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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!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      With love to Peter and Zoey for making the journey interesting…
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      We've been driving for hours.

      The only reason I know this is because last time I was awake it was light, and now it's dark outside the little blue van that my father—or more likely Si—organized for us.

      My dreams confuse me; full of flashes of light and people chasing me, so at first, I’m relieved I’ve woken up.

      Then it’s like a tidal wave of memories washes over me and I close my eyes again, trying not to drown in them.

      I’m the last of the dragons.

      On the run from powerful enemies.

      And I have no idea if I can survive the change on my own.

      I take careful breaths, trying to stay calm. But I’m lying here half slumped over at a weird angle. If I could feel more of my body, I’d probably have pins and needles in really uncomfortable places. Sleep is crusted at the corners of my eyes, and I have a pounding headache.

      There’s nothing I can do about any of these things.

      As it is, I can barely open my eyelids.

      Black dots appear in front of my eyes, and blood pounds in my ears.

      I've never felt more vulnerable, not even when Vincent locked me at the bottom of a water chamber with no air and no way out.

      Seth's in the driver's seat beside me, his eyes focused on the road like he's looking for treasure in the darkness.

      Or maybe a needle in a haystack?

      His hair is tousled, as if he’s been running his hands through it, and when he glances down at me, his eyes are bloodshot.

      He gives me a half smile. “You’re awake. You okay?”

      I try to move my mouth to say something, but all that comes out is a low moan.

      I can't speak or move.

      Despite the fact that my father assured me it’s all part of the transformation process, I gasp in breaths like the air is about to run out.

      I’m completely trapped.

      No way to communicate, no way to save myself.

      Seth looks between me and the road then back again. “Mei, it’s okay. It’s going to be okay. Just take a deep breath.” He reaches out and grasps my hand in his.

      His touch eases my panic, and I manage to take a few deep breaths.

      I’m not completely helpless—Seth is here with me, and Si and my father will catch up to us soon. Together we’ll be able to solve this mess.

      I’m not alone any more.

      My pulse returns to normal, and I manage to slow down the whirlwind of thoughts twisting through my head.

      I blink twice.

      "That’s better. We’re almost there." He turns back to the road, but his other hand clenches on the steering wheel.

      My attempt to nod is a minuscule movement of my head.

      I don't even know if Seth can tell I moved at all.

      I look outside, realizing I can see better than usual in the dark night. I can tell it's night, but shapes and colors are still visible. Buildings and other cars flash by, and I notice every little detail.

      “We're going to be fine. They didn't follow us.” He hesitates and then glances at me again. “The coordinates your father gave us were wrong. They were in the sea.”

      He takes a deep breath. “You were asleep, so I decided to keep going and pick up the box from my brother. I figure it might have something that will help us.”

      I try to understand what he’s telling me, but I feel like my brain is struggling to find purchase in a giant bowl of slippery goo.

      Through sheer force of will, I stay composed, despite the thoughts raging through my head, crossing over each other and making me wish I could find an off-button. Everything has spiraled out of control so fast, I almost don’t know which way is up.

      Taking a deep breath, I force myself to concentrate on just one thing: the wooden box. Before we went to see my father, we mailed the box to Seth's brother. I'm not sure why we did it, other than instinct. We had a feeling that something might go wrong, and we didn't want the box to fall into the wrong hands.

      Lucky we did, because it would have fallen into the wrong hands.

      Going for the box makes sense; I need to find a dragon nest, or I’m not going to survive the change. The box is the only other place that might have useful information.

      But a nasty little voice of doubt rises in my head.

      If the coordinates my father had were wrong, what chance is there that the box will tell us something more?

      My breaths start coming short and sharp again, and I close my eyes, trying to ignore the terrible nagging fear.

      I have to focus on what I can control.

      Seth’s right, we need the carved box that Jeff left me. I need to know more about being a dragon.

      Emotion whirls through me, bright and glad and fearful all at once.

      I'm a dragon.

      When we looked through the box last time, I was pretty convinced I wasn't a dragon—or at least I didn't know—which made the information inside less valuable to me.

      Right now? I wish I'd memorized every damn line of text inside that box.

      I peer at Seth. Does he still have the ring? I didn't dare ask for it back after what I did last time I wore it. And I have no way of knowing if the Supernatural Intelligence Group took it off him when they captured us.

      It's not like I can ask right now.

      "We're almost at Newport News," Seth assures me. "But we can't just turn up in the middle of the night. My brother won’t look kindly on us waking up his family. We'll have to wait in the van a while."

      He's chatting at me, his words going a mile a minute. It's the most I've heard him say at one time. I probably look like hell; I guess he's scared I'm going to die.

      Me too.

      “My brother, he's pretty opinionated,” Seth says. “We... uh... We don't always get along that well. I might have to leave you in the van, because I don't know how I'll explain you to him otherwise. I feel like I'm kidnapping you as it is.” He glances over at me and makes a face. “How would the conversation go? ‘Oh yeah, Mike, she's completely unable to move any part of her body. Why? Well, it's because she's about to turn into a dragon.’ Not likely.”

      I wish I could speak, to tell him it's fine and that I don't mind.

      To say anything at all.

      He seems a little wild at the moment, like he's on the verge of falling apart, but he's holding it together by a hairsbreadth.

      He hasn't told me much about his brother, other than that he works at the massive shipbuilding company that employs a large proportion of people in the city.

      I'm beginning to think the mild disagreement I'd been imagining might be slightly less than the truth.

      “I’ll try to be fast. In and out. We don't have much time.”

      I nod again. At least in my head. My body doesn't actually move much.

      We drive in silence for a while.

      “You're going to be fine, Mei. We'll laugh about this when it's all over.”

      His eyes meet mine. The wildness is still there.

      I want to lift my hand to cover his, to give him the comfort he’s given me.

      To let him know I'm here.

      Nothing moves.

      I can't help it—tears well in my eyes and a single drop falls over the edge and rolls down my cheek.

      The salty water burns my skin as it travels down my face.

      I've never experienced anything like this before in my life.

      I'm here, I can see and understand what is going on, but I can't move a muscle.

      I can't participate.

      Seth reaches out and wipes away the tear. “Don't cry, Mei. You're going to be fine.” He grasps my hand again.

      My brain sends signals down to my hand, and I try to grip him a little tighter. I don't know if it works.

      Now that I can't speak, the words I want to say are burning themselves into my brain. He's been there for me since he started. He followed me into every single place I dragged him.

      We've known each other for less than a month, and I already can't imagine life without him.

      I don't know what that means, but I know I'm glad he's the one who's here with me.

      We're on the freeway, and signs of the city we’re approaching are all around us. I try to ask how far it is, but nothing happens. Tears well again, but my pride won't let me actually cry again. I don't like the fact that I did it before.

      I've never been to Newport News. It's the kind of place Jeff always avoided because of the huge human military presence. You never know what they know and don't know about supers, he always said.

      Imagine what would happen if they discovered that dragons are real. I would be an amazing prize for them, I’m sure. What kind of things would the human military do with that information? Would they do tests on me? Keep me caged up like the Earthbound? Would they try to use me against other countries? I shudder at the thought. Maybe they'd just be afraid and try to kill me.

      They would be just another group to add to the growing list of people who want me dead.

      Seth gets off the freeway and takes the van on a twisting route through the suburbs. Eventually he stops outside a brick-and-tile home on a street filled with similar houses.

      He cuts the engine and just sits there, staring at the house.

      “It's my family home. My dad travelled a bit, and my mom refused to join in, despite marrying into the military. So she stayed here, and my dad came back whenever he could. When he retired, they moved to Florida and gave the house to my brother.”

      This is where he grew up.

      I look at the house through new eyes, greedily taking in the big oak tree in the front yard, the toys scattered around, and the swing set visible on one side.

      This is what staying in one place looks like.

      "We'll wait here until it's light enough to go in." Seth glances at his watch.

      I would nod if I could, but I can't, so I just slump to one side and close my eyes.

      I'm half asleep, dreaming of fire and death, when a loud thump makes the van shudder.

      My eyes flick open, and adrenaline rushes through my body, even though I'm completely helpless.

      Seth’s door is yanked open. The overhead light goes on, blinding me momentarily.

      A big, broad shape crowds the doorway, the spell web pulsing wildly over the outline. One enormous hand is holding a handgun pointed directly at Seth's chest.

      Inside my head, I’m screaming.
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      “Who the hell are you, and why are you sitting outside my house?” a gravelly voice barks at us.

      Seth has his hands in the air, palms out. “Dammit, Mike, it's me, Seth. We're just waiting for it to get light.”

      The handgun wavers and then lowers. “Fuck, bro. Tracey has been freaking out. She's convinced you're about to rob us.” He checks me out, his sharp eyes taking in every detail. “Who’s that? Why’s she sitting funny?”

      "Long story." Seth shrugs, as if that covers everything. "We've come to collect the box I mailed to you."

      "What box?" Mike looks genuinely confused, and my heart sinks.

      "Stop messing with me, Mike. I know it's here. We need it." Seth's voice is hard, and he is angrier than I’ve ever seen him. I watch his brother and eventually see it. A little spark tells me Seth is right. Mike's putting on a good act, but he has the box. Relief shivers through me.

      "You coming in? Trace would never forgive you if you didn't say hi to her and the kids." He shifts back, and I get a better look at him. He’s got short jet black hair and eyes so dark, they’re almost black as well. Despite his broad shape, his features are angular, sharp…intelligent.

      “We're in a hurry. I'll say hi, grab the box, and leave again."

      Mike jerks the gun toward me. "What about her? You not going to bring your girlfriend in?"

      Seth shakes his head. "She needs her rest. She's not feeling well, and can't walk very far. That's why I need to hurry."

      His brother shakes his head right back at Seth. "You can't leave her in the car, man. That's just plain rude. And dangerous. You never know what kind of lowlifes are roaming the neighborhood, especially if she can't walk. I'll carry her in, if you're not strong enough to do it yourself."

      I watch the emotions swim across Seth's face, fascinated by the way his brother is able to manipulate him so easily. I've never seen anything like it, even from Jeff.

      "I'll carry her in," Seth relents, his voice terse. "But we can't stay long, Mike. And Mei isn't well. She can't speak or move, so don't expect anything of her."

      Mike's eyes widen. "What the hell did you do to her, bro?"

      "Nothing," Seth snaps, clearly at the end of his patience. "She's going to be fine. We just need that box, and we'll be on our way."

      Seth comes around to the passenger seat and unclicks the seat belt. My whole body slides over, and my face crashes into Seth's shoulder. I’m completely unable to stop myself. I want to cry out, but no sound emerges from my frozen lips.

      "I'm sorry, Mei,” Seth murmurs in my ear. “He's like a dog with a bone. He won't let it go if I don't bring you in.”

      I hang limply in his arms, my head leaning against his chest. I want to say something, but nothing comes out, and Seth walks steadily toward the front door, following his brother's footsteps.

      Inside, the house is friendly and cozy. Noisy too. Several children of varying sizes are running around, yelling and chasing each other. It takes me a few moments to work out how many there actually are—four. It seemed like double that number at first. I've never seen anything like it.

      Seth places me carefully on a sofa in the lounge. He smooths one hand down the side of my cheek, a soft touch that I barely feel. I want to move closer, to get more of him.

      "Stay here, don't move," he whispers with a wry smile, his hazel eyes staring intently into mine. They look more fiery today than usual.

      My head lolls back on the sofa and I wish I could make a smart comment in reply. Or even just give him a slap. A glare would do.

      He obviously sees something in my eyes, because he lets out a tiny snort of laughter, his eyes crinkling in the first sign of real amusement since I woke in the car.

      “I know, I know. Terrible joke.” He glances toward an arched doorway into what looks like the kitchen and then back at me. “I’ll be quick. We’ll be on the road again soon.” He heads through the arch and out of sight.

      A woman's loud screech is followed by a tumble of words so fast I can't make them out. I gather she's telling him off for parking outside, scaring her to death, not visiting more often, and in general not allowing her to bake him more cakes. His sister-in-law seems interesting.

      "Now where's this girl Mike's been telling me about? Why didn't you bring her in here?"

      "She wouldn't be able to sit up in here, Tracey. She's in the other room."

      The sound of determined footsteps is the only warning I get before a curvy woman bursts into the lounge. She has curly blonde hair and a smiling face with unusual eyes. She stops short in front of me, and her eyes narrow. I look up at her and my heart falters for a moment. She's completely covered by the spell web, and it's glowing bright and strong. She's a not only a full super, she’s also really powerful.

      And not just any super. She's one of the sharp-eyed eagle shifters who often see more than they're supposed to. Jeff always swore when he recognized their distinctive features—golden-hazel eyes, a sharp nose, and slightly pointed ears. They're more trouble than they're worth, he always said.

      This one seems like she's going to be trouble. She touches my cheek, turning my face so I'm looking directly into her eyes. "You're that girl they've been looking for, aren't you?"

      Even if I'd been able to, I wouldn't have moved. Her eyes are mesmerizing. Their depths swirl in a constant motion that makes me want to tell her everything I know. It's lucky I can't talk.

      I glance desperately to one side, trying to will Seth to come into the room with us.

      I’d known his brother would have some supernatural powers, given Seth's patchy spell web covering. I'd been expecting something similarly patchy and vague. The fact that Mike's spell web glows strong and bright over his entire body is a surprise, but not unheard-of. That he’s married to another full super? It indicates knowledge of the supernatural world that isn’t helpful.

      As far as the supernatural community is concerned, I’m some kind of outlaw, a fugitive from justice. And there is nothing an eagle likes more than justice and truth. Suddenly the decision to come here seems stupid.

      Where the hell is Seth?

      The eagle—Tracey—leans in closer. "What's the matter with you?" she asks. "Why aren't you moving?"

      I blink. It’s all I’m capable of.

      Seth bursts back into the room and glances from Tracey to me. "What's the matter?" he asks.

      "What have you gotten yourself tangled up in, Seth?" Tracey asks, her arms crossed over her chest. At least she isn't focused on me anymore.

      "What do you mean?"

      "She's in trouble. And if you're with her, so are you."

      Seth shakes his head. "It's not what you think."

      "How do you know what I think?" She takes a step toward Seth. "Except for the fact that you've brought a dangerous criminal into my home, introduced her to my kids."

      From her tone, Tracey thinks I’m worse than bringing home a serial killer.

      "She's not dangerous, Tracey. And it's not as bad as you're making out."

      "There have been reports all night, bulletins saying to lock our doors and not to let strangers come near us. Because of her." Tracey points one long, shaking finger at me. If I'd been able to move, I would have stood up right then and left. But this is Seth's family. He doesn't see that Tracey has already decided about me. He needs to explain what’s happening to them, to make them understand.

      "I wouldn't endanger the kids, Tracey. I would never do anything that might hurt the kids."

      It's only then I notice that the sounds of the house, of kids running and playing, have stopped. Mike seems to have disappeared as well, leaving Tracey to face Seth. The silence feels heavy, ominous, and I know something is wrong.

      I try to move, to talk, to tell Seth that we're in trouble. But I can't. Nothing moves, no sound emerges. I start blinking, trying to get Seth to notice the flickering of my lashes. But his eyes are focused on Tracey. He's desperate to convince her.

      I hear the cars before Seth does. The squealing tires as they turn the corner onto the street gives them away. The flashing lights draw his attention as they screech to a halt outside.

      Seth turns toward the window and then back to Tracey. "What have you done?" he whispers, his face going pale.

      "What's right," she answers staunchly.

      "You have no idea what you've done. Those people out there will kill us. Kill me. They are not on our side, on the side of supernaturals." Seth rushes toward me and gathers me into his arms.

      Behind him, Tracey stands motionless, hesitating for the first time.

      "Get me the box, Tracey." Seth's voice is hard, uncompromising.

      "I don't⁠—"

      "Get me the fucking box!" Seth's voice slices like a knife through the air.

      Tracey jerks and runs back into the kitchen. At first I think she's gone for good, but she returns with the carved box in her hands.

      "I'm going out through the tunnel. If you have any love for me left inside you, it will remain a family secret." Seth doesn't even glance at Tracey before storming toward the hallway stairs. I look back and see the shock on her face.

      He pushes his way into the cupboard under the stairs, shutting the door firmly behind us. It’s tight and awkward and musty-smelling. Outside I can hear sirens and more cars squealing to a halt on the road. My muscles twitch painfully as my body tries to react to my fear and adrenaline. Seth moves toward the back of the cupboard, accidentally knocking my head on a couple of coats and something harder that feels like it might be a hockey stick.

      He faces the back wall, moving me around in his arms so he can use one hand. I can't see what he does with the handle, but a door clicks open, and seconds later we're in a dark tunnel heading down into the earth below us. It’s even more musty smelling in here, the air so heavy and damp I can feel it on my skin. When he shuts the door, we're in complete darkness.

      "I don't think she'll say anything. But just in case she does, we have to hurry,” whispers Seth, his voice ragged. He’s still really mad.

      I blink, even though I know he can't see me. I hope he’s right about his family not giving us away. I’m still trying to figure out where we’re going and why there’s a secret family tunnel.

      Seth strides down the sloping tunnel like he can see in the pitch black. Maybe he can. This night has been so full of surprises about Seth and his family, I’m starting to realize I don’t know anything about him. But then I hear him counting paces under his breath. It’s not magic or special powers that’s helping him down this tunnel so quickly, it’s just math. Si would appreciate that.

      At around fifteen paces, we come up against a wall. Seth turns confidently to the left and holds me tight against him as he clicks open another door. I take a deep breath and his spicy gunpowder scent fills my nostrils. My heart pounds in my chest, the beat echoing through my whole body. It’s the only part of me still able to move.

      Seth shifts sideways to get us both through the door and then closes it behind us. There's a small shelf on the wall, and he angles himself so he can grab a torch from it. "I hope they've been changing the batteries like they're supposed to," he growls.

      I want to ask why on Earth his family has a series of hidden tunnels under their house and why he thinks Tracey won't tell our pursuers that we're down here, despite clearly having called them. I want to know what the hell’s going on that I’m missing. I want to yell and scream and kick and punch.

      But I just lie in his arms, more useless than I have ever been in my entire life.
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      At the end of the tunnel, a set of keys hangs on the wall—Seth grabs them awkwardly with one hand and pushes open the metal door with his shoulder. We emerge into a garage with three cars and a motorbike parked neatly inside.

      Seth doesn’t even hesitate, heading straight for the middle vehicle, a dark blue four-wheel drive. His hands are gentle as he carefully places me in the passenger seat.

      He buckles up my seat belt and puts the wooden box at my feet. As he closes the door, I slowly slide to the side, ending up on a weird lean. No matter what I do, I can’t move a muscle, or even tell Seth there’s a problem. I try to scream in frustration—nothing but a low moan emerges from my mouth. It feels like there’s a hole being burned inside my chest, and I don’t know if it’s part of changing into a dragon, or just my frustration and anger at not being able to do anything.

      Seth climbs into the cab on the other side, pressing a button on the keys, before turning the ignition.

      The garage door silently opens behind us.

      I can't see what's outside, but we've walked a fair distance from the house. Still, I prepare myself for a speeding car chase in which I’ll be knocked around like a child’s doll. My breathing starts to get a little ragged as I imagine the sharp twists and turns and what it might do to my unresponsive lump of a body.

      As we reverse out the driveway, I catch a glimpse of other houses, but no cars or sirens. We must have gone to the street behind the house somehow. Again, I wonder exactly why Seth and his family need a secret exit and getaway cars. It’s a mystery I’m gonna be compelled to solve—once I can move again.

      We’re driving down a leafy suburban street and away from Seth’s old family home. My heart is pumping in my chest, and sweat is dripping down my neck and back. It itches, little pin pricks of irritation that I can’t touch no matter how much I desperately wish I could. He’s driving like a grandmother, probably going exactly the speed limit.

      The leather on the seat sticks to the skin on my arm and helps me to hold my position, half slumped next to Seth. I keep waiting for sirens to wail behind us and for Seth to slam his foot on the accelerator. He's concentrating on driving his eyes flicking to the rear vision mirror, like he’s expecting a car chase any second as well.

      Before long, we're cruising along the freeway. After a while, I let out a long breath. We seem to have escaped.

      Seth glances over at me, his face serious. “I really thought it would be safe to go see them. I can’t believe they called the SIG.”

      I blink twice to let him know it’s fine, that he couldn’t have known. Hell, I would have called the SIG for help a couple of weeks ago. Now the world has gone mad and they’re hunting me down like I’m a killer.

      Seth turns back to the road and keeps driving.

      There's a clock on the dash, and I watch the glowing numbers click over from one number to the next for a long time. There's nothing else I can do. We've been driving for about an hour; the sun is shining through the windscreen directly into my eyes and the radio is driving me nuts with its super-happy DJs.

      "We need to stop and look through the box," Seth says. "It might have a clue to where we're supposed to be going."

      I blink my agreement.

      "I think we have to find the nest," he says hesitantly.

      I blink again. I know what he means. Without a nest, I don’t think I can survive the change. My dad was pretty clear on that point.

      The next visible lights at the side of the freeway turn out to be a cheap-looking motel, so Seth turns into the concrete forecourt. He parks outside the reception building, coming back with a set of keys and directions to our room.

      It's down the far end of the two-story block of units, and I'm grateful. I don't want any witnesses to see how pathetic I am.

      Once he’s carried me inside the tiny room, he lays me down on the double bed, and I let out a sigh of relief. It’s musty and weird-smelling and the bed squeaks a protest, but I don't care. This is the most comfortable I've been since we left the hotel with Si and my father.

      Thinking of my father makes me wish he was here with us. He might have been a terrible dad, but he helped us escape the SIG when it counted, and he’s been preparing for this situation for years.

      He’ll know how to figure this out, and he might even have an idea where another nest might be.

      “I’ll ring the others on the burner phone,” Seth says, pulling out the mobile phone we bought just before being found at the hotel by the SIG. He’s just as anxious to meet back up with them as I am.

      “Hi, Si? It’s Seth.”

      There's silence as he listens to the reply.

      "We're at a motel." His answer is short. I can hear someone talking on the other end, and it's not making Seth's face any less stressed.

      "Is this line secure?" He pauses. "Okay. All right, yes. We're at the Happy Hibiscus Inn, about two hours from Newport News." I can tell he's reluctant to give the information.

      "Okay. Okay. Yes, I'll tell her. See you soon."

      Seth's expression is serious as he turns to face me. "That was Si. He's on his way."

      For a second, I'm elated. Si's okay and he's going to be here soon. Then I realize he hasn’t mentioned my father.

      He sits down on the bed next to me and grabs my hand. My eyes widen as I wait for the bad news. What’s happened? Is he dead? I search Seth’s eyes, trying to figure out what he’s going to say.

      "Your father has been captured. The SIG gave him to the Earthbound."

      A roaring sound emerges inside my head, making me feel like it's going to burst. I would put my hands to my head to try and control it, if I could move them.

      "He's a smart man," Seth assures me. “He’ll be fine.”

      I gaze at him, but his face is unreadable. I know he can't promise me anything like that. My father has been captured by the men he used to work for. What will they do with him? Why did they give him to the Earthbound?

      Then it clicks into place.

      They’re using him as bait for me. I’m supposed to go after my father and get captured, so they can use me to fix the spell web as they originally planned.

      If I could move, I’d be pacing, railing against the world, yelling at Seth. Doing something at least. As it is, I can’t even talk to Seth about it or ask him what he’s thinking. A growl of frustration starts deep in my belly, but ends up as a low moan. The burning hole in my chest gets wider.

      Seth is watching me closely, and his grip on my hand tightens when he hears the noise I’m making.

      “We can check the box. Maybe it’ll help,” he says. Even though I know he’s just trying to distract me, I blink my agreement. He gets the box from the small table and places it beside me on the bed. Opening the lock, he peers inside.

      Hopefully it’s as we left it. Who knows what his brother did with it.

      He hesitates over the box and then pulls out his wallet, opening a tiny pocket on the inside and sliding out the ornate golden ring that caused so much trouble in the National Park. I feel like Gollum from The Lord of the Rings. All I want is for Seth to give me the ring, to feel the cool metal against my skin again. The need pulses off me in waves, and I desperately fight the desire to reach out and grab it from him. Another low moan escapes my lips.

      Seth places it at the bottom of the box, and the attraction dies off somewhat. I can be sensible again. That ring is dangerous; I can't think properly around it. I need someone else to be in control of it. Luckily, Seth is around to be that person.

      He flicks through the documents he pulls out. We’ve already searched through this box, trying to understand why it’s all there, but this time it’s different. This time all my doubts have been put to one side. I’m a dragon.

      And I'm going to die if I can't find something in this box to tell us where to find a dragon’s nest.

      Seth starts reading through the book on dragons that talks about their habits in third person. There aren't many people left who actually lived in the time of dragons, three hundred years ago. All we know is that they were violent and destructive.

      "Here we go, a section on Dragon Mating,” Seth says, glancing at me with a grin. “'Dragons mate with other supernaturals, never their own species. They don't like to spend time in each other's company and are likely to end up in battle if they meet.' It goes on about how much they hate each other." Seth flips forward a few pages. "Dragons give birth in human form. Once born, dragon babies are similar to other supernatural babies and need constant care and attention. When they reach the age of maturity, they must return to their nest to begin the final transformation into a full dragon. If they do not find a nest, their transformation becomes lethal."

      I take a deep breath. Nothing we didn't already know. It's just scary to hear it laid out like that in black and white.

      "The nesting sites were hidden carefully by the dragon shifters, and it was the only time that a group of dragons could be together without destroying each other. Just before their 20th birthday, the parents would drop the young dragon, still in human form, inside the warmth of the nest. Ten days later, the parents would return for their young in dragon form." Seth looks up. "Ten days? That's a long time."

      I blink my agreement. But I also figure that if I’d had a mommy dragon to drop me off, she probably would have done it a few days ago, before I became completely incapacitated.

      "There is little known about what happens during the nesting cycle. The mountain supers are closed-mouthed about it, in what could be considered an overly superstitious manner. As there are no dragons to consult with, this author can only guess at what might happen." Seth harrumphs. "That's not much use to us." He glances down at me. His hazel eyes are fiery and bright in the morning sunshine. "We'll figure this out."

      I blink.

      "It says the young dragons have a connection to the nest. That they remember where it is for the rest of their lives."

      I can't imagine being connected to a place like that. I've moved around all my life.

      "Are you comfortable?" he asks.

      I’m more comfortable than I’ve been since I lost the use of my body, but I have no way to tell him. He starts trying to change my pillows to a more comfortable position, pulling them out from under my head and puffing them up between his hands. I blink rapidly, trying to let him know that it's okay, that I'm okay. He finally notices the blinking and pulls back.

      "Are you okay? Do you need something?"

      I blink slowly once.

      "No?"

      I blink, very precisely, twice for yes.

      "Yes? So once for no, and twice for yes?"

      I blink twice again.

      Seth grins and punches a fist in the air. "Yes! Houston we have contact."

      I want to grin back at him, but nothing happens. I'm still trapped in this unmoving body, a hole burning in my chest, and no idea where to go to survive the next few days.

      Inside my head, I scream in frustration.
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      A knock on the door jerks us both awake.

      Seth jumps up from the bed, grabbing his gun from the nightstand. He stalks over to the door and looks through the hole. He relaxes slightly and takes the chain off the lock, opening the door. "What took you so long?" he says, only half joking.

      Si steps into the room, his sharp eyes taking in the small space, landing on me last. A flare of panic flicks across his eyes, something I've never seen before. Si is always calm and collected; he never gets affected by what's happening around him. It's why he always wins in a fight; his clear-headedness beats passion and enthusiasm every time.

      But he lost to the Earthbound at his retreat, I remind myself.

      They killed Jeff and captured Si and handed him over to the SIG. And now they’ve got my father. My breath hitches in my chest, and I swallow hard.

      Si comes over to crouch next to the bed and grasps my hand. "How are you?" he asks.

      Seth comes up behind him. "She can't talk anymore. Can't do anything except blink."

      I blink twice, agreeing with Seth.

      "Once for no, twice for yes."

      My gaze pushes into Si's, a question burning in my mind. I don't need to be able to speak; he knows what I’m asking.

      His lips tighten. "The SIG captured your father and handed him over to the Earthbound before I could help him escape. He’s okay as far as I can tell," he says. “They’ll use him against you. Try to get you to give up, or come get him.”

      I blink twice. I figured out that much by myself.

      “You can’t do it. Your father wouldn’t want you to.” Si is adamant.

      It’s not like I can do much of anything at the moment, but I blink once. No, I’m not going to leave him there to rot in one of the Earthbound’s cells. No, I’m not going to let Vincent test him in his water chamber or whatever other torture devices he’s put together.

      I haven't seen much of my father since he dumped me with Si and the other protectors as a baby. He made sure I had SIG agents as well, but he never bothered to visit himself. Then he double-crossed us when Seth and I went to him for help.

      But he thought he was doing what was best for me. He assumed that I’d be protected by the SIG; and helped us escape as soon as he realized his mistake.

      He saved me when it counted, and he kept me alive. If nothing else, I owe him for that.

      All these thoughts are jumbled up in my head, like threads of yarn all snarled up together. I'm not sure what to think, what to feel.

      "There's nothing we can do about that right now,” Seth says, interrupting my thoughts. “We have to get Mei to a nesting ground. There wasn't anything at the coordinates Damien gave us and there's nothing here that tells us where to go." Seth indicates the wooden box sitting on the side table.

      Si walks over to the box and lifts the lid, shuffling through the papers. He pulls out the report that Jeff wrote all those years ago and flicks it open. "There are nesting grounds mentioned in this report."

      "But none in the States. Nothing close."

      I watch as Si thinks this through. "What if we look at the coordinates and figure out what they look like? It might give us an idea of the kind of place we're looking for? Maybe you just missed the nest?" he says.

      "There was nothing there. At least, it was in the sea, deep underwater. I couldn't take Mei into the sea." Seth's hands are clenched, and he's struggling to keep himself calm. Si questioning his actions isn't helping. I desperately want to put my hand on his arm and tell him he's been doing a great job of looking after me. Instead, I just watch.

      "How far away is it from here?"

      "Not far. An hour maybe."

      Si nods, his brain obviously sorting through the information. He taps his finger on the report. "What was the site you went to like? Did it have any large outcrops of volcanic rock? It says something about it here."

      Seth stops a moment to consider. "There were big cliffs of white stone just down from where we were.”

      "Maybe the coordinates were slightly off?" Si raises his eyebrows, looking at Seth. He’s really asking, not just being sarcastic.

      I'm considering this possibility, wondering if we'll ever figure it out, when a wave of agonizing pain pushes its way down my body. A loud moaning fills the room, and I realize it's me. I'm able to move for the first time in almost twelve hours, but it's my back arching against the pain that’s ricocheting through my body.

      Si stands up, packing everything into the box. His expression is tense. "We have to get her to a nest. We're going back to the coordinates Damien gave you, and we're going to search every damn inch of that place."

      It's hard to concentrate when it feels like knives are sticking into every part of your body, but I try to stay focused as Seth and Si bundle me and our belongings—which are negligible at this point—into our getaway SUV.

      I can't see the car that Si arrived in, but I figure it must be there somewhere. Maybe it was stolen; that would explain why he’s happy to leave it behind.

      I slouch over again in the front seat, but this time Si puts his hand through from the back and holds me up. The pain is still simmering inside me, like I'm sitting inside a boiling pot. I'm burning up, but the discomfort is so much
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