like I said I was a baby killer, then disappears from beside me.

      Too late, I remember how much the other older dragons hate the spell web. It’s the reason the Earthbound were able to slaughter so many of them three hundred years ago. “Wait! Don’t go. It’s not like that.”

      “What it is like, Mei Walker? Are you planning to kill off the dragons a second time?”

      “No, no! Of course not. I took over the spell web from some bad people. There was a time when I thought maybe we’d be better off without it… But I learned that the humans leave us alone if they forget about us. The spell web isn’t so bad.” I hesitate. “Well, except for the fact that it’s killing me.”

      Aurelia comes closer again, the shadows shifting cautiously around her face. “It’s killing you? And still you keep it?”

      “I don’t know how to get rid of it,” I admit.

      “You are a strange dragon, Mei Walker.”

      “So they tell me,” I mutter.

      “What is your plan to escape?”

      I look around, trying to use the flashing landscape as inspiration. At least I know what kind of a room I’m in. “I don’t know. But I need to do something soon. I don’t think my friends will find me if I’m moving around like this.”

      “Perhaps I can teach you a few things to help?”

      I glance at the strange blurred face beside me. “That would be great, Aurelia.” I’m not sure if she can teach me anything useful, but any information has to help right now.

      “First thing is to build up how much time you can spend here, and to control when you leave and when you go back.”

      I shake my head. “I fell asleep and just found myself back here.”

      “It is possible to control it. And it doesn’t hurt as much going back in, if you’re the one in control of the process, not your physical body.”

      “Yes, please, teach—” Suddenly the same swirling wind as yesterday starts to suck me back into my body. “No!” I yell, trying to hold onto the shadow realm.

      “Don’t fight it, it just makes it worse,” says Aurelia. “I’ll see you again soon.”

      And then I’m being sucked back into my physical body inside the truck, the pain as my soul clicks back into my body making me scream. The agonizing electrical currents run through me, and I’m shaking and shuddering just like I did last time.

      Except this time, I know it’s possible for it not to hurt like that, and I’m determined to get back to the shadow realm. I need to find a way to escape; the shadow realm and my new dragon friend seem to be the best possible way right now.

      I take deep breaths, trying to ignore the pain pulsing through my nerve endings. It’s not easy to relax through the throbbing spasms but at least now I know next time I go to the shadow realm, maybe it will be.
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      “All you have to do is concentrate, Mei.” The frustration is clear in Aurelia’s voice.

      “It’s not that easy! You’ve been doing this for a long time. How long did it take you to learn the basics?” I’ve been trying for the past hour or so to concentrate, but nothing is working. Not the way Aurelia seems to think it should.

      “We were taught to wander the shadow realm when we were children. It was a basic dragon skill in my clan.”

      “Well, maybe not everyone can do it,” I mutter. “Because this doesn’t feel like a basic skill.”

      “You made it into the shadow realm, that’s the hard part. Now all you need is to concentrate a little harder, and you’ll be able to move wherever you want to go.”

      “I don’t think it’s that easy.”

      “Something is blocking you then. You’re maybe even blocking yourself. Why would you be scared to do this?”

      I take a breath, even though my misty transparent body in the shadow realm doesn’t need to breathe. It’s apparently a habit I can’t break.

      Why would I be blocking the ability to move?

      “Could it be the spell web?” I ask suddenly. It’s still pulsing inside my body, even though I’m blocked from using its power. “I can’t access it because of the machine they’ve got inside the truck. I’m surprised I can even do this, usually those machines block all dragon powers. My physical body is as weak as a kitten.”

      Aurelia murmurs and mutters to herself. The indistinct, hazy body she’s taken to using for my benefit paces the top of the truck like we aren’t going sixty miles an hour on the highway. I prefer to lie down and hold on, like I did the first time, even though Aurelia keeps telling me it isn’t necessary.

      “I don’t think it’s the spell web. It could be the machines I suppose, but if anything, they should have blocked your ability to get into the shadow realm, and you’re here anyway. No, I think you’re doing it to yourself, for some reason.”

      She turns and stomps in my direction, then sits down next to me, crossing her legs. She leans forward, giving me a clearer view of her strange face with no distinguishable features except golden eyes that are boring into mine. “Why are you scared to move around, to go back to the people you love?”

      Anger prickles along my spine. “I’m not scared. I just don’t want them to get hurt trying to rescue me. Lakas is a bad man. He’d love to get his hands on Seth. He’d torture him to within an inch of his life, just to see what he could do to a phoenix.”

      “Ah, so you’re protecting them? Is that something you do often? Protect people?”

      I hesitate. “I don’t like people to be hurt,” I mutter. “And I really hate bullies.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” I can hear the amusement in Aurelia’s voice. “This isn’t about getting them to rescue you. They won’t be able to see you. This is about extending your skills in the shadow realm so you can rescue yourself.”

      “What if I could find someone who could hear⁠—”

      “You’re not stronger than me. I’ve been here for centuries. And I’ve never been able to find anyone who can hear me.”

      I stare out at the billboards rushing past us on the highway. I’m starting to recognize a few of the signs. The truck is driving around and around whatever city we’re in. The words on the billboards are dark and indistinct, like the shadow realm doesn’t want us to know exactly where we are. But I recognize the giant tomato and the smiling face of a woman from an ad I’ve seen before on television. At least that’s something. “I still don’t know what city I’m in,” I say quietly.

      “You’re somewhere near me, and I know where I am.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Mt Hood, Oregon.”

      I blink. “That’s not what I thought you were going to say. That’s across the other side of the country from where they kidnapped me. How did I get here?”

      “I don’t know the answer to that. But I do know that I can’t reach beyond a certain point. I can’t reach New York, and believe me, I’ve tried.”

      “Why New York?”

      “That’s where my family moved after I disappeared. Before… you know.”

      I nod. I do know. Before the Earthbound killed all the dragons.

      “But my point is that you won’t be putting anyone in danger by connecting to them. You won’t even be able to tell them you’re there. But it might help you gather useful intelligence. It might help you escape.”

      I nod. She’s right. I need to clear my mind of the fears I have for all my friends and family. They can’t help me now, even if they wanted to. I have to help myself. And it starts with this.

      Taking another breath—that I still don’t need—I focus on a person, just like Aurelia told me to. Seth. I picture his face, his gold-flecked hazel eyes, the scar down his cheek, his strong jawline. The determination to do the right thing that’s practically etched into the lines on his face. The smile he saves just for me on his otherwise serious face.

      And then suddenly I’m moving, so fast, I can’t see anything around me. There’s a whooshing sound, and then it stops just as fast as it began. I’m in a dark, damp cave. It takes a moment to adjust to the darkness before I see a shape near me.

      Seth is lying on the ground, curled up in his human form like a cat in front of the fire. My heart leaps. He survived the confrontation with the demons. Relief surges through me, and I realize I’d been afraid of what I might discover. What if Seth had been dead?

      But he’s not, he’s alive, lying here below me, wrapped up in a tight little ball⁠—

      But something is very wrong. Muted flames surround Seth’s body, like he got partway through shifting to his phoenix form and then lost momentum. He’s making a keening sound that breaks my heart. His eyepatch is crooked, and I can see part of his scarred eye. What’s the matter with him? He seems lost. Like he doesn’t know which way to go.

      I kneel next to him, and hold out one hand, wishing I could touch him, let him know I’m here. His pain is my pain, and tears start to run down my cheeks.

      “Seth, what’s the matter? What’s happened?” I whisper.

      He looks up. His one remaining flame-filled eye stares around the room, like he’s looking for something. “Mei?” he whispers.

      My floating body shudders. Can he hear me? “I’m here Seth. I’m here with you. It’s okay, it’s going to be okay.” The words come bursting out of me. It feels like my heart is being torn in half. He looks so broken.

      He peers around the cave, eyes wide and hopeful. And then it’s like his whole body sinks in on itself. “She’s not here,” he growls in an angry undertone. “She’s gone, you idiot, and you can’t find her. She’s probably dead. It’s been so long, they probably killed her already.” He gives off a keening moan, scrunching his eyes shut, and rocking back and forth in a tight ball. “I should’ve protected her better. I shouldn’t have left her. She’s everything to me. Why did I leave her?” His tone is angry and desperate and he slams into his head with one palm. The sound of the slap echoes around the cave. “I did this to her. It’s my fault she’s dead.”

      “No, no,” I say, trying to calm him down. “Seth, it’s not your fault. You had to fight the demons. It was Director Holden. And Lakas and Connor.”

      Seth puts both hands up to his head, and is cradling it now. “It’s not real. She’s not here.” Silent tears are flowing down his face. “I miss her so much. I should have protected her.”

      He can really hear me. The thought blows my mind. That’s definitely not what Aurelia said I’d be able to do. “I’m okay, Seth. I’m going to escape and get back to you, I promise,” I whisper. Where are the others? Why is no one looking after Seth? How could they⁠—

      It suddenly occurs to me that maybe there’s no one else to look after him. That maybe he was the only one who survived the battle with the demons in Newport News. The thought sends a chill down my spine.

      I need to figure out what’s happening.

      I take a moment to look around, to work out where Seth is. I see a familiar section of the rocky wall and recognize the cave; it’s the one we rested in after the attack on the revolution headquarters by Lakas and the Earthbound. That’s strange as well. Aurelia said she couldn’t go far from her volcano, and here I am, hundreds of miles away from where my body is being driven around.

      I feel the spell web swell inside me, like it’s trying to tell me something. I might not be able to use it, or access it like I used to be able to, but I think it’s giving me extra abilities here in the shadow realm. A small leap of excitement goes through my chest. What else can I do here? And how can I use it to help me escape?

      “I’m alive, Seth. I’m going to get free and I’m coming back to you, don’t worry.”

      Seth moans and puts his hands to his head. I take a step back. I’m making him worse. He
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DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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