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            Surprise, the Boogey Man is Real and so is Everything Else

          

        

      

    

    
      I sighed as I looked at the television, which was running on some sort of emergency network. The signal couldn’t get out of the city, not with the shield that I had put up, but it was concerning enough.

      It made me wish I could slip back into sleep and pretend like the world wasn’t turning upside-down and inside-out. After the battle in the city, I had pretty much slept for almost three days straight, only waking up to use the restroom and eat and make sure that my shield hadn’t suddenly disappeared in a flash of light while I was unconscious.

      It hadn’t, luckily, but that didn’t stop the nightmares from creeping into my mind.

      And boy, did they creep.

      It was a strange thing, to need sleep so badly, to feel it wearing at my brain, body, and soul until I felt like I was just going to melt into an under-caffeinated, over-exhausted pile of sludge, but also to be incredibly afraid of what might happen every time I closed my eyes.

      Would it be a nightmare? A vision? Would I return to the land of the rotted dragon and end up in his grip? Would it be the Grim Reaper again in the coffee shop?

      Or would it be faces of the oracles that had been murdered while they were still children? None of the visions had told me what they looked like, and yet I had images in my head all the same. Sometimes they filled my dreams, asking for revenge. Sometimes, they begged for help. Other times, they just asked why I got to live and they didn’t.

      I never had answers for them. I could rarely even speak. I would just stare into their doleful, sunken eyes and wonder the same thing. Why? Why me and not them? I wasn’t anything particularly spectacular. I wasn’t a genius. I wasn’t some fighting expert. I was just stubborn and highly protective of my friends.

      So many people died, all day, every day. In violent ways. Terrible ways. Ways that I would wipe clean if given half the chance. And yet I was alive. I’d died. I’d literally felt the last of my life drain from my body as I spiraled into nothingness. I’d been stuck in the miasma of time and space and dimensions for what felt like centuries until I’d been able to make heads or tails of all of it.

      I had learned so much, but I felt like I barely had most of that information where I could reach it. I knew how to access the oracle magic that was in me much more than before. I had a sort of…sensitivity to the energies that were swirling around more and more.

      But it was nothing like how it had been when I was orchestrating my resurrection. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more I realized there were whole chunks that I couldn’t remember. Apparently, I’d lead Krisjian around and set up steps to make sure they all met, but I could only recall bits and pieces, and even that grew less and less every time I woke up.

      “Hey, how are we doing in here?”

      I blinked, looking to Mickey as she leaned against the door. It wasn’t anything like my room in the dragon palace, but we weren’t in that bad of a place either.

      It was still incredibly dangerous to travel between the city and the castle, with only covert dragon parties making emergency runs whenever the situation absolutely called for it. I was pretty sure that I could have made a run, but Bronn wouldn’t allow it.

      It made me bristle that he told me what to do, but I also couldn’t blame him. He had left me alone for all of three minutes and I’d rushed to the city and almost gotten myself killed. It didn’t matter to him that I had saved the day, he was just so scared of losing me again.

      Yet even though I knew he only did it because he cared and was worried, it still grated my every last nerve. It seemed the more into his world I got, the less I liked being told what to do.

      Then again, I’d never been very good at following the rules.

      “Just watching the news. They’re still trying to speculate what the flying creatures were and what the strange forcefield is surrounding the city.”

      “Yeah, the theories are pretty funny considering it all literally happened right in front of their faces. Dragons. Magic. It’s really that simple.”

      I nodded as Mickey came to sit next to me. “I’m worried about supplies. We’re cut off from a lot of things. Soon the rest of the world is gonna know what happened here.”

      “But if you drop the shields, the anti-humanists are going to come pouring in.”

      I groaned. “Yeah, that’s the crux. You’d think that modern amenities would help with siege warfare, but there’s just not enough farms within my shield or flying range to support everyone once the stores are picked clean.”

      “It’s probably only a matter of time until riots start. Then all out destruction. The strong taking advantage of the week. Hording supplies. You know.”

      I rested my head against my sister’s shoulder, feeling so exhausted even though I’d slept for nearly twenty-four hours. “I feel like we’re sitting on a powder keg and it can go off at any minute.”

      “Yeah, that’s a pretty accurate statement.”

      We were quiet for a long moment as we both watched the news. Maybe it was a bit ridiculous for two seers to rely on television for our updates, but Mickey’s abilities rarely laid within precognition, and my visions were scattered at best. Ever since dying, they really hadn’t been around unless directly prompted by something else. Maybe it was to balance out the swell in my protective abilities.

      Who knew? There wasn’t exactly a manual I could read. And if there were, it would have been at the castle, and Bronn was decidedly not letting me travel there.

      So instead, we were stuck with the news in the very first building that I had ever met him in. It seemed like a lifetime ago, and in a way, I guessed it was. Was I even that girl anymore? Technically, I was just a reanimated golem. But also not? It was complicated, like much of the magical world.

      “Do you think he’ll be back soon?”

      “Who?” Mickey asked, trying to sound nonchalant.

      “You know exactly who.”

      “The prince?”

      “Bronn.”

      I could feel her shrug under where my head rested against her shoulder. “I’m sure he’ll be back soon.”

      “…I think he’s too important to be risking his life making trips back and forth.”

      “He’s the war leader of his people now. He needs to be there for them.”

      “I guess so.” I sighed. I didn’t like the feeling of anxiety that built in my stomach. I just wanted everything to be over. I wanted to go back to my old life, but still have all my friends with me.

      “We made breakfast. You losers want some?”

      I looked back over the couch to see that Mal was standing in the doorway. As usual lately, every time I looked at her, I got a slight shock thinking it was Mallory standing there. I hadn’t seen Mallory since all of…that had happened, and I didn’t really want to.

      I understood, in a way, needing a moment to gather thoughts. I even understood her needing a day or two to digest the fact that her parents were murderers. But it’d been days since the attempted battle in the city, and as far as I knew, she’d made absolutely zero effort to contact us. To apologize. Anything. It was just…silence.

      I knew I could reach out to her. But I also couldn’t. Her parents had killed my parents. They’d killed other people. Children. Babies. So many lives gone, because they were weak. Cowards. They purchased their daughter’s health with the blood of oracles and found that an appropriate price.

      There was a weird bundle of emotions inside of me that I didn’t know what to do with. I couldn’t conflate the memories I had of Mallory defending me, of her going to bat for me, with the girl who pushed me back from her parents and defended them.

      “Since when do you cook?” Mickey asked, standing up from the couch and pulling me with her.

      “Since we’ve got nothing else to do around here. Apparently, death’s not coming after you for a bit, and Krisjian an’ I are trying to figure out where we fit in things now that your merry little core group is all, uh, screwy.”

      “Core group? What?”

      “You know, you two, the prince, and the other me.”

      “That’s…” I sputtered a bit. “There’s no core group. You’re just as important to me as—”

      “Pfft, save it. It’s not an insult, Davie. Just how things are. You never planned on having me come over from a different dimension, and now that Krisjian did everything you found him for, he’s a free agent too. It’s just how it is.”

      Her tone was casual, flippant, but I couldn’t help but feel guilty. I hated feeling like I didn’t belong. Like I was some unwelcome part of a whole. Had I been doing that to people who were supposed to be my closest friends?

      Yikes.

      “That’s… That’s not how it is.”

      “Whatever you say, oracle lady. You hungry or what?”

      My stomach grumbled, and I headed downstairs with the others. There weren’t any servants around, all of them at the castle, but there were still a few soldiers who would occasionally check in with me like either doting uncles or suspicious worrywarts. Thankfully, we didn’t run into any of them until we hit the kitchen.

      It wasn’t as nice or as impressive as the facilities at the castle, but that wasn’t exactly surprising. It was just a mansion, after all.

      I rolled my eyes at myself. Since when was I ever in a position to think of something as just a mansion?

      “Oh good, you are here!” Krisjian said as they stepped into the room. “I worried you were still sleeping.”

      “I’m getting better about that. I feel like I’m almost back to normal. You know, whatever normal is.”

      “I, uh, I do not know what is considered normal in your world in this day and age, but I am glad to hear you are returning to it.”

      “Thanks, Krisjian.”

      “Of course. Come on, sit down. Eat before it gets cold.”

      I nodded, and soon we were all settled with plates of our own. It was a quiet sort of mood that fell over us, forks scraping against plates and appreciative sounds at the delicious fare. For being pretty new to cooking, it certainly wasn’t bad. It wasn’t five-star dining, but good, nonetheless.

      We were almost done when I heard the telltale sound of wings flapping. I knew that noise without a doubt, and I got to my feet, dropping my fork.

      “Go,” Mickey said with a sigh. “Say hi to your boyfriend.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” I retorted automatically, without thinking.

      “He isn’t?” Mal asked in surprise. “You could have fooled me.”

      “I…” I didn’t know what to say to that. Yeah, we had kissed a couple of times. And I couldn’t deny that I felt things toward him I had never really felt before, but we’d never really put a label on things. Made a declaration of a relationship or anything. We were just two people who cared about each other deeply.

      Very deeply.

      “What are you waiting for?” Mickey said, saving me from my own thoughts. “Go to him. I’m sure he’ll be anxious to see you too.”

      I gave her a nod then dashed up to the roof. I wasn’t sure what had made them fly to us—we were trying to be somewhat incognito—but I hoped it wasn’t anything bad…

      Who was I kidding? It was always bad news.
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      I hadn’t even made it to the second floor before I heard a door burst open and someone rush down the stairs. I’d barely made it to the end of the hall when the figure came into sight.

      Of course, it was none other than Bronn, looking tired and concerned and so worn that I just wanted to hold him until everything was alright.

      Except alright was a long way off, so instead I contented myself with walking casually toward him. I didn’t want to overwhelm him or maybe embarrass him in front of his subjects. Although all my friends knew about…whatever was happening between us, that didn’t mean that his people did. Although I was certain that plenty already suspected it.

      But it seemed that being calm was nowhere in Bronn’s agenda, because suddenly he was rushing me, throwing his arms around my body and practically crushing me to him. I let out a short, surprised breath, my cheeks quickly warming at how solid and strong his body felt pressed against my wider, softer one.

      Oh geez, if my heart would just slow its roll, that would be awesome.

      But it didn’t. And that was probably because Bronn picked me up and swung me around before setting me back on the ground. He wasn’t contented with that either, it seemed, because his hands came up to cradle my face and he looked me over.

      “Are you alright? Did anything happen?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve just been sleeping and trying to keep up to date on things. You usually drive the car through the city not to draw attention? What was with the wings?”

      “There’s an intense storm that’s going to hit tonight. We used the thicker cloud cover so I could get here sooner.”

      “Sooner? What’s the rush?”

      He grimaced. “If I say it, I will sound stupid.”

      I reached up and squeezed his arms, the moment between us feeling too tender for me to bear when I was so fragile. “That’s never stopped you before.”

      “Hah, you’re right.” He leaned down and rested his forehead against mine, making my breath quicken. “I just needed to see you again. Hear your voice. Make sure you’re alright.”

      “Geez, you act like I’m gonna go and die on you or something.”

      “It’s not entirely out of your wheelhouse.”

      “No, I suppose it’s not.”

      I closed my eyes, unable to meet his gaze. Somewhere between confiding in him and kissing him and also saving an entire city, the bond between us had grown that much more. It made me feel pretty terrible just as much as it made me feel elated. Death was coming for me—we knew that much. What was I doing to Bronn by letting him think I was ever going to be able to stick around? It wasn’t fair to make him watch me die twice.

      And yet I didn’t pull away from him. I let him press a tender kiss to my forehead before he straightened. “Would you want to go on a walk with me?”

      “Is it safe to go outside?”

      “We can’t leave the estate, no, so most likely just a walk to the gate and back. But…” He took a deep breath. “I just need to get out of this building. I need to think. And breathe.”

      The stress that was so apparent in his tone made my heart ache. He carried so much weight on his shoulders and most of it was because of me.

      “Yeah. I can do a walk. Let’s go.”

      I looped my arm through his and we headed out. We were quiet, Bronn seeming to be in his head, and I was too busy observing his every move and expression to say much.

      His face was still as handsome as ever, strong angles and kind eyes framed by ridiculously long lashes, but some of his boyish charm was gone. His cheeks were less full, his jaw more defined. And darkish circles were definitely forming under his normally bright gaze. The war was weighing on him, of course, because war was heavy, but I wished I could lighten his burden.

      Instead, I always seemed to be adding to it.

      We made it out to the front yard without any disturbances, which was pretty rare for us, and started walking down the long drive. It drenched me in a strange sense of déjà vu, and I found myself marveling again at the difference between who I had been and who I had become.

      “What are you thinking?” Bronn asked when we were about halfway down the drive.

      “A lot of things.”

      “Clarify?”

      I shrugged. “Kinda stream of consciousness at this point. Remembering where I started, what’s happened, who we’ve all become, and what we’ve…discovered.” I sighed and felt my heart squeeze painfully. “I remember when my biggest stress was if we were gonna be able to pay the bills each month, and now it’s…it’s whether or not I’ve accidentally doomed the world.”

      “Whoa, Davie. If anything, you’ve saved it.”

      “Yeah, not so sure about that. I did just reveal magic and dragons to humans, which is supposed to be a big no-no.”

      “What else were you supposed to do? Let them die?”

      I shrugged again. “I don’t know.”

      He stopped, his hands going to my arms again to force me to look at him. “Davie, what’s going on?”

      “Why does anything have to be going on?”

      “Davie.”

      I sighed, and yet the feeling still didn’t alleviate anything within me. “I mean, nothing more than what was wrong a few days ago. I just can’t help but wonder if we’re making things worse or better.”

      “You’ve been to a dimension where the anti-humanists were in control. You told me the horrors that were there. Do you think that we’re doing worse than that?”

      “No,” I admitted slowly. “But… I don’t know if we’ve avoided that path either. We’ve managed to squeak ahead of Baelfyre and his superiors twice, but only because I’m a seer. In every other sense of the word, they’ve always been a step ahead of us.”

      “Yeah… I still can’t believe that he fooled us for so long. I’m such an idiot.”

      I caught his face in my hands and made him look in my eyes. “No, no, no. You don’t get to do that. I can literally see the future, and I couldn’t even figure out he was bad in time to stop anything. He used your kindness and trust against you, so don’t hold that against yourself.”

      “Easier said than done. He was my cousin. My righthand man. I should have noticed something.”

      “Hey, let’s agree on something. If I can’t guilt myself for the sorry state of the world then you can’t either.”

      He chuckled lightly and pulled me to him, his arms wrapping around me. It was startling to feel his firm, muscular form pressed against me, knowing that there was a whole dragon contained just underneath his skin. But after a moment, I managed to relax, melting into his strong form.

      Had we ever hugged in a situation where I wasn’t just recovering from passing out, or some other dramatic battle? Had we ever just…held each other?

      I didn’t know, and I certainly couldn’t remember. Sometimes, my life before my death seemed foggy and out of focus. Sure, certain details were in sharp relief, but others were slippery. Sloughing right out of my fingers at the worst of times.

      I rested my head against his chest, feeling the hard muscle there. For being a relatively slender guy, he certainly was built. It made me feel a flash of self-consciousness, but I quickly dismissed it. I didn’t want to ruin the moment, especially since I felt safe for once. Like nothing could hurt me.

      “This is nice,” Bronn murmured, squeezing me ever-so-slightly. “I wish we could stay like that forever.”

      “No more war, no more fighting. Just standing in a driveway, huggin’ real good?”

      “Oh, I’m real good, am I?”

      “You’re not doing a half-bad job.”

      He chuckled slightly. “You know, eventually, we’ll need to go eat.”

      “Eh, details. I’m sure we could have delivery.”

      “Ah yes, pizza to a driveway. I’m sure that one of the franchises is still going.”

      “Oh yeah. Business is booming. Absolutely.”

      He let out another small laugh, and I felt his breath across the top of my head. Titling my face up, I saw that he was looking right down at me, eyes full of so many things. I let my lids lower slowly, viewing him through my lashes, before pushing up on my toes.

      Our lips touched tentatively at first, barely a whisper. But then whatever hesitation was in me was gone and I pressed us more firmly together. I could feel his fingers tighten their hold on me, not enough to hurt, but enough to ground me through the rush of everything else. Heat. Hormones. Relief. Contentment. It was a heady mix that made my head spin.

      We gripped each other as only two twenty-somethings trying to avoid the apocalypse could, the rest of the world falling away. I wished that I could just keep my eyes closed and stay in that moment forever. Just be a normal girl, with a normal—albeit super-hot—boyfriend, who lived a normal life.

      A throat clearing somewhere nearby us had us jumping apart, Bronn’s eyes flashing and teeth growing while I raised my fist, like that was going to do anything. It had been an age, it seemed, since my relative brawn had been useful for anything. It was certainly weird to have gone from a bruiser to a support position.

      My eyes landed on the source of the noise and I saw one of the dwarves I had met before. Ah… Right.

      Memories and facts came swirling back to me, having fluttered to the floor from our kiss, and my back snapped ramrod straight.

      “Yes?” I heard myself ask tersely.

      The man looked between the two of us impassively before slipping a manila envelope through the gate.

      “The trial of those you reported to us will be starting soon. Our leaders would appreciate your attendance.”

      “Wait, what?” I asked, taking the envelope and clutching it in my fingers. “It’s the middle of a crisis and you guys have time for law and order right now?”

      But Bronn was stepping forward, his expression shocked. “Are you… Is this a meeting of an official Fey Court?”

      The dwarf nodded. “The first in centuries. You may bring your dragon and your charges, Seer, but we ask for no other shapeshifters. After all, it is one of their kind that drove our ancestors from their homelands.”

      “Uh, right. Sure,” I said quickly, glossing over the whole ‘my dragon’ part. Yeah, I had just been kissing the prince, but that didn’t make him mine. “Uh… I didn’t know that, uh, that this was a thing.”

      “Well, now you do. This is your chance for justice, Seer. It would be a shame if you missed it.”

      He gave us a nod, then walked a few steps to what I recognized as some sort of motorcycle. He sped off, leaving me with a concerned Bronn.

      “Your expression tells me that Fey Court isn’t a joke.”

      “I…I wouldn’t quite know,” he answered slowly. “The only dragons who have ever seen it were only able to see it because they were being executed for war crimes.”

      “Oh… Great. Just what we need.”
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      I stared up at the community center, which was still surprisingly fortified after the attack. There were people stationed outside, completing small tasks as if they were still trying to be standard citizens. But I recognized three of them from the confrontation when they gave us weapons and I could just feel…something radiating from the others.

      “Hey, Bronn,” I muttered quietly, keeping my eyes straight ahead as we walked up to the main entrance. “Are there, uh, other kinds of fey besides dragons and dwarves?”

      “I mean… There’s not really supposed to be. Almost all of them have been wiped out. There were once elves, which is where the oracle bloodline comes from, and witches and dryads, which is another type of shifter, but…”

      “But?”

      “Well, dragons haven’t exactly gotten along with fey in the past. Our reunion with them has been relatively recent and is…tenuous.” He grimaced and rubbed the back of his neck, but we both knew that wasn’t going to alleviate the tension we both carried there. “At best.”

      “Great. So, we’re going to the first Fey Court in centuries and they already don’t like us.”

      “Actually, most of them probably like you,” Mal said. “I know I’m not from your world an’ all, but I remember my family praying that a seer would come and somehow save us.”

      “For some reason, that doesn’t make me any less uncomfortable.”

      “Didn’t these people try to kill you?” Krisjian asked quietly.

      “Some of them did,” I answered, chewing on my lip. “And those people are on trial now. That’s why we’re here to, uh…testify? I don’t really know much about their legal system. Maybe we’re just here to cast stones.”

      “Cast stones?” he asked, brows coming together.

      “Nothing. Just a saying.”

      “Okay.”

      We fell quiet, my fingers laced with Bronn’s, and we reached the door. There was already someone waiting for us, a short woman dressed in tactical pants, a green tank, and what looked like some sort of bulletproof vest or other official armor. It was so incongruous to the fantasy world I was used to where men exploded into dragons and spirits of death went flying around to shepherd people to their afterlives.

      “Seers,” the woman said, tilting her head. “I hope you didn’t have trouble getting here.”

      “Not any more than you would expect,” Mickey said, holding her hand out to shake. I didn’t miss that it was her burned one. Ah, she was coming out swinging. Well, that was alright. “And you are?”

      “Lorelei. I’m your guard.”

      “And do we need one?”

      She made an ambivalent gesture. “Who can say? It’s better to have and not need than need and not have. Shall we? They’re already gathering.”

      I licked my lips, looking around the entrance that we were standing in. Technically, we could be walking into a trap. I knew that much. But considering we had three seers, our own dwarf who had an insane streak in survival, and the prince of the local dragon order, it seemed unlikely that they would all try to take us all down at once.

      Then again, I had seen some of the weapons they hoarded, and they certainly weren’t lacking in that aspect.

      I felt both Mickey and Bronn look to me, so I nodded. I wanted justice and this was how we were supposed to get it, so I figured we might as well get a move on.

      We followed Lorelei down the hall and then a set of stairs. Flashes of memories went through my head from the few times my sister and I had gone to the community center when we were in the foster system.

      We hadn’t often, because it had been on the other side of the city and a couple of our foster families forbade it. They hadn’t wanted to look bad by having their charges running off to use ‘poor people services.’ I would never forget the day that Mickey was aged out of the system only to immediately turn around and file for custody of me. We’d gone to the community center a few times after that too, but it never felt very comfortable.

      Funny, in hindsight that was probably our seer-ness telling us that something was up.

      Except there was nothing funny about it, really.

      I shoved all those thoughts and memories out of my head. Hadn’t I just been internally complaining about my lack of recall most days? Maybe I needed to be grateful for my fuzziness. Maybe it was more of a protective measure than anything else.

      I didn’t really have time to examine that hypothesis, however, because we were going through a set of double-doors and into what looked like a gymnasium.

      Except it clearly wasn’t being used for any sort of athletic purposes. No, instead, the bleachers on either side were filled with far more people than I had expected, and there was a circle of twenty or so sitting in folding chairs right in the center.

      My eyes roved over the whole room, a habit I had gotten into, and my breath hitched when my gaze landed on none other than Mallory’s parents, sitting on the other side of the room with a small crowd of their compatriots.

      It was then that the moment really hit me. We were in some sort of strange trial, and my parents were finally going to have justice. All the oracles that never got to draw a breath were going to have justice.

      It also meant that something bad was going to happen to my best friend’s parents.

      Or…my former best friend?

      Ugh. It was all so confusing.

      My sight scuttled away from the lot, some sitting there looking regretful or rageful, and landed on who else but Mallory. She was sitting to the side with others, her face pale, and deep circles under her eyes. She was hugging herself, as if she was cold, and I wondered if she had gotten sick.

      Could dwarves even really get sick from regular human illnesses? Looking back, I couldn’t remember her ever being sick as we grew up. Then again, I had already addressed my shoddy memory just a few moments earlier.

      “This way,” Lorelei said, cutting off my staring and leading us to the opposite wall, where we were arranged in a mirror to Mallory and the folks around her. Were we witnesses? I was trying to figure it out, but law shows had never really been my thing.

      Nevertheless, I knew enough to be quiet as we sat, and just about as soon as we were settled, one of the circle stood to address everyone.

      “Fellow fey and descendants of fey,” the woman said, voice booming. “We have called you here for the Fey Court. A call that has not been sounded in many of our lifetimes, and hopefully will not need to be sounded again.

      “But we have discovered that some of our own flock has carried out egregious acts of violence and malice against our own, working in a concentrated effort to completely eradicate an entire line of fey, a line that has been particularly vulnerable to violence throughout our history in this realm.”

      Oh. Huh. I hadn’t expected them to come right out and believe us. But if they were already phrasing what happened to us as fact, where was the trial part supposed to come in?

      “But we are not our parents. We will not let our fear of others who would hurt us be an excuse for us to hurt others. So today, brothers, sisters and other siblings, we bring this to you.

      “We will present evidence and confessions, so that you know the accusations of the court hold true. We will hear words from the only seers to survive this purposeful genocide. We will hear words from those who would defend the accused. And it is only when no more words are left to speak that we will ask you, our family, to decide where the fate of the accused lies.

      “Do you understand your missive?”

      There was a murmur of affirmative responses, and Mickey shifted next to me to whisper in my ear. “This isn’t a trial at all,” she said, sounding both excited and a little concerned. “It’s a sentencing.”

      I nodded dully, trying to sit still and not let my brain shoot off at warp speed like it was often wont to do. I sure had imagined the trial going every which way but one, but none of those imaginary scenarios involved there being no trial at all.

      Once more, I found myself far too surprised about a situation for being someone who could see the future, and I worried my lip as things began to start.

      “We bring to you first the confessions of the accused, from their mouths to your ears. Their crimes are many, and terrible, but we ask that you listen to all of it, that you do not shy away from the truth. It is only by facing it that we can understand what has happened and begin retribution for those who have been hurt.”

      The woman sat and another nodded to a couple of shorter men who were standing by the accused. There were no ropes or chains or anything that I could see, and yet none of them looked like they were going to bolt. Or fight back. Even the ones simmering with rage still sat patiently.

      Was that the power of the Fey Court? Seemed like it. Even Bronn was ramrod straight beside me, tension radiating from him even as he held himself still.

      It was Mavis that they brought forward first. She walked with her head low and refused to look at me. Refused to look at anyone, really. She just walked dutifully to the center of the circle and stood quietly.

      “Accused, speak your truth.”

      “My…truth?” She took a shaking breath. “I suppose that’s what it is, isn’t it? Truth, that is. I’ve spent these past couple of decades thinking that what my husband and I did didn’t define us. That we were who we were despite what we did. But I think… I think when you do something so horrible, it becomes exactly what defines you.”

      “What were these horrible actions?”

      “My husband and I participated in plots to kill seers before they could come to power, and facilitated in the deaths of at least...eight individuals. Maybe more.”

      “And why did you and your compatriots target seers?”

      “Well, for some of them, it was because they were scared of what would happen if that bloodline suddenly returned. I heard stories about wars over them, and how they were basically priceless. How tyrants had risen to power with just a single one to their name. They thought it was for the greater good, that they were protecting the rest of us, especially since peace with the dragons is still relatively new to us.”

      Another in the circle stood, asking his questions slowly and measuredly. “You say ‘they.’ Did you and your husband not hold these beliefs?”

      “…no. No, we didn’t.”

      “Then why would you commit such violent acts against what were essentially children? The unborn, the sick, and the vulnerable?”

      Mavis was quiet for a long moment, licking her lips and shivering slightly. Part of me automatically felt protective toward the woman. After all, she’d helped me so much as a kid. But that part was small compared to the angry, bitter part that screamed she had no right to look so helpless. No right to stand there and be sympathetic after everything she’d done.

      “We… My husband and I had difficulty having children. The doctors said my uterus was a hostile environment and it wasn’t going to happen. So when we found out that we were pregnant after ten years of trying, and that we had a little girl, it felt like everything was finally falling into place.

      “But then things started to go wrong. The pregnancy was much harder than expected. I had to go on bedrest for the entire last half and bills started to pile up. I went into labor early, and when our little girl was delivered, there were…there were complications.”

      “Such as?”

      “She was small, so small, even for us. And her heart wasn’t inside her body.” She closed her eyes and tilted her head up. Even with her lids shut tight, I could see the anguish on her features as she recalled that day. “It beat on the outside, you know. I can still see it, fluttering almost, it was so quick. There were surgeries that could help, but there would need to be several of them. And they were expensive. We quickly burned through our insurance. Then another mortgage on our house. She wasn’t even two when we were facing homelessness and her being turned down for a surgery that she needed to fully get her heart back inside.”

      “And what would have happened if your daughter didn’t have this surgery?”

      “She would have died.”

      “Are you certain of that? Died how?”

      “Yes, I’m certain. The doctors made it very clear to us that it was something that had to be addressed. As for how, there were too many ways to count. An infection could get into her newly-made chest cavity. Something could touch her heart and damage it. Arrythmia. Torn aortic valves. I can’t even list all the painful and horrifying ways they told me my little girl could die suddenly.

      “And that was when Estelle came to us. She had connections. She knew doctors and lawyers and told us that she could get our little girl’s surgery covered. All we had to do was help them with…something.”

      “And what was that something?”

      Another pause. “She wanted us to spread gasoline at the site of two supposed seers and block all the exit routes.”

      “And you did as such?”

      “Yes. We did. Well, except for…”

      “Except what?”

      “We… We left the garage door open.”

      “And why did you do that?”

      “We… We just couldn’t stand there and let them burn. It seemed so cruel. I… One of my worst fears is being burned alive, and the thought of destroying a whole family that way. It was…just too much.”

      “I see. And so you left this garage door open and then you left?”

      “Yes. We didn’t remain at our posts.”

      “But your daughter lived? That is her, sitting over there, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “How is that possible, if you didn’t hold up your end of the bargain?”

      “Estelle followed through. She paid for everything. She paid for care afterwards. She paid for the physical therapy and follow-ups. She even helped pay off our second mortgage and get us a better insurance plan.”

      “It sounds like she did a lot for your family.”

      “She did. I know that Mallory wouldn’t be here now if it weren’t for Estelle’s intervention.”

      “So what happened after this? You and your husband continued to live with your daughter as she recuperated, and Estelle never came to you again?”

      “No. For a while it seemed that way, but then Mallory needed another surgery and suddenly, Estelle cut everything off. We went to her, begging for help, and she said that we never upheld our end and she had been more than generous with us. She said if we wanted to have things back to how they were, we needed to help her.

      “She said she understood that we were kind people. Soft civilians. That we couldn’t handle something like arson. But since Jacoby was good with cars, she told us to sabotage the car of an oracle. That was it.”

      “And did you?”

      Another long pause, one that made my stomach twist. I couldn’t help it when my eyes flicked right back to Mallory.

      It was hard to tell if she just looked physically sick or sick over what she was hearing. She was leaning forward, her arms wrapped around her waist and a thin sheen of sweat over her forehead. She was even more pale than before and the top of her scar was just visible above the collar of her shirt, stark pink against her otherwise pasty complexion.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you know what happened to the owner of that car and the seer after that?”

      “I… Yes. At first, we didn’t, and we were able to forget about it a bit. But then we saw it on the news. The mom and the kid died. Only the father survived. We didn’t need Estelle to call us to know exactly what it was. It fit all the details too perfectly.”

      “But that was the last time you helped Estelle?”

      “…no.”

      “No?”

      “No. We continued to help her on several more…missions.”

      “Such as?”

      Her voice faded to the background of my mind as I felt a cold finger trail down my spine. Turning, I saw the same spirit of death behind me, smirking slightly.

      I blinked at her, stomach dropping, but she just crooked one of her fingers.

      Come. Take a walk with me.

      “Uh, I’m kind of in the middle of something.”

      You won’t miss much, I promise.

      “I think everyone will notice if I just get up in the middle of this trial.”

      You’d be surprised what people will miss. Come on. We don’t have much time before things have to go back to the natural order.

      “And what exactly is the natural order?”

      Me taking you to your afterlife. Now, come on.

      She winked out of existence only to appear a few feet from the door. I gave one last look around then got up to follow her.

      Our footsteps seemed ominously loud as we walked through the empty hall. Dust particles hung in the air, suspended in sun beams. It was different from the visions I was used to. I definitely felt like I was walking through the real world, but like that world had been paused. Forced to come to a full stop just for us.

      Your friend there looks sick.

      “She has a lot to be sick about.”

      Ah, no denial that she’s your friend then?

      I turned to face the spirit, crossing my arms. “Is there something in particular you want? I think I liked it better when you were running around and trying to reap me.”

      Funny you should mention that, because we’re going to have to go back to that soon.

      I swallowed hard. “We are?”

      Yes. I bought quite a bit of time by arguing that you were about to stop a lot of souls perishing when they weren’t supposed to and—surprise, surprise—I was right.

      “You knew I was going to save the city?”

      I had a feeling.

      “Wait, so the people in the city weren’t supposed to die? Were the dark dragons not destined to attack the city?”

      It’s complicated. You see, there’s not exactly a set plan that must be followed no matter what. It’s more that there are…possibilities. But the death of this entire city was not one of the possibilities. Somehow, those dragons are working outside of fate, which is concerning.

      “Wait, if there’s no set plan, then why are you—”

      You died, Seer. Your fate was sealed and set. You were the one who had to play God and reanimate yourself.

      “I wasn’t…playing God. I needed to protect my friends.”

      Look, I don’t care how you say it. Point is, you died and, I don’t know if you know this, you’re supposed to stay dead once that happens. And you didn’t. So that’s why I’m here.

      But as I said, I was able to buy you some time.

      “Yeah, I got that. Is that what you came here for? For me to say thanks?”

      Touchy. Geez.

      “You know, you seem awfully flippant for the supposed grim reaper.”

      Do I? I’m just a reflection of you, really. I haven’t been alive in so long that I suppose I’ve forgotten how to act. Maybe even speak. It wasn’t until we were in the diner that I even remembered how a real conversation went.

      “Wait, so you’re saying you’re just parroting me?”

      Parroting is pretty reductive. I’m not consciously doing it. I suppose it’s just the curse making sure we can communicate. I gotta say, though, it’s a nice change, because communication isn’t normally a part of my experience.

      “You’ve mentioned that curse before. What is that? Is it breakable?”

      Hey. You’re missing the point of why I’m even here.

      “Which is?”

      I’ve already said. I bought you time because you stopped the dragons from going outside of fate and taking a whole bunch of lives that weren’t up for the taking.

      “Yeah, I got that.”

      No, you clearly don’t. Come on now, Davie. I need you to get it. Think.

      “I… I am thinking. You’re giving me a countdown. I get it.”

      The spirit let out a growl. Ugh, for someone who’s supposed to be so selfless, you don’t seem to be able to think outside of yourself.

      “Hey!” I had more to say, but suddenly, I was jolting forward, practically falling out of my seat. I felt Bronn and Mickey’s hands on either side of me, pulling me back into my chair, and far too many eyes on me.

      “Hey, are you alright?” Bronn whispered in my ear.

      “Uh, fine. Yes. I, uh, I think.” I shook my head and looked back at the circle. Mavis was gone and it was Jacoby standing in the center, his face red and tear-tracks down his cheeks. What had he even been saying? How much had I missed?

      Did I even want to know? Seeing it once had been hard enough. Sitting there and listening to them say it all out loud seemed like far too great a punishment.

      “Seer, are you well?” one of the circle asked.

      “I… I don’t know if well is the right word. But I’m not, uh… I’m not harmed, if that’s what you mean. Just got a little swept up in things.”

      They nodded then turned back to the circle. “Proceed.”

      “Accused, that was the last time that you worked with Estelle?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why? Did you tell her that you would no longer cooperate?”

      “No. Like I said, she threatened to rat us out for what we’d done, and at that point, we’d just learned that the girls had lived. We… We wanted to see if we could hide them. Protect them from her.”

      “So why did the missions stop then?”

      “We didn’t know at first. We always assumed she would come back. But then we heard that their source for finding the seers had dried up.”

      “So there was someone telling her who to target? It wasn’t information she was able to come by on her own?”

      “As far as I know, no. She was getting messages from…someone. Or something. I’m not really clear on that. Those messages either told her about the next seer or gave her a clue. You’ll have to ask her. Mavis and I weren’t high up enough to know the details.”

      “So, after that day, you never interacted with Estelle again?”

      “No. Never again.”

      “And you took care of the two girls?”

      “I don’t know if ‘take care of’ are the right words. They were sent off to different foster homes and sometimes it was difficult to keep track of their whereabouts without alerting anyone to the fact that we were keeping an eye on them. It was easier once they both were allowed to go back to school, because we were able to have our daughter make friends with the younger one.”

      “Did she know why?”

      “We didn’t tell her directly at first. We told her there was a lonely girl in her class that had been through a lot of medical stuff just like she had and needed a good friend. Later, as she got older and they grew closer, we told her that we needed to protect her from people who might hurt her. It wasn’t until they graduated from high school that we told her the part we played in the seer’s family’s death.”

      “And did you tell her all of it?”

      “No.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      “Only the parts about the seer sisters. The part where we walked away. Left the garage door open.”

      “And nothing else?”

      “No. Nothing else.”

      “And what was her response to what you did tell her?”

      “She went away for a while. Told Davie— I mean, the seer that she’d been hired for a MMA rookie tour on the west coast and took off. She didn’t return until a month later, and then she stayed in a hotel for a while.

      “When she finally came home, she told us she was moving into her own studio. She said that we had a lot to make up for, probably more than anyone could in a lifetime, and then that was that. If anything, she seemed more dedicated than ever to protecting the seer and making sure she didn’t fall into the wrong hands.”

      “And both she and the seer sisters had no idea of the scope of your actions until recently, when the younger seer discovered the plot?”

      “Yes.”

      “Your confession has been recounted in front of your peers. I only have a single question remaining. Do you realize what you’ve done?”

      There was another pause, and it seemed to grate along my very skin. Maybe it was a good thing the spirit of death had taken me out of the conversation when it did. I felt an overwhelming combination of nausea, rage, and horror as my mind took in everything being said.

      “Yes.”

      “And what is it that you’ve done?”

      “My wife and I were a party to wiping out an entire race. We murdered children and innocent people for gain and because of fear.”

      “Do you believe that you were justified in your actions? That the cost was worth protecting us, your brothers and sisters?”

      “No. No, I don’t. It was easy to tell myself that at the time, and I would never take back saving my daughter, but what we did was wrong. It was murder, out and out. It was something born out of hate and fear, and I will always regret that we were active participants in it.”

      “Thank you. You may return to your seat.”

      Jacoby nodded, and I steeled myself for the next plotter. The several other faces I didn’t recognize, and I didn’t know if that was going to be worse or better. But instead of calling any of them, the speaker turned to look at the other seated folks.

      “I believe there is one who wishes to speak to the character of the first accused. The daughter in question, yes?”

      Mallory stood, her shoulders squared despite how clammy and exhausted she looked. “Yes, I am the daughter, and I am here to speak on my parents’ behalf.”
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      I had thought that I’d pretty much already felt the most intense mix of emotions possible in my short life. After all, hopping dimensions, literally dying, and seeing the near extinction of my people had all been pretty traumatic and heady events. But as my former(?) best friend walked to the center of the circle, I felt a whole new mix burst within my chest.

      Betrayal, anger, hurt, bewilderment, disbelief. They all tangled together, wrapping tightly around my heart and squeezing it so hard I thought I might choke right then and there. It was one thing to stop me from beating the absolute crap out of them when I was in the throes of my rage, it was another entirely to defend them in a Fey Court!

      “You are not accused. You are not seer. State who you are for the court.”

      “I am Mallory, of Jacoby and Mavis. I am your dwarven sister, and I am here to beg mercy for my parents.”

      “And do you believe your parents are deserving of mercy?”

      “No.” Her answer surprised me, and I just blinked at her a moment, confused. She was trying to speak for her parents, right? “Mercy isn’t supposed to be something you can deserve. It isn’t quantifiable in that way. My parents did evil, evil things. Things that give me nightmares at night.

      “But I know they didn’t do them out of malice. They were scared. They were desperate. And the very fact of the matter is that if I hadn’t been born, they would have never agreed to any of Estelle’s offers. In fact, they would have turned her in, had they found out.”

      “Are you saying that you are responsible for what happened?”

      “No. Responsibility implies that I understood what was going on. I was just a baby. A very, very sick baby. If anything, I was the catalyst.”

      “But many people—humans, fey, and dragon alike—have had dying children and have managed not to attempt genocide.”

      “And yet how many parents do you know who say they’d kill someone for their child.” My stomach rolled at that. I felt like I was pitching between rage and understanding. Like her words made sense in the part of my head that interpreted language, but only made my heart shatter that much more.

      “So, you think your being sick excuses their action?”

      “No. It simply explains it. You see, my mother told you that doctors told her she couldn’t ever have kids. But she didn’t tell you why.

      “I’m sure some of you were there, and all of you have heard of the attack on the Baleford Mines in the Old Country almost two hundred years ago.” There was another positive murmur, and Mallory continued. “I’ll explain for anyone who isn’t familiar with our history—” She was talking to me, wasn’t she? “—the Baleford Mines was the largest community of us left in the world. We built schools, meeting grounds, even our own hospitals under the ground where we could share our culture and not worry about blending in with the humans above.

      “My mother was just a teenager then, going to school and just living her life, when the anti-humanists attacked. As you all know, they were upset with our tentative peace with the reformist dragons, afraid that our support would tip the balance. So they tried to kill us all with a blitz attack.

      “Instead of running, my mother was one of the few in the school who stayed to make sure all the children got out. She went back, trip after trip, up through burning levels, until every single child from that school was heading down to the depths.

      “But she and the other rescuers didn’t make it. There was a tunnel collapse. Several of them were crushed and burned, including my mother. When they pulled her out after the attack, her spine was broken as well as both her legs and her pelvis. It took years and years for her to recover, but by then, the damage had already been done.

      “Did you know that burn survivors have a long-documented history of infertility? Something about that trauma just tells the body that it can’t survive carrying a child to term. Add that to the difficulty that comes from having all sorts of pins and screws in your spine and pelvis, and you’ve got a recipe for pretty solid sterility.

      “So when I finally came along, after years and years of my mother hoping and praying for me, you can understand how hard that was for her to give up. My mother, who basically sacrificed her life to save others, had lost something that was so important to her, so who can blame her for being desperate to hold onto her little girl? The only little girl that she would ever have.

      “I know none of this excuses them. I don’t want them to be excused. They did something unforgivable, but I’m asking you to forgive them. Not entirely. But just enough so that I don’t have to lose any more of my family than I already have.

      “Because, despite what they’ve done, I love them. And I know they did it to protect me. And that they’ve dedicated much of their lives to helping behind the scenes. Trying to make up for what you can’t really make up for. Surely that has to account for something. It has to, right?” Her head dropped and she swayed a little.

      “Are you well?” the speaker asked, taking a step toward her and catching her arm.

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. Just not sleeping very well.”

      “Do you wish to sit down? Do you have anything more to say?”

      “…no. I’m done for now. I’ve said everything I can.”

      “Thank you for your words, sister.” The speaker gestured for one of the guards to come over and help Mallory to her seat. Of course, she pulled away, but I could see her legs shaking even from where I was.

      I couldn’t help but worry if she was alright. I couldn’t imagine being in her shoes, but at the same time, I didn’t have it in me to feel pity for her. And yet… She hadn’t known the true evil of what her parents did. Only the filtered, sugarcoated story. Could I really blame her?

      Well… She knew the full story now, and yet she was still defending them.

      Why was she defending them?

      She wanted to keep her parents around? Too bad! I hadn’t gotten to keep mine around.

      “And now we will hear the words of the seers, the sole survivors of this coordinated attack.”

      I blinked at them, mouth slack. I was supposed to speak? I mean, I had prepared for that, but once I had found out that it wasn’t actually a trial, I had figured I wouldn’t have to be a witness. After all, if everyone already knew they were guilty and we were just figuring out what their punishment should be, they shouldn’t need to hear from me.

      Except…they’d heard from Mallory. They’d heard from the accused. They were going to hear from more of the accused. So it made sense that they needed to understand how I felt, what I thought, in order to come to an appropriate conclusion.

      “You don’t have to—” Mickey started to say, but I just shook my head. I wasn’t going to let my big sister go through that all alone.

      “No, it’s fine. This is what I need to do.” I stood, breathing deeply. “I need the closure.”

      I strode forward into the circle, my skin prickling. All eyes were on me, sharp and alert. I realized that, for all my world-saving shenanigans, I wasn’t actually that used to the spotlight. I was either doing things in different dimensions or busy battlefields or the sky. I wasn’t ever really in the open with all gazes on me.

      But I was now.

      “Seer, we thank you for your presence. Declare yourself for your brothers and sisters and know that you are found.”

      I nodded, still taking a few moments to find my words. “I’m, uh, I’m Davie— I mean, Daniella Masters. It was my parents who were killed in the fire that was meant to end my sister and my life.”

      “Thank you. And should you receive justice on this day, what would that look like to you?”

      “I… I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?”

      I shook my head. “Jacoby and Mavis were a part of my life for years. They were a shelter when I needed a night or two away from whatever foster parent we had that year. They were a bright spot that I looked forward to. A sort of ace in my pocket.

      “You can imagine that finding out that they were a part of wiping out my entire race, that they were the reason that my sister and I had been burned, it’s been a lot. To say the least.”

      “So, what do you want?”

      I closed my eyes. “I realize that some people would expect me to say that I want them dead. And in some ways, I suppose I did. But death is also too easy. They won’t get to sit in misery if they’re dead. They wouldn’t be able to sit there and feel the condemnation of everyone, of knowing that everyone else know what they’ve done.”

      “You want them to suffer then?”

      “Yes.” I took a shaking breath. “But also…no? Because I know whatever they experience, it’s just going to feel hollow to me. My parents died in one of the most painful ways possible, and my sister and I almost were killed too. That’s not something that can be made up with an execution or imprisonment or anything. It’s just…done. And I’m never going to be the same.”

      “We understand. Why do you think you and your sister were targeted first?”

      “Hmm?” I asked, thrown off by the question. I hadn’t been expecting to speculate.

      “I think we can agree that the attack on you was the most violent while also being the least hands-on of all of the missions. The leader of the accused received note to take care of you and your sister, and there would never be need for violence again. Obviously, that was not the truth considering the events that unfolded, but do you feel that you were specifically picked out, or was it chance?”

      Chance… Chance…

      We had been picked first. We were the oldest of any of the seers chosen. Estelle had said we were coming…

      I felt like I had little fragments of a puzzle all floating around my head, trying to fit together to form a puzzle, but failing miserably. Someone was giving Estelle notes. Someone knew of us. Stopping us was supposed to stop everything.

      You stopped the dragons from going outside fate.

      I stiffened, my mind seeming to zero in and begin to line things up.

      Someone knew about Mickey and I, knew that we were seers long before we ever did, and they wanted us dead. When we didn’t die, our very presence awakened other seers. One thing that I had learned was that seers begot seers, setting off each other in a sort of chain reaction until a whole population could come back from extinction. It only took one.

      You stopped the dragons from going outside fate.

      Unless…unless that one was held in isolation from everyone else. Not allowed to interact. A seer could probably be able to sense the arrival of another seer. A seer would allow someone to go outside fate.

      And if someone had their hands on a seer, it would make sense that they wanted to make sure that they were the only ones who had their hands on a seer.

      “Oh my God,” I whispered, my hand going to my mouth. “They have a seer.” I looked to Bronn, Mickey, Krisjian, and Mal with wide eyes. “They have a seer!”

      “What?”

      I looked back to the speaker, my heart going a mile a minute. “I’m sorry. This has all been very lovely, but I’ve got to go.”

      “You cannot go. The Fey Court—”

      “The Fey Court can do whatever the hell it wants. This is obviously your community deciding whatever punishment will make your community feel better about itself. I need to make sure that all seers who managed to survive this are free and in the clear.”

      I hurried to the door, different words and facts continuing to swirl around in my head as everything slid into place.

      Finally, I understood what was going on. How the anti-humanists always seemed one step ahead, so unbeatable, unless I pulled out the deepest tricks of my seer handbook. Not that I was given a handbook, because that would have made everything so much simpler.

      The anti-humanists had a seer. I was sure of it. And I was going to make sure that I did everything I could to free them.

      And then maybe, just maybe, we could move on with the whole saving the world thing.

      Preferably before the rotted dragon ended up doing whatever he hoped to do.
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      “You want to tell me what all of that was about?” Mickey asked as we walked into the very mansion we had come from, the tone tense and silent. “Because, you know, I might have liked speaking about the death of our parents and being halfway burned to death.”

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured, guilt flashing through me. I had been so caught up in catching the loose thread that had been eluding me that I had forgotten how my sister might feel. “It’s just I had a realization and knew we needed to get out of there to deal with it immediately.”

      “What’s this revelation?” Mal asked, perching on one of the tables and pulling her legs up. “Some sort of fantastical seer vision?”

      “Not really. Maybe seer-vision-adjacent. But basically, I figured out that the anti-humanists have a seer.”

      “Wait, what?” Bronn asked, straightening up from where he was leaning against the wall. “Baelfyre has a seer?”

      I nodded. “I don’t know how. I just know that they have to have one. That’s how they’ve been able to plan all this elaborate stuff. Able to get a bomb in here and almost take over the city. If it weren’t for us, they would have definitely beaten you three times over.”

      “But wouldn’t a seer be able to sense and account for the presence of another?” Mickey asked, sounding like she was getting caught up in it too.

      “I’m thinking mostly no. I couldn’t tell that you were a seer. I only knew about Krisjian because I was dead. As far as I can tell, there’s just a big, large ‘it depends’ on that.”

      “Okay, so let’s say they do have a seer. What now? Surely they have to have whoever they’re using gunning for all sorts of information about us. They have to know we know… Right?”

      “I… I don’t think so,” Krisjian said quietly.

      “What was that?”

      “Your shield. I’ve noticed that it…muffles a lot of the outside world. Things that a shield shouldn’t be able to muffle.”

      I tried very hard to remain cool and casual, even though I wanted to stride right up to him and ask a million and one questions. “Like what?”

      “Uh, I’m not exactly sure how to say it. Energy, maybe? The air? Life? So, I have this feeling that your shield blocks us as well. Even if they did have a seer, I don’t think they’re able to sense much of anything in this bubble.”

      “Is there any way that we can know that for sure?” Mickey asked, chewing at her thumb.

      “Uh, no. I don’t think so. It’s just a feeling.”

      “Feelings are what will get you killed,” Mal noted absently, having pulled a dagger from somewhere to clean under her nails.

      “Not like we have much else to go on,” Mickey countered. “How are we going to find out who this seer is, or where they are? Or anything?”

      I found myself swallowing yet again, but my mouth was as dry as ever. “I… I think I know a way.” They looked to me and I was pretty sure everyone could sense that something unpleasant was about to come out of my mouth.

      “Your face tells me I’m not going to like it,” Mickey said quietly.

      I gave her the most contrite look I could. “To be perfectly honest, I don’t think any of us will.”
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      “I’m really, really not sure about this,” Mickey muttered as I poured more Epsom salts into the deep bathtub that we were filling with cold water. I was pleased as punch to find that they had lavender ones around in one of the five bathrooms and was looking forward to having at least one bright part to hold onto.

      Ah, who was I kidding. They actually had a huge selection of bath salts and bubbles and everything else under the sun. In the end, it had come down to the lavender and the eucalyptus spearmint, but I had chosen the former for its strong association with sleep.

      “I agree,” Bronn said, looking dubiously at the rising water. “Are you absolutely sure this is necessary? Certainly, there has to be another way.”

      “None of us have sensed this seer so far, and as far as I can tell, they haven’t been able to figure out what we’re doing either. So, if I want to get in touch with her, I’m going to need to tap into the energy stream.”

      “The what?” Mickey asked sharply.

      I waved her concern away as I poured in more salt. “It’s this thing that I found when I was dead. It connects all seers, past and present, and is basically how I found Krisjian and planned my whole resurrection.”

      “Oh, is that all. And you didn’t mention this before because…”

      “Because I’m pretty sure it’s not for mortal people to know about. The only reason I did is because I died in a world that wasn’t mine and everything got all screwed up. It wasn’t like I thought I would ever be going back.”

      “And yet that’s exactly what you’re trying to do now.”

      “Well, yeah. I don’t think any of you would know how to find it.”

      “Davie…” Bronn murmured again, his voice pained. I could hear the slightest groan from the porcelain as his fingers gripped the edge of the bathtub. “You can’t ask us to sit here and let you kill yourself.”

      “Relax. I’m not killing myself. I’m just…slowing down my heart a bit. No harm done.”

      “What a funny way to try to explain away the fact that you’re making lover-boy drown you,” Mal said with a chuckle. “You know I would be happy to do it for you.”

      The edge of her grin was a bit worrisome, but I’d known Mal long enough to identify her nihilistic humor. “Generous, but no. You’re not from this realm and I don’t want your touch inadvertently sending me back to that place. And I can’t have a seer do it either, because you might get pulled in too. So that leaves Bronn and only Bronn.”

      “I… I do not like this, Davie.”

      “Duly noted.”

      I shrugged off the overshirt I had on, a warm and soft flannel that probably cost way more than I’d ever spent on a single piece of clothing. I was in only a tank and some leggings, and I could feel the coldness of the water radiating upwards.

      In truth, I was scared. I was terrified, even.

      I had fought so hard to find life again. To make sure I never crossed over into the realm of the dead again, and yet that was exactly the line I was flirting with. If something went wrong, well then, the spirit of death was going to have a much easier job on her hands than she realized.

      “This is making me quite nervous,” Krisjian said, his accent coming in thick.

      “I know,” I answered, giving him a wan smile. “Me too. But let’s do this before I lose my nerve.”

      I shut off the faucet and slid my feet into the water, hissing at how cold it was. Bronn was at my side instantly, his warm, broad hands holding onto my sides.

      “It’s fine,” I said, wincing as I slid further in. Geez, it was cold. Already I could feel my teeth chattering, my muscles locking up under the sheer temperature drop.

      I was in for a really, really unpleasant experience, but it was the only thing I could think of to find a seer that had been hidden from the rest of the world for goodness knew how long.

      It seemed like an eternity before my butt was flat against the bottom of the tub, my body already shivering. I took a deep breath—or as deep as my lungs would allow, considering how much my chest was constricted—then let all of it out.

      Bronn took that as his cue, his hands moving from my sides to my shoulders. I felt him put pressure on them, and then I was sliding into the cold water.

      I knew it was a cruel thing to do, to make Bronn essentially drown me when he had torn himself apart over and over again about letting me die, but he was the only one who could do it. It wasn’t like we could ask a servant or one of his generals. It wasn’t like I would ever trust any of them.

      And I could have asked Mallory except…well, except everything.

      So, it was the prince who held me under water as I tried to hold my breath for as long as I could. I could feel my blood sloshing in my ears, picking up at first as my heartrate increased before eventually the cold water set in and it started to slow.

      I wasn’t sure how long I lasted before the burning in my lungs was too much and I started to thrash, my body trying to get me up to air. But Bronn held me firm, pressing me down into the bottom of the tub, letting the darkness at the edge of my vision swirl in deeper and deeper until, finally, the world disappeared in a wink.

      I found myself quickly hurtling through nothing and everything all at once, streaking past flashing lights and cosmos until I finally splashed right back into the kaleidoscope of intense color, time, and magic that was the strange place between realms.

      I gasped raggedly, my entire body hurting terribly, but it started to level out as I let myself float along. While the surroundings were familiar, I could tell that I wasn’t seeing all that I was supposed to. That the massive expanse was cut off as if to protect my somewhat-alive brain.

      It was tempting to just stay relaxed and float along, listless to all the responsibilities that kept me tied to the life that was so often painful and stressful. But after a few moments, my responsibilities came back to me, and I realized that the longer I took in the energy stream, the higher the chance I would end up dead again.

      So I concentrated. Biting my tongue of my non-body, I concentrated on what I needed to know. I was looking for a seer. One that no one knew of and had no family. One isolated and scared. One older than me, maybe even older than Mickey, but had never known anything but servitude.

      I slid along rapidly, time rushing around me in violent eddies. Visions, pictures, and worlds flashed through me, until finally, I was spat out onto solid ground.

      But I’d been around the block enough to know that it wasn’t the real world but a vision. I stood, watching carefully as I took in what looked like a neat, cozy office.

      There were two people sitting on a couch, both middle-aged and put-together. I couldn’t place them at first before my mind told me exactly what they were.

      Dragons.

      And if I had to guess, not of the human-loving variety.

      I watched, wondering exactly what I was seeing, when the door behind me opened. A moment later, a portly woman stepped through me, a child holding her hand.

      Stepping back, I looked over the tiny thing. The kid was a girl, with short, dark hair and a plain set of what looked like pajamas. She was so slight that it was clear she had been underfed, and she was practically trembling just from the effort of standing there.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Wolfe, this is Sokhanya. She’s from Cambodia and has traveled an awful long way to see you.”

      The woman slid off the couch onto her knees, her hands moving quickly in time to the words she spoke unevenly. “Hello, Sokhanya! I am your new mama. This is your papa.”

      The girl didn’t say anything in response, simply tucked her face into the side of the plump woman’s skirt.

      “I’m sorry, she doesn’t understand ASL yet. We have a few commands that the orphanage managed to establish between their workers and her, which we are happy to teach you, but it will be a long road toward acclimating her.”

      “And she’s one hundred percent deaf, you said?”

      The woman, who I guessed was a social worker of some kind, nodded. “Deaf and mute. There’s a chance that she might be a candidate for a cochlear implant when she’s older, but she needs a whole series of immunizations and to gain quite a bit of weight before any doctor will want to look into that avenue.

      “Also, there’s the fact that some deaf folks do not agree with implants, as there’s a very strong deaf community in this part of the country. I want to make sure that you’re not assuming this is something that can be magically waved away with medical intervention.”

      “Oh no, we understand. Sokhanya is a very special girl. We have so many exciting plans for her joining our family.”

      “Fantastic. Our in-home interviews and visits went well, but we still have quite a bit of paperwork to go through. So, if you don’t mind…”

      The vision faded, but then I was propelled forward into another. Sokhanya was a bit older, laying on a small cot and sweating terribly, tossing back and forth, before she sat up and screamed.

      What came out of her mouth was gibberish, unending, and made my entire body want to retreat into itself. But someone suddenly strode forward and slapped her before shoving a notebook into her hands.

      “You’ve been taught better. Write what you saw, you dumb, little twit.”

      That voice made me jolt further as I recognized none other than the same prince I had met in Mal’s dimension. His hair was cut shorter and he wasn’t in full, old fashioned armor, but there was no mistaking that kind of malevolence. It had a way of filling a room, thick and cloying and making my mouth taste like ash. I wanted to reach out and punch him or plant my foot right against the small of his back, but I knew that I would have no effect on the vision.

      None at all.

      So I just watched as he gripped her collar and throttled her, shaking her roughly through the tears. He couldn’t be more than fifteen, or at least that was how it looked to me, but it seemed that his type of violence hadn’t come with age.

      “Of all the seers we had to find in the world, why did it have to be a broken one? The first of your kind in generations, and you’re practically useless. How does that feel?”

      The girl lurched forward from the bed, her head snapping to collide with the prince’s. They both recoiled, but before he could strike her again, she held up the notebook for him to see.

      There I saw, in jagged, oversized letters, was a single message.

      NOT. ALONE.

      The vision faded again, and now I was in a cell. There were no windows. There was no light. Only the faint sound of dripping water as I stood there, listening intently.

      My eyes adjusted slowly, and eventually I became aware that I wasn’t alone. There was a lone, tiny figure sitting on the cot, breathing so slowly, so softly, that it was almost impossible to tell that they were even alive.

      The figure looked up and I found myself staring into the pitch-black eyes of none other than Sokhanya.

      She looked right at me, not through me, her eyes seeming to burrow through my very soul. Slowly, her legs unfolded, and she sat upright.

      “Can you see me?” I asked uncertainly.

      She didn’t speak, her mouth didn’t move, and yet I still heard her voice as clear as day within my head.

      Except it wasn’t really a voice. There wasn’t a tone or a pitch. It was just words, but it was entirely hers without a doubt.

      Kill yourself to find me but wastes time trying to speak to a deaf girl? Silly.

      “Oh, I, uh… Wait, can you understand me?”

      Still talking. How boring.

      I frowned, feeling a bit insulted. Furrowing my brow, I tried to project my thoughts toward her, making my words echo in her head like hers were in mine.

      “Can you hear this?”

      Ah! She can learn. Good. You are seer, yes? One who was meant to burn? Caused much trouble for dragons.

      “Yeah, that’s me.”

      Good. Why you here?

      She had a stilted way of talking. It wasn’t like she didn’t understand English, but rather as if she was ascribing to a set of grammar rules that were completely different. I vaguely remembered being told once that sign language was a whole lot different from speaking English, so maybe that was going on? Or did the dragons teach her only the barest bones of what they needed in order for her to communicate?

      I didn’t know, and it didn’t exactly seem like the right time to ask.

      “I want to rescue you.”

      The girl looked surprised at that, her dark eyes going wide and her already pale face growing paler.

      Why? If not for me, you would not burned.

      “I know you were forced to tell them about me. I don’t blame you.”

      Generous. No sense.

      I withheld an irritated groan. It certainly wouldn’t help anyone. “It doesn’t have to make sense. Just know that I want to save you. No seer should be a slave. No one at all should be a slave.”

      Dangerous.

      “Believe me. I am well aware.”

      She gave me a skeptical look.

      How I help?

      “I’m not sure, actually. I was hoping you could tell me—”

      I stopped short, my conversation slipping as the ground below me suddenly turned to mush. Jolting forward, I tried to plant my feet on solid ground only to end up sinking to my knees.

      What this? Feels bad!

      “I don’t know!” I answered, reaching desperately toward her. While I hadn’t exactly been in control since I’d dove back into the lifestream, I hadn’t been out of control either. But whatever was sucking me down, pulling at my legs insistently, was absolutely overriding my will.

      Which was out and out terrifying.

      “I will come for you, okay! Be ready. I promise you, we’re going to free you from this.”

      But where you go? What happen? Do not understand!

      “I don’t either. But I promise, okay? Watch out for me!”

      She extended her hand toward me tentatively, seemingly wanting to stop my slipping into the muck, but it was too late. Whatever it was pulled me under, and I was slipping through nothing but black.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised when I landed into the extended palm of the rotted dragon, his massive claws pressing into my back.

      “Of course it’s you,” I hissed, returning to my regular way of speaking. I hadn’t even realized how much my head hurt from communicating with the other seer.

      “Such derision. Didn’t you miss me, young friend?”

      “We’re not friends.”

      “Really, one would think you wouldn’t be so picky considering your shortage of them lately.”

      “Why don’t you go screw yourself?!”

      “Huh, such language from my sweet little Davie. Are things perhaps getting to be a bit much for you?”

      “I don’t know why you keep pulling me here. I’m not going to free you. I’m not going to do whatever it is that you want me to do.”

      “Oh, but my dear, how do you know you’re not doing them already?”

      I bristled at that, but the claws behind me bit in a bit deeper. I could feel warm blood start to trickle out, and I couldn’t repress my wince.

      “You could always just give in. Would that be so bad? I’m sure you’re beginning to put together that you are the leader of your kind. A tenuous position, especially considering how often your kind has been used. Abused. Discarded and mistreated.

      “Why not ensure the survival of your people? Under my rule, I would have all of you flourish. Protected and cherished as you should be. I would punish any that dared to raise their hand against you. Tell me, is that so bad a fate?”

      I rocked forward in his grip, baring my teeth at him. “I understand you’re really, really old, but get this through your thick, dragon skull. I. Will. Never. Join. You.”

      “Pity then. I do so like your charm.”

      His jaw opened right in front of my face, rancid breath washing over me. I instantly felt wet and warm in all the worst ways. My stomach roiled, but that quickly paled once the fear set in.

      His yellow, cracked teeth loomed in my vision, saliva thick and viscous. His maw opened wider, coming closer until I was almost against his rough, barbed tongue.

      “Davie!”

      It felt like a sword was shoved through my chest. Or maybe that a hammer hit my sternum. My breath left my body, and I was thrown from his palm.

      “You cannot escape this, Davie. Seers wiser than you have tried and failed.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but then I was slammed into again, my breath being sucked right out of my lungs. Pain swamped me, and once more, I found myself flying through the light.

      I erupted into my body painfully, violently, blurry vision just catching Mickey raising her hand again to pound into my chest.

      I coughed, feeling like my insides were coming out of my mouth, and someone caught her fist.

      “She’s up! Look, she’s up!”

      Another someone rolled me over, and I spat up what felt like cups and cups of water. Suddenly, I was vaguely aware that my mouth tasted intensely of soap and I realized the lavender salts might not have been the best choice.

      Lesson learned.

      “Davie! Davie, are you alright?”

      My vision was only barely beginning to clear and I tried to answer, but mostly ended up coughing a whole bunch more. When I eventually did stop, I was hauled up into someone’s lap, a hand stroking my hair soothingly.

      “She’s back. Thank the spirits, she’s back.”

      I didn’t need my eyes to tell that the cracked, upset voice came from Bronn. I could guess that it was his thigh I was gripping onto, all boneless and weak from my near death.

      Or maybe it was an actual death. It was getting hard to say.

      I had so much to tell them. They had to know what I had found out, the challenge that laid ahead. But just for a moment, I needed to rest. I wasn’t about to pass out, like what had definitely become my usual, but I absolutely needed new clothes and really hot cup of tea and honey.

      But for the moment, I just wanted to lay still. So, I let my eyelids flutter closed as Bronn held me, my friends and sister beginning to move around me. As far as I knew, it was probably the last chance at peace I would have for a while.
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      “So they really do have another seer,” Mickey said, chewing at her thumb again. The digit was red and raw, but I couldn’t really reprimand her about self-mutilation considering I had just drowned myself in a tub to try to contact the missing woman.

      “Yeah. She’s somewhere around my age, if I had to guess. They got her from some overseas adoption program. She was most likely supposed to cause the rebirth of the seers back in the old country, but when they brought her here and isolated her, they cut all of that off.”

      “Has she really been isolated all this time?” Mal asked, sounding more bitter than I would have expected.

      “As far as I can tell, yes.” I cupped my hands around the steaming mug of tea that Bronn had insisted he make for me. The warmth was nice, pulling me further away from that deadly abyss I had been hanging over. “It’s… It’s really terrible. She has a cell, I think. And a cot. But there are no windows. There’s nothing to do. And she’s so tiny.”

      “Hey,” Mal interjected. “Ain’t nothing wrong with being tiny.”

      I tried to chuckle at her attempt at humor, but the sound came out a little raw and twisted. “Not if it’s natural. But this girl…” I closed my eyes, recalling the details of her face. How she had been so pale that she was almost gray. How her eyes had been so black and lifeless. How her skin seemed to hang from her features even while her bone structure stood out in sharp relief. It all spoke of years of neglect and misery. Of lacking any sort of comfort or love. I’d gone through plenty of that on my own during our time in the foster system, with parents who would prefer to scream or hit instead of help, but it seemed that Sokhanya had it much, much worse.

      “She’s basically been tortured her whole life. It’s her whole world.”

      “And she’s deaf, you say?”

      I nodded. “I don’t think she understands sign language either. They give her a notebook to write her visions on, but that’s the only means of communication she has, I think. I can’t tell if she can read lips or not. I’m thinking no, and maybe she just knows that when a dragon is yelling at her, they want something that has to do with a vision.”

      Krisjian was very still and very tense in his chair, his face nearly as pale as Sokhanya’s had been.

      “In my country, when you found me, we also had to run from these…dark dragons, as you call them. Are these the same ones that hold this girl?”

      I nodded carefully, watching the youngest of my brood as he put together his thoughts.

      “And if they had found me first, they would have done the same to me?”

      “That’s the likely inference, yeah.”

      “And they would do the same to any seer they got their hands on?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then we must save her.”

      “Yeah, that’s kind of what this whole plan is abou—”

      “We must save her and put some sort of system in place so that no seer, young or old or orphan, is preyed on again.” He stood up, pacing on his skinny legs. “What if you had not awakened me and instead I did so on my own, a year or two later? I would be hungry. Helpless. Easy pickings. This girl, from this foreign country you say, she was helpless too.

      “We’re vulnerable. And I understand that you all have had the privilege of protection, of proximity to help. But as more of us are born, or created, or whatever we are, the more of us are at risk.”

      His words sank into me, truer than he knew, and I nodded.

      “You’re right, Krisjian. There are a whole lot of people out there who want to hurt or use us. We do need to set up a way for others like us to find help. But right now, we can’t focus on that. We need to save Sokhanya and make sure that the anti-humanists dragons are never able to take any of us again.”

      “As long as they’re alive, they’re always going to be a risk to you,” Mal said matter-of-factly.

      “I’m well aware.” I clutched my mug a little tighter. “That’s why I’m putting a plan together to kill them.” I took a sip of the drink, soothing my throat as I thought better of my words. “Well, kill a very important selection of them.”

      “And what is your plan exactly?” Bronn asked, the first words he had spoken since the bathroom. I could tell that he was still upset, that his limbs were wound up all tight and his lips were pressed firmly into each other.

      “Well, I’m a bit shaky on a lot of the specifics. That’s where I’m hoping you lot will come in.”

      “By all means,” Mickey said, leaning in. “This is a brainstorming session I can get behind.”
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        * * *

      

      It was late into the night before Mickey and I finally returned to our rooms, and I was utterly exhausted in every sense of the word. My throat felt like it had been coated in glass shards, and my eyes were heavy with weariness.

      I was all set to flop against my mattress, tired and worn out, when a knock sounded against my open door.

      Turning, I saw Bronn standing there, leaning against the doorframe and looking just as tired as I felt.

      “Hey, could we talk perhaps for a bit?”

      I sighed wearily, tilting my head as I looked him over. “That depends. Are you going to lecture me about how our plan is completely insane?”

      “No. I just… I just want to be with you. For a moment. Without the war or anything else. Just the two of us.”

      I glanced to Mickey, who had a look on her face that was purely a big-sister expression as she headed toward our shared room. “Yeah, I can do that.”

      It was so sweet how he sagged with relief, his hand extending to me. “Thank you.”

      “No need for thanks,” I said, taking his hand in mine and letting him guide me out. “Even a seer needs a little downtime.”

      He nodded and we left the room, walking down the stairs and out onto the open lawn.

      I was pretty surprised that he thought it was safe enough for us to be outside, but I guessed the guard was pretty high, and it wasn’t like there were going to be any anti-humanist dragons flying around with my shield up.

      Instead of walking down the front path of the estate like we had before, we walked around the side of it, toward the back. It was nothing like the castle out beyond the woods, so it was conceivable to finish a circuit around the building even in my exhausted state.

      “Sometimes I feel like you like danger,” Bronn murmured as we strolled along, the night sky soft and velveteen above us.

      I tried not to take offense at that, breathing in and out before responding. “Why do you say that?”

      “Do I really need to explain? I just watched your sister beat life back into your chest while I tried to force air back into your lungs. I wish I could say this was the first time I watched you die. But it’s not, is it?”

      I grimaced at that. I had known that it probably wasn’t going to be a pretty sight, but I still felt a bit guilty that I had put him through that. “I was just doing what needed to be done.”

      “But did it?”

      I extricated my arm from his and turned to him, taking in his expression. His thick brows were drawn together in concern and those soft lips that I was growing more and more familiar with were pulled down in a frown. “What are you trying to say, Bronn?”

      “I am saying that… Don’t you think perhaps there is a chance that you make decisions that are needlessly dangerous?”

      I licked my lips, trying not to react rashly, but felt myself starting to do so anyway. “Bronn, I don’t recall accusing you of such things when you became the war general for your whole people.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying. I understand your life, your position, comes with certain risks. I understand that you can do things that no one else can do. But there is a difference between taking a calculated risk to save the ones you love and being reckless.” His hands came up to slide along my arms, gently squeezing as they traveled upwards until they were cupping my chin. “Can you honestly tell me you’ve calculated all of these recent things you’ve done? That you’ve weighed all the pros and cons until there truly is no option left?”

      “I…” I looked up into his face, into those sharp, bright eyes that were filled with so much emotion it made my heart ache. My heart had been aching far too much lately. If I kept going, it felt like it was going to just give out like an old, abused tire. “…probably not.”

      He smiled softly, but the expression looked pained. “I understand why you can’t listen to me when I tell you to stay in the castle during battle. I understand why you do the things you do, but the more time I have with you, the more times I watch you flirt with the line between life and death, the more I realize that I won’t survive losing you again.”

      He let out a shuddering breath, closing his eyes for a moment as he drew in deeply through his nose then out through his mouth. Without thinking, my hands went to his waist, holding him there, my thumbs stroking along his ribs to hopefully give him some sort of comfort.

      “I know that times are getting more and more dangerous, but I need you to promise me to be careful. Not to be reckless. So often you seem to treat yourself like some sort of acceptable price to pay for our safety, but you’re not. Do you understand that? Your purpose isn’t to be some grand sacrifice.”

      I chewed at my lip, wanting to argue with him but knowing that I had no right considering that I had already literally sacrificed my life for all of them. At that point, I had been so sure that it was the only way, and I was still pretty certain. But maybe…maybe some of the other things I had done had alternate routes. Maybe I didn’t need to drown myself in a tub. Maybe I didn’t need to race ahead of the dragons in a jeep to get to the city.

      Maybe I could tap into my seer-ness a bit more from time to time for visions and guidance rather than just using it as some on-call mega cannon that I used for whatever ridiculous task I wanted of it.

      “Okay,” I whispered eventually. “No more recklessness. I can’t promise I’ll be safe, but I’ll be careful.”

      He let out the faintest of chuckles, tipping my head up toward his. “I look forward to the day when the most exciting thing we have to worry about is if Mal is going to set another toaster on fire.”

      “She really doesn’t seem to understand how they work, does she?” I answered back shakily, my vision full of Bronn’s face.

      And then he was kissing me again. Sweet and gentle and full of so much that it was hard to process. He was scared, that much was clear. I couldn’t imagine what it was like to be him. To have feelings for a girl who he’d had to watch die. For a girl who was at the center of a fight between his people and his cousin’s people. At least the guy I was into could burst into a giant dragon whenever he was in danger.

      I closed my eyes and sank into his hold, letting myself seize the comfort of the moment. The elation that came from physical touch with someone I cherished. With someone who had been through hell and back with me. And when the kiss ended, we still held each other, rocking slightly from foot to foot, bathed in the slight light of a half-moon and all the stars around it.

      The quiet felt like another world, another realm. Like I had whisked us away to somewhere with no war or prejudice or terrible things about to happen.

      If only the feeling could last. But as the minutes ticked by, we both knew we needed to rest. We had an intense, uncomfortable, and most likely painful plan to put into action, and it wasn’t certain that we all would make it through to the other side.

      So, hand in hand, we silently went back inside, to what could be our last night all together. But as he dropped me off at my room, pressing one more kiss to my forehead, I just kept repeating the mantra over and over again.

      Calculated risk, not reckless.
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      Suddenly, hands grabbed me, yanking me out of bed and throwing me over a shoulder before I could so much as blink. I tried to let out a cry, but a thick wad of fabric was shoved into my mouth none-too-gently and then we were already moving.

      I looked around wildly, my vision trying to clear. It was still the dead of night, the lights in the house all turned low and almost everyone silent in their sleep.

      A surge of adrenaline hit me, and finally things started to come into focus in sharp relief. It had been a full day since my promise to Bronn. We had been busy with putting the last steps of our plan into motion and making sure we had dotted all our ‘i’s and crossed all our ‘t’s. I felt like my head had just barely hit the pillow and yet obviously at least a couple of hours had passed.

      I kicked out and tried to shout something into the gag, but all that came out was a muffled whine. I looked around wildly for the guards, only to find that we were taking a narrow way down to the ground floor, one I wasn’t familiar with. A servant’s hall, maybe? Why didn’t we have guards in the servant’s hall?

      I didn’t know, and that felt like something a seer should know. Shifting as wildly as I could, I tried to take in my surroundings, to see if there was someone I could latch onto for help.

      But there weren’t any familiar faces. In fact, aside from the four men that had ripped me from my room, I only saw a couple of the help, who scampered right back into the shadows once I spotted them.

      Why weren’t they helping? Were they too scared? Did they think I was being taken away on orders of the prince? Or were they… Were they infiltrators just like Baelfyre had been?

      “Would you stop wiggling?” the man holding me hissed, his fingers biting into my sides to secure a better grip. Naturally, I didn’t listen, but that didn’t stop me from still getting carted down a set of stairs and out into the night.

      I made another panicked sound, trying to get any sort of volume out, but it was all caught up in my gag. Panic truly started to kick in, so I thrashed with all I had.

      Once more, my weight and solidness worked to my advantage and I was able to buck out of his grip. But unfortunately, that meant I slammed into the ground with considerable force, knocking the air completely out of my lungs.

      I groaned, but the barely audible sound didn’t make it very far, drowned out by all the cursing of the men over me.

      “Would you be careful? He won’t want her all marked up before she even gets there.”

      “She’s heavy! You try holding her!”

      “You’re a dragon. She’s basically a human. Pathetic.”

      I could feel the tension mounting between the two, and I was all ready to use that to my advantage and slip away, but a foot landed on my middle, pinning me to the ground, and I heard the sound of hands hitting something solid above me.

      “Morons. Just open the door and help me get her into the car.”

      The foot let up and I tried to launch myself to my knees, only to have hands grip my arms again, hauling me up and practically throwing me forward.

      I found myself sliding across a seat, definitely giving myself a friction burn on my cheek and belly where my camisole had scrunched up. I tried to reach forward for the door handle in front of me, planning to just tumble out the other side of the car, but then someone grabbed my hand and yanked it behind my back.

      My other hand soon joined it and I felt them being bound behind me, my shoulders pulled tight from the tension. My legs were shoved forward, slamming my head into the other door, and then I heard the one I was shoved through slammed shut behind me.

      I tried to sit up, pushing myself to my knees, but then the front doors were opening and closing, and we were taking off.

      The sheer force of it had me slamming into the back of the front seats and then I slid awkwardly into the footwell, my hands pinned so that one of my legs and hip was in the well while the other half of me was leaning awkwardly into the cushions, barely able to breathe.

      I couldn’t believe it. After everything I had gone through, I was being kidnapped. Regular, old-fashioned kidnapped.

      How embarrassing.

      Closing my eyes, I tried to call a shield around myself, or maybe around the back half of the car. Like I could root it to the earth and make the front half take off on its own. But every time I almost had a hand on the energy within me, we’d hit a pothole or some other road debris, and I would be jolted or slammed into something, so I’d have to start all over again.

      We were going fast. Real fast. Which had to mean highway. But almost all the highways had been damaged in the fight, including the bridge that I had stood on to create the city’s shield.

      I kept my eyes closed, just trying to pay attention to the motions. I wasn’t sure how that could help me, but I needed to do something to be proactive.

      And then it happened. One minute, we were racing along, and the next, we went even faster, until suddenly, I could feel that all four of our wheels were off the ground.

      Oh.

      Oh no.

      I remembered acutely what it was like to get air in a car, and also the corresponding part where we would slam back into the gr—

      We hit and hit hard. I bounced up, definitely getting whiplash, before crashing right back down. I bounced a few times, my entire body protesting, until finally the inertia got a little bit of chill and I came to a stop on the seat.

      At least I wasn’t stuck in the well anymore.

      But I also knew exactly where we were going. If we were leaping over that gap in the bridge, it meant we were leaving the city. And if we left the city…

      I shuddered at the thought, nausea rising. I had never had car sickness before, but I was pretty sure that I was suddenly developing it. Thankfully, I didn’t have time to end up actually ralphing, because we slammed to a stop and then I was being hauled out of the car.

      My head was spinning, and my legs kept on crossing in front of each other, I was so mixed up from being tossed around the back seat like a sack of potatoes. The two people holding me basically had to drag me, I was such a mess, but I didn’t care that I was making it difficult for them.

      Mostly because I could feel exactly how close we were to the edge of the shield, and I knew I did not want to cross that line.

      “Huh, I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it myself. You actually got her.”

      I knew that voice, and it was enough to make me shake the sense back into my head. Vision straightening, I looked up to see Baelfyre and a group of other men all surrounding him just outside of my shield.

      “Do me a favor and take that gag from her mouth. She is so entertaining when she gets a bit mouthy.”

      The piece of cloth was untied from behind my head then ripped from my mouth. Drool dribbled down my chin, my hands still bound and unable to wipe it away. I knew I was a mess, lips swollen, chin slick with spittle and eyes probably red from everything that had happened, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to cower in front of the jerk, no matter how bound or vulnerable I was.

      “Of course it’s you,” I hissed, teeth bared.

      He laughed, and it was that same smarmy sound that made me want to turn him inside out and shake him around in a pile of salt then dunk him in vinegar. “I wish I could take credit for this, but it’s actually your side that reached out to me, wanting to make good on that deal we offered and your little princeling so foolishly refused.”

      “And that deal holds true, right?” the calm one of the kidnappers asked. “We give you this oracle, you give us time to go back to the old country. Rejoin our forces there.”

      “Yes, yes, we will maintain our side of the bargain. After all, everyone knows a promise over a seer is a binding one.” He chuckled again. “You know, I was so certain that this was a trap. That my cousin would suddenly burst from the trees and try to rain chaos down on us for daring to threaten his precious little pet. But it’s really just you here, isn’t it?”

      “He’s going to find me,” I hissed, trying to jerk out of the hands holding me but having no luck. “You have to know that. There’s no way you’re getting away with this.”

      “I don’t know, sweetheart. We’ve gotten you this far, haven’t we? Now, hand her over gentleman, and we can all go about our days and enjoy the temporary peace you have purchased your entire clan.”

      The two holding me shuffled closer to the shield, and I fought them with all I had. I kicked, I threw myself backward, I dug my heels in. I screamed, as long and as loud as my sore throat would let me.

      But it was like being dragged toward the inevitable. Bit by bit, the ground between us faded until finally, with one strong shove, I was through the shield and into the arms of two more dragons—of the anti-humanist variety.

      “Huh, it really seems like I’ll be eating crow when I next see our prince.” Baelfyre approached me. “But I think it’ll be worth it just to see the two of you meet. He has heard so much about you, darling.”

      He winked at me—because of course he would—then snapped his fingers. The next thing I knew, I was shoved to the ground and trussed up like a hog. My ankles were bound together, and my wrists were attached to that same bond. My face was pressed into the dirt, so I couldn’t see a thing, but I could hear the now-familiar sounds of dragons shifting all around me.

      A few moments later, large claws wrapped around my form, not seeming to care if they scratched me as they secured a hold and lifted me from the ground.

      And then we were flying, rising into the cold night air, goosebumps raising along my skin as the chill set into my bones. It bit into me, pinpricks along all my skin, only made that much worse by the knowledge that I was one hundred percent in the hands of the enemy.

      Despite everything we had done, all our precautions, the dark dragons finally had a hold on me. And as we flew through the air, their great wings taking me to their stronghold where their prince was no doubt waiting for me, I couldn’t help but feel like that grip was going to crush me.

      I just had to hold on a little bit.

      After all, I’d survived worse.

      …hadn’t I?

      Actually, once I began to think about it, I realized that the last time I had tangled with this prince and his kin, I had died. Rather violently. Eaten alive by crystal, consumed so I could sever their realm from the chains that connected all that was and would be.

      Yeah, that whole being crushed thing was seeming more and more likely.
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      I was unceremoniously dropped onto what felt like cobblestone, bouncing several times and rolling forward. I came to a jarring stop as my side connected with a foot, and once more, I had the wind knocked out of me.

      I wheezed and tried to crane my neck to look upwards, but I couldn’t with how I was bound. I could only breathe heavily and stare at the ground my face was pressed into.

      “What’s this, Baelfyre? Did they really manage to get the girl to you?”

      That voice sent chills down my spine. Even though it had been months, maybe even a year, since I had last heard him speak, one didn’t forget the voice of someone who had led you to your death.

      It was the prince. Not the same one I had met in the other realm, but similar enough that I could feel that same cold menace radiating from him.

      “Yes, Your Majesty. It seems I was wrong. Apparently, little Bronn’s hold on his own people is even more tenuous than I thought.”

      “Pathetic. But to our benefit, I suppose. Roll her over. I want to see the face of the girl who’s given us so much trouble.”

      I felt more hands roughly grip me—I was so tired of being manhandled!—and rolled over as he asked. I had to blink at the illumination all around me, and it took several moments for me to realize I was on the roof of a building. A very tall building judging by how cold it was and how the wind whipped around us.

      I blinked rapidly, my eyes tearing up at the assault, before they cleared to land on the man standing over me.

      He was startlingly similar to the other one I had met, except his golden hair was cut relatively short and he was dressed in stylish, modern clothes. A pair of what I recognized as designer glasses sat on his strong, roman nose and a single earring hung from one of his ears.

      “Ah, there she is. Funny, I almost expected her to look…”

      “Different?” Baelfyre supplied.

      “More important, I suppose. But looks can be deceiving, can’t they?”

      He crouched, bringing his smiling face closer to mine but still towering over me. He was gloating, all surefire and cocky, and I wanted nothing more than to plant a boot right in his face.

      Too bad I wasn’t wearing any shoes at all.

      “It’s so nice to finally meet you, Seer. I think you’ll find we have some lovely little surprises waiting for one of your kind, but those will have to wait.” He reached down, his finger sliding along the edge of my face and then along my cheek, stopping to flick the end of my nose. I reacted as quickly as I could, my teeth latching onto his finger and biting down as hard as I could.

      He let out a curse and jerked his hand back, but I held on tightly, my jaw popping in protest. The next thing I knew, a too-strong hand slapped the side of my face, sending me rolling to my side.

      “You insufferable little—” His words were cut off as I was slapped again, and my head truly started to spin. I was righted, only to be hauled onto my feet by more grunts. They cut my ankles free but kept my wrists still bound behind me, where they were utterly useless.

      “Get her to her new quarters and wash the stink of that weakling off of her,” he hissed, his eyes glinting at me before he turned on his heel and headed out.

      The fingers holding me dragged me after him, but slower, at a more respectful distance. I didn’t fight them, knowing I needed to save my energy for what was to come.

      Because I didn’t need to be a seer to know that I was in store for a whole lot of horrible before things got good again.
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      I was thrown hard into another room, hitting the wall and sliding to the ground. I tried to push myself up, but before I could even get my center of gravity where I needed it to be, a blast of ice-cold, pounding water crashed into me so hard I was driven right back into the wall.

      I tried to draw in a sharp breath, but the water pressure was so intense that I couldn’t. Blearily, I realized that they were probably using a sort of fire hose on me, soaking me from head to toe and repeatedly forcing me against the partition.

      The onslaught seemed to last forever, and when it finally cut off, I felt like I was about to pass out. I fell forward, slamming right down onto my front, and I couldn’t stop the whimpers from escaping my throat.

      I faintly heard laughter, and then the door being slammed, and then I was alone in the darkness.

      I laid there, panting slightly. Everything hurt so much, and I was just so tired. I was certain that I was going to be covered with bruises in the next couple of days—not that I could even begin to see them forming in this pitch black.

      With the last of my strength, I managed to push myself onto my side. It wasn’t much more comfortable, but at least it didn’t carry the risk of me accidentally drowning in the puddle I was laying in. Although I was terrified, down to my very core, another part of me knew that I needed to conserve as much energy as possible if I wanted to survive. So, I closed my eyes—not that it made much difference in the dark—and let myself drift into a fitful sleep.

      I couldn’t have been out long. A half-hour, maybe more, before I heard the door open and several sets of footsteps come in. I had hoped that maybe I had a bit more time to rest, but I knew my welcome wasn’t exactly going to be warm.

      “Search her,” came a terse order from a voice I didn’t recognize.

      I was hauled up to my feet again, and then hands were on me. They weren’t particularly rough or mean, but it was certainly invasive as they glided over my still-soaking pajamas, making sure I didn’t have anything on me. It reminded me of security at the airport—not that I’d ever experienced that in person. Only seen it movies. But it was crisp, professional, and over quickly.

      “She’s clean,” one of the grunts said, and the hands moved away from me.

      “Good. You, girl,” the terse speaker said. “Follow.”

      I thought about fighting them, about making them work for it, but there were four of them and only one of me, so they were going to succeed in getting me wherever they wanted me to go. I needed to save my energy for whatever was waiting for me at my destination.

      So I stumbled along behind them, unsurprised when my cold, wet feet hit even colder stone in the hallway.

      What I was surprised by was the modern lights illuminating the passageway. It was like being in an old, ancient castle that had recent electrical innovations, and it was throwing my head through a loop.

      A loop which only intensified as we reached what looked like a freight elevator. Sure enough, the leader of our little group pressed the button and the doors slid open, revealing what was indeed a sort of wide and deep service lift.

      I was shoved forward and I stumbled, catching my shoulder against the wall, then the rest of them entered after me. The doors slid shut, reminding me eerily of the sealing of a tomb, and then we were going up with only a mildly concerning groan from the machinery.

      For some reason, a bunch of dragons in an elevator amused me to no end. It wasn’t really that funny, and yet I found myself holding giggles inside of my throat. Maybe it was just the exhaustion and adrenaline bleed-off setting in.

      I somehow managed to keep the mirth inside of me until we finished the very long ascent and the doors slid open again.

      I wasn’t sure what I expected, but it wasn’t to step into a posh mansion that looked fresh off of some very rich realtor’s docket. I blinked, taking in my surroundings, but everywhere I looked were fresh and crisp décor details like I was watching some TV show that highlighted the houses of famous celebrities.

      “Huh,” I managed shakily before my arm was gripped and I was hauled forward once again.

      We walked along for what seemed like way too long, turning down one hallway and then another, and then another. The farther we went from the elevator, the more elaborate and spacious the place became. I never thought that I would consider anything about Bronn’s castle demure, but it was certainly beginning to look that way compared to the ostentatious pomp surrounding me.

      Finally, the tour ended as a heavy door opened in front of me and I was roughly pushed forward once more. This time, I tripped over my cold, sore feet and the edge of a carpet, crashing to the ground.

      I only barely managed to twist so I hit my shoulder instead of my face, but I felt the rugburn set in as I slid across the floor.

      Well…at least it was dry.

      I came to a halt and just laid there a moment, waiting for whatever was going to happen next.

      “Really, boys? Is that how we treat our guests?”

      I felt a gentle hand on my arm and was pulled up but only to my knees, which definitely protested at the position. I found myself just a few feet away from none other than the prince, who was sitting there with a book in his hands like we were just having a standard, casual conversation.

      I tore my eyes from him to look around. I definitely was in some sort of study, albeit one that was nearly the size of my entire old apartment. There was a large desk next to the prince, a table to play chess, and nearly a dozen bookcases. It reminded me of the library at Bronn’s castle, but with current lighting and a very expensive laptop open on the desk.

      Huh, so for being so anti-human, the dragons sure did like human technology.

      “Hey now, eyes on me. You might make a man feel unimpressive if you’re more interested in the décor.”

      My eyes slid back to the man, and I felt hatred roll through me. He looked so suave in his seat, comfortable and at ease, but that just made me want to kick the legs off the furniture and beat him with them.

      Huh. The dark dragons definitely brought out the hands-on violence with me.

      “So, I know you weren’t exactly brought here of your own volition, but there’s no reason that we can’t be friends. I can be a very benevolent ruler, despite what you might have heard. You could be an invaluable asset, if you want to be, and I would be more than happy to reward that.”

      Ugh. Did this guy really think that he was going to be able to bribe me? What about that made sense? “Rewards?” I echoed instead, trying to appear both dumb and shocked. I was hoping the natural arrogance of he and his kind would make them underestimate me. Think I was stupid and vapid.

      “You’ve had a rough life, haven’t you, Seer? I’ve heard stories. Your house being burned down, bouncing from foster home to foster home. Struggling just to survive.

      “It doesn’t have to be like that here. You want lobster and steak every night? I can get that for you. The finest clothes. The softest beds. I can even bring your sister here. She probably deserves some niceties too, doesn’t she? And all you have to do is tell me when little visions pop into your head.”

      It took a lot of willpower not to pull my lips back from his teeth and snarl at him. I knew that he was the one who forced Sokhanya to find out about my sister and I. I knew it was him who had slipped messages to Estelle.

      But I couldn’t betray any of that yet. If he knew that I knew that he had an oracle, I would lose my edge. I basically wanted him to think I was as unknowledgeable about everything until he revealed his hand. It would lead into him underestimating me further, which was my biggest weapon.

      “Just like that?” I murmured.

      “Just like that. I assure you, I’m not some monster. I’m simply a ruler looking out for my people.”

      I licked my lips, feeling like a choice was coming up. I could go along with his offer for a bit, maybe get some falsely nice treatment, but if I did that, then I wouldn’t be taken to whatever hole I had seen Sokhanya in.

      No, I needed the full welcome wagon. The nasty, evil treatment that I was sure was in store for anyone who dared say ‘no’ to the prince and his kind.

      “I… So… If I wanted a gold-encrusted baton, you would get that for me?”

      He chuckled lightly. “A curious thing to ask, but in the grand scheme of things, that would be quite easy for me.”

      “Good, because I’d like to shove it right up your a—” A fist slammed into the back of my head and I lost my balance, toppling forward onto my face. That smarted, but as I rose, I felt a boot on the back of my head right over where it was smarting, pressing me into the carpet.

      It was a nice carpet, that was for sure. Plush and thick and soft. But it was less lovely when my face was being ground into it.

      “Now that wasn’t very polite of you. And after I’ve been so gracious.”

      “Gracious,” I spat with plenty of venom. “You kidnapped me from my bed in the middle of the night. You tried to trade for my sister and my lives like we’re slaves! I’m not an idiot, you know. Did you really think I would buy into your sweet, aw-shucks act?”

      The foot pressed down harder, and I couldn’t help the groan that escaped. He applied more pressure, and then more, until it felt like my head might pop like a balloon.

      But after a few more beats, he removed his foot and I drew in a ragged breath. My head rushed, and I wasn’t sure if the dizziness that swamped me was a pleasant rush or a painful one.

      “Get her up.”

      Once more, hands gripped me, and I was yanked back up onto my knees. I swayed a bit, my bearings totally shot, but the prince’s grip on my face held me steady.

      His sharp nails bit into my cheeks, and I could feel the icy-hot burn of them as they pierced my skin. He forced me to look up at his face, and I did my best to give him the most intense glare I could.

      “Your kind always puzzles me. You’re so weak, fragile, and yet you seem to have almost no survival instincts. Tell me, is this obstinance a genetic thing or a side effect of your gifts?”

      “I dunno,” I said, summoning up spit inside of my mouth to launch it at his face despite his tight grip. “Maybe you just bring out the worst in people.”

      I expected another punch to the back of my head for daring to disrespect his royal majesty like that, but instead, he just rattled my head back and forth until I was sure that my eyes were spinning in my skull.

      “I think that we’re starting off on the wrong foot. Let me explain things here.” He moved my damp hair out of my face with his other hand. “You are here to tell us what you see. Point blank. You will show us your visions. There is no option B or a way around it. No loopholes for you to ferret through.

      “However, you do have a choice. You can make this easy on yourself, and we can start over with a sweet apology for your temper, or you can make this difficult for yourself.” His hand left my chin, and I could feel tiny rivulets of blood trickling down my cheek only for his other to fist in my hair and yank it back roughly. “Because I think you’re under the impression that you’ll have a choice in telling us about your visions. That you’ll be able to hold back from us, or just resist having them altogether. And I want you to know, sincerely want you to know, that none of that will happen.”

      For all my bravado, I was pretty terrified. In the back of my mind, I was flashing to memories of the last time I had been prisoner of the anti-humanists. They’d almost burned Mallory alive. And staring into the eyes of my realm’s version of the dark prince, I could see that sadistic glee in his gaze.

      I could have just sat there silently, letting him stare me down, but that part of me that always had to open my mouth just kept barreling forward. “I can’t even control my visions or how they happen. I don’t know how you expect to.”

      “Ah yes, that I do believe. Side effect of too soft a hand since your awakening.” His hand released my hair but not without some force, and I fell backward.

      My hands protested my weight slamming into them, and I let out a strangled yelp. I almost expected them to laugh at me, but there was just silence.

      I tried to push myself up, but once more, the prince’s foot planted itself on me, putting pressure on my sternum until I was pressed right into the floor.

      “You see, oracles are fragile, simple things. So much of your brain and energy is tied up in interpreting all the magic that you’re sensitive to, so there’s not enough left to know what’s best for you. But you don’t have to worry. Over the years, we’ve perfected a way of helping you find what you need when we need it.”

      My gaze roved all over his face, trying to figure out if he was telling the truth. “You’re bluffing,” I said, not breaking eye contact.

      The smile on his face was serene. “I never bluff, because I never have to. But I’m more than happy to give you a demonstration. Mind you, it will work better as you’re trained more, but I’m sure we could get something useful out of someone as undisciplined as you.”

      He looked to the men who had dragged me in, and I could feel them tense. “You, hold her down. You, the poker from the fire.”

      His foot went lower, pressing into my belly instead, and one of the guards knelt to press my shoulders into the ground. I was effectively pinned, only able to watch as another one of the guards disappeared before showing back up with a glistening, jewel-encrusted fire poker.

      It was a fire poker. It didn’t need freaking diamonds and rubies on it, yet that was exactly what I was looking at.

      I would be lying if I didn’t admit that I was relieved it wasn’t red-hot from the fire. Just cool and unused, glistening in the light of the study. The guard handed it to the prince, who tapped the end of it in one of his palms.

      “I want you to tell me which of the families overseas are going to help your pathetic little princeling in the gap we’ve given him.”

      “Oh sure, let me just whip that right out of my butt, why don’t I.”

      “Shh, let’s not rush this process.”

      His fingers wrapped around the end of the poker and I saw it begin to glow, then flames licked up from it. When he finally pulled his palm away, it was burning a brilliant, violent red.

      “Which of the families overseas are going to help your false prince?”

      “You have to be kidding me,” I gasped, looking at the crimson tip with wide eyes.

      “I assure you I am not.” He brought the poker down so it was just in front of my face. I could feel the burning fury of it, sizzling the short, fuzzy hairs along my cheek. “Should we start here? Maybe not. You are passable to look at, it would be a shame to ruin that right at the beginning of things. No, I think we’ll let that be for now.”

      The poker continued to move down until it was just at the center of my collarbone. I could feel sweat beading up along my entire body, joining in the dampness left over from the hose. “I hear that you aren’t the biggest fan of fire, Davie.”

      “Gee, I can’t imagine why I have an aversion.”

      There was that smile again, sweet and charming. “Just know that the sooner you give me what I want, the sooner this demonstration ends, and we can move on to being good friends. Understand?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but then the poker pressed down and my entire world erupted into chaos.

      There was pain, of course, and the snapping and sizzling of something too-hot touching human flesh. It was disgustingly familiar to me, and I felt myself thrown back to that night.

      But there was something else there, something rushing just under my skin. It was energy, sharp and cracking and trying to flee from me like it could put out the heat with sheer force.

      I screamed, my body trying to come off the floor, but I was held fast. It was only after several moments that I was aware of words coming from my lips.

      “Old families. In shadow and light. They unfurl—”

      I bit my tongue, my eyes going even wider as I recognized what was undoubtedly my vision-voice slipping right out of me. I hadn’t even seen anything, and yet my mouth was trying to spill everything all on its own.

      “Come now, don’t hold back. I’d prefer we move onto much nicer things. They unfurl and?”

      He pressed harder, and the heat went deeper into my mind. The world started to shake apart, pain erupting through it and turning everything a blinding white. I could feel the energy churning inside of me, bubbling up and trying to make its way out.

      It was like my shield, but different. It was a sort of…failsafe. Wanting to protect me. It would say whatever it needed to say, give up whatever it needed to give up, if only to stop the burning, cutting pain.

      But I wouldn’t let it. I bit my tongue until I felt the unmistakable taste of copper in my mouth. I pressed my lips together. I cried, tears falling hot and wet down my cheeks, but I wouldn’t let a single word through.

      Eventually, things started to fall off and I went to a soft, quiet place. Detached from everything else. There was still the pain, still the prince asking me the same question over and over again, but it was far away. Removed. It was only when I was fully safe within that comfort that my jaw loosened enough to speak again.

      “You build your throne on spikes and teeth, but it will be a feather that brings you down.”

      Finally, the burning, torturous poker was pulled away and dropped to the side. “Of course you would give me a warning when I ask for a boon. No matter, I think you understand the gravity of the situation. I hope now that we understand each other, you might be more amenable to these talks in the future.”

      His foot left me and the guard holding me stood, but I could only lay there, panting and miserable. “Survey says probably not.”

      He chuckled, and it was a dark, insidious sound. “Baelfyre did warn me about your sheer stubbornness. I do so look forward to seeing that leave you. Take her to her new quarters.”

      He nodded to the guards and they picked me up, one of them swinging me over his shoulder. I was carried back down the hall, but I was too busy drifting in and out of consciousness. It felt like pain was radiating through my entire brain, leaving room for little else.

      But I did notice that we didn’t take the elevator. Instead, we went down a couple of flights of stairs until we finally reached the door.

      I couldn’t lift my head to see where we were. I just hung there as they opened it and stepped in.

      I was surprised not to be greeted by total darkness, however, and I was set down on a thin cot before the guards turned to leave. Before they shut the door, I heard a familiar voice order them to hold.

      If I’d had the energy in me, I would have groaned. But I didn’t have it in me, so I just laid there, groggy and drifting, until Baelfyre’s face appeared above me.

      “Huh, you’re not looking so good, sweetheart.”

      I blinked at him, unable to call up anything pithy to say. And considering how hard I had bitten my tongue, any words I might have conjured up would have been garbled anyway.

      It didn’t seem possible, but my stomach dropped further when he sat down on the edge of the cot next to me, setting a heavy bag on my thighs. “Don’t worry. I can patch you up a little.”

      I expected him to hurt me, maybe dig his fingers into the searing point of agony at my collarbone. Instead, he was pulling me up into a slight sitting position, his arm behind my back to hold me steady as he pressed a couple of pills to my mouth.

      I pressed my lips together for a second time and tried to move my head away. I wasn’t about to take whatever he wanted to give me.

      “Come on now, you’re already a prisoner and you’ve met with the prince. What would I benefit from drugging you? It’s just some pain medicine.”

      He had a point, and as much as I hated being addled, I needed some sort of escape from the pain. I felt like I was drowning in it, the edges of my brain turned to mush under the constant assault.

      I opened my mouth and he placed the pills on my tongue before quickly following up with what felt like the opening of a water bottle. Carefully, he let just enough of the liquid into my mouth to swallow the medicine before letting me have a little more.

      “There you go. See? It doesn’t have to be all bad here.”

      He let me down gently, my body limp and barely held together. I was vaguely aware of him reaching into his bag and pulling out some gel and a long swab. “This will probably sting a little, but it’s a very old burn salve. It’ll help with the pain and for it not to scar. You have enough of those already, don’t you?”

      I didn’t answer, just watched him as he worked quietly, his touches featherlight and careful. I wasn’t stupid, I knew that something was up, but his kindness was different from the prince’s. It seemed less honeyed, less like he was angling for something, and yet I knew that he had to be.

      When he was finished, he let out a sharp tsk. “Alright, that will have to do for now. I’ll see about rolling in and bandaging it in the morning, after it’s had a chance to breathe. But for now, roll over for me, will you? I want to get your hands free.”

      As if I had the ability to do that. I tilted my head, but that was about all I could muster.

      “Huh, he really gave you the full welcome, didn’t he? Alright, I’m going to rock you. Stay real still for me, alright? I don’t want to nick you.”

      True to his words, he gently rolled me onto my side, and I heard the tell-tale sound of a blade against rope. A few moments later, my hands were indeed free, and Baelfyre was gently pulling them away from each other.

      God, that hurt. It was an aching, searing sort of pain, which made me whimper slightly. That was embarrassing, but I couldn’t really bring myself to care.

      He rolled me onto my back, moving my arms to rest over my middle. Carefully, he rubbed the circulation back into them, making another disapproving sound at the welts around my wrists.

      “Let me put a little something on that and I’ll let you rest. Just a little longer, okay?”

      I didn’t know why he was asking. It wasn’t like I could say no. I was as powerless as I had ever been and right in the center of their territory. I couldn’t even call up a shield if my life depended on it.

      More came out of the bag, and he ended up swabbing my wrists with something else, then bandaging them firmly. He was right, whatever that salve was, it did take the edge off the stinging, burning pain. It was enough to let me settle ever-so-slightly, but I was still anxious for the pain meds to kick in.

      It was time for him to go, according to his own words, but one of his hands slid back under my head, pulling me up to press the water bottle against my sore mouth again.

      He fed it to me slowly until all the water was gone, and then that went in the bag too. He set me down, but he still sat there, looking over me.

      “It doesn’t have to be like this, you know,” he said, picking strands of damp hair off my sweat-covered brow. “You don’t have to make everything a fight. No one would blame you for giving into the prince when you’re in a situation like this.”

      I looked at him once more, swallowing several times. It took some effort, but eventually, the words started to rasp past my lips. “I think that boat has already sailed.”

      “Has it?” He stopped plucking the hairs off my face and instead, his fingers trailed over my features. It was a parody of tender as it traced around my eye, over my nose, then finally my lips. “I could be a friend to you. Put in a good word with the prince. Convince him that maybe a gentler touch would be better for you. Not everything has to be a fight.”

      My brows furrowed, and he traced that too. The look on his face was so affectionate, so tender, that I was reminded of how charming he had been when I first met him.

      But I wasn’t a fool. I knew that Baelfyre held no more affection for me than he had for a splinter. No, he was angling for something. He always was. There was one language he spoke, and it was power. Gain.

      “Bronn wouldn’t want you to be hurt like this, you know. If he was here, he would beg you to take care of yourself.”

      “That would be convenient for you, wouldn’t it?”

      “I know the circumstances aren’t the best, but is it so hard to believe that I’ve always had a soft spot for you? Would it be so bad to have someone like me as your ally? To protect you where my cousin couldn’t?”

      And there it was, clicking into my head like a puzzle piece. Baelfyre didn’t want to force my hand. He wanted me to willingly choose him, to take what he considered a toy away from Bronn only to rub it in his face later.

      How stupid. I knew that the anti-humanist dragons could be petty, but the rest of us were playing at stakes for the world while Baelfyre was trying to make some sort of romance novel.

      Boring.

      It took considerable strength to raise my hand enough to smack his away, affixing him with a look that I hoped told him exactly what I thought about his attempt.

      “Next are you gonna ask me to ditch him to go to homecoming with you?”

      Suddenly, his grip was on my neck and his face was over mine, teeth bared in a snarl. “You think you’re so clever, but soon, you’ll wish that you had been smart enough to accept my graciousness.”

      “Oh, is that what this is?” I managed to rasp.

      But he just removed his hand and laughed, standing up and taking his bag with him. “You’re always so fun, little seer. I hope you don’t lose that.”

      I didn’t have an answer to that, which was well enough because he quickly strode out. Someone slammed the door behind him, so I assumed that the guards had been waiting out in the hall the entire time. So much for privacy.

      I knew that I should get up—that I needed to survey my surroundings, to find any weaknesses as soon as possible to prepare myself for the next day—but when it came down to it, I just didn’t have it in me to move.

      So instead, I just laid there until the pain meds kicked in and I drifted away into a solid respite.
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      I slept deeply despite how battered I was, not even dreams piercing the veil I had sunk into. But eventually, I was aware of a hand shaking me. Lightly at first, but with growing urgency as I refused to come back to the surface.

      Eventually, I couldn’t fight it anymore, so I slowly opened my eyes. That was more of a fight than it should have been, given how my lids were crusted together like cement had been poured over me.

      The shaking continued, however, until my mouth opened in a groan. But even though the motion stopped, the hand stayed on my shoulder until my eyes finally opened.

      There was a face above me, but it wasn’t the arrogant visage of any of the dragons. Instead, it was one that was drawn, pinched, and deathly pale, black eyes staring at me curiously.

      “Sokhanya?” I rasped, jerking much more awake very clearly.

      She nodded, her gaze resting solidly on my mouth. Now that she knew I was awake, her hand left me, and she sat back on her haunches.

      “How are you even here?” I asked, trying to sit up only to have my whole body protest. There was an especially sharp stab of pain right at my collarbone and suddenly, everything came back to me.

      Huh.

      I had known that being captured by the anti-humanists was going to be bad news, but if that was what I had to deal with on the first day, I couldn’t imagine what it would be like once they really began to sink their teeth in.

      But Sokhanya just shook her head at me, pointing to her ear as if I had forgotten that she couldn’t hear me. I had just assumed that she would be able to read my lips considering she had known I’d said her name, but it made sense that she would be able to identify that mouth-shape and maybe only that mouth-shape, considering it was her name.

      “Right, sorry,” I said out of habit before rolling my eyes at myself. She certainly couldn’t hear my apology.

      The girl’s hands flapped, and she gestured to the salve-sticky patch on my front. Glancing down, I saw the raw, almost triangle-shaped burn right at the center of my collarbone, angry in what little light made it under the door.

      “Yeah, you could say that I wasn’t exactly cooperative last night,” I answered. But the girl just looked at me, her eyes narrowed. “Right. You can’t understand me. I’ll get that through my head. Eventually. But you’ve got to know at least a little bit of written words, right? I’ve seen you write notes.”

      She continued to stare, huffing like I was being irritating, and I couldn’t entirely blame her. I was prattling on like an idiot.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, reaching into my ridiculously filthy shirt. “I came prepared.”

      She watched my actions intensely as I reached into one of the three sports bras I had worn to bed. There I was able to pull the small pad of sticky notes out and a pen that folded in half.

      She blinked at me in utter shock before grabbing them from me and quickly scribbling something down. After a couple of moments, she held it up for me to view.

      YOU KNEW TAKEN?

      I nodded, taking the notebook and writing back to her.

      I told you that I was coming to free you. Had to get on the inside in order to do that.

      She took several beats to read what I had written then snatched it back.

      HURT.

      I nodded, pulling off the used-up piece of paper and turning it over.

      Yeah. A calculated risk. But it worked, didn’t it?

      The girl just stared at the note for far longer than it should have taken for her to read it, and I wondered if I had said something wrong.

      KILL ME?

      I looked from the new note she had written, to her face, to the note again, trying to figure out which field that had come out of. But she didn’t look scared, or even angry. Just somewhere between resigned and curious, as if she had already seen the storm and had prepared for her fate.

      I snatched the sticky notes back.

      KILL YOU? Why would I KILL you? I’m here to rescue you!

      She looked at the paper then me, just staring and staring at the words for so long that I thought her brain was shorting out. But after what had to be several long, long minutes, she took the notes back and wrote very carefully.

      YOU ARE LEADER SEER. I HELP ENEMY. KILL ME. ESCAPE. DEFEAT THE DARK.

      Her message took up the entire note, so I hastily ripped it off and wrote a new one.

      I’m not killing you, Sokhanya. No one is killing you.

      BUT I HELP ENEMY.

      Not of your own choice!

      DO NOT UNDERSTAND. ENEMY!

      I felt my frustration mounting, but it was coupled with the pain I felt in my chest for her. Sokhanya hadn’t interacted with anyone who didn’t want something from her since she was a child. She’d been kept in the kind of activity that I had only gotten a taste of for practically her entire life.

      Of course she didn’t understand someone risking their life for her. Of course she assumed that I was just there to clean up loose ends and then get out of Dodge.

      I knew that words weren’t the best way to communicate what I was trying to say. It was clear she was literate, but still struggled based on how long it took her to read my notes and how she responded.

      So, I did the only thing I could think of to make sure she understood me. Gently, I placed my hands on her shoulders and leaned forward until our foreheads touched.

      I felt her stiffen at first, her body going ramrod straight at my foreign touch. I couldn’t help but wonder if anyone had ever made contact with her in the interest of kindness since she had been brought into their custody.

      Probably not.

      But I closed my eyes against all those negative thoughts and feelings and instead reached down into the warm, happy places in my memory.

      They bubbled up, soft and effervescent, and I willed them into her. It took considerable concentration, just as it had when we had communicated in my vision, but I felt them flow into her in sleepy, gentle waves.

      I didn’t choose them personally, just let my subconscious pick whatever seemed right. They rolled calmly, one right after the other in a parade of stolen contentment and sweet recollections.

      Mickey and I holding hands as we watched a particularly scary movie. Krisjian trying to cook something for us and ending up with something that looked like slop but didn’t taste half-bad. Mal, Bronn, Mallory, and I playing a board game together. Mickey braiding my hair. Me rubbing lotion into her scarred skin when it was especially dry and cracked. Bronn and I holding each other in the moonlight.

      More slipped out, moving me in a way that I hadn’t expected to be moved, but I let them go until the ache in my head threatened to turn itself into a full migraine. Leaning back, I broke the connection and looked at the tiny seer once more.

      I wasn’t surprised to see tears streaming from her eyes and an expression of utter bewilderment on her features. Slowly, I grabbed the sticky pads and wrote something.

      That’s family. And you’re part of my family.

      I showed her the note and she stared at it again, long and hard, before her eyes flicked back to me as if she couldn’t believe that I was real. I didn’t know quite what to do, but I realized that the girl had been told where, what, and how to live her life for over two decades, so I quickly drew the notes back into my lap and scribbled some more.

      That is, if you want to. If you don’t, that’s okay. I can get you out of here and get you someplace safe where you can be alone and do whatever you want to do. We just gotta get you out of here first, okay?

      She looked at my note, angrily rubbing away at her tears, then took it from me.

      HOW?

      It’s complicated, but

      Footsteps sounded outside of our door and the next thing I knew, the seer was moving with almost whiplash speed. She took our notes and shoved them into her mouth, hastily chewing, while grabbing the pen and the rest of the pad to shove them into my bra. She pushed away from me, skittering to her cot that I could only barely see on the other side of our windowless room. I barely had time to readjust the small objects in my underthings before the door was swinging open.

      I was never so grateful for my often-inconvenient figure than I was when the guards strode in, completely unaware of everything I had hidden on me. I had known when we’d set the plan up that they would search me, so there were only a couple of places I could hide things. It had been a gamble, sure, but it had paid off so far.

      “Come with us,” one of them said, none of them looking familiar from the night before. Then again, I had been so out of it, maybe they were exactly the same and it didn’t register with me.

      Sokhanya rose from her cot, walking past me with her head down. With the light pouring in from the door, I was finally able to see her in full, and it certainly wasn’t a pretty sight.

      Her black, thick hair was wild around her head. I could see matted chunks hanging like dreads in some places and tangled bundles in others. Little white flakes from either an irritated scalp or dandruff were visible, while her hairline was an angry red.

      She was dressed in nothing but an oversized sweater that was so worn and gray, it might as well have been a dishrag, and I could see a rash going up the inside of one of her legs. An infection? Allergic reaction? None of the guards seemed to care, so I assumed it was familiar.

      Were there fleas in our room? Mites? Ticks? It didn’t make sense that they didn’t want to look after the health of the one thing that was keeping them ahead of the game, but maybe making an oracle sick and weak made her more compliant and her visions come more easily.

      I felt rage lick up my spine, incandescent and burning. I really was going to make these people pay for what they had done to me and my kind. What they had done to everyone that they considered beneath us.

      I just had to…bide my time and trust that everything else was going according to plan.

      We traveled down one hall and then another. I got the sense that we were not going to the same study I had been in before, but somewhere different. I didn’t know how I knew that considering I had been so out of it after my first meeting with the prince, but my intuition was proven true when we walked into what I could only describe as an entertainment room.

      The prince was seated in a thick, opulent chair, Baelfyre right beside him. They were both watching a giant television that took up the far wall, a table between them that was loaded with all sorts of sweets. It was so human, so un-dragon-like, that I had to blink several times to make sure that what I was seeing was real.

      But it really was. The two young men were laughing as something humorous happened on the screen, Baelfyre idly tossing popcorn into his mouth while the prince worked on a pretzel. They really did just look like a couple of wealthy college students having fun, and for some reason, it jarred me to my core.

      Maybe because, in my head, they were more caricatures of evil than anything else. They didn’t have wants or dreams beyond more power and more harm to others. In reality, I supposed they had likes. Dislikes. Favorite colors. Favorite foods. But at the same time, it seemed so impossible that my mind dismissed it. Monsters didn’t like pink or blue or enjoy the taste of cotton candy. They were just monsters.

      “You got here quickly,” the prince said, lifting a remote and pausing the movie. “I thought you would have put up more of a fight. Have you learned your lesson sooner than I thought, Seer?”

      I didn’t answer, my gaze sliding to Baelfyre and the interested look he shot me. When my silence stretched out for too long, the prince huffed.

      “And here I thought we would have a nice change from having such a faulty oracle. Is more encouragement in order?”

      I didn’t answer again, and he sighed, wiping his hands on a cloth napkin before standing. But before he could take a single step toward me, a horn sounded, halting him right where he stood.

      “What in the ancestor’s name is that?” he asked sharply, his head snapping toward the door.

      “Bronn,” I breathed, relief surging through me.

      Suddenly, the prince strode forward, catching the front of my camisole in his grasp and yanking me onto my toes. Panic surged through me, worried that he would be able to see the goodies I had shoved into my bra.

      “You think that little upstart has a chance against me? You’ve just brought him to his doom!”

      I just glared at him, trying to show him that I wasn’t scared of him in the slightest, even if I was a little bit. “Did you think that he wouldn’t come for me? That he wouldn’t figure out where I had gone off to in the middle of the night?”

      The prince let me go, shoving me backward to collide with Sokhanya. We both stumbled, but he just wiped his hands on the napkin again, as if I had dirtied him. “This might work for the better. Perhaps seeing your beloved princeling being torn apart right in front of you will make you more compliant.”

      “Sure, feel free to dream big.”

      He gave me a smarmy look before glancing to Baelfyre. “Watch them. I’m about to have what I’m sure will be a rousing debate with an idiot.”

      “I’m jealous of you, I promise.”

      The prince rolled his eyes and strode out the door, the guards following him. I heard the horn sound again right before the door slammed shut, closing us in the room with only Baelfyre and the paused movie.

      I stood shakily, offering a hand to Sokhanya. But she didn’t take it, staying on the ground and scooting back to press her back against the wall.

      Right, well, I supposed I couldn’t blame her for that. But that was alright. I would be strong enough for the both of us.

      Looking around, I tried to see if there were any windows or other ways I could view what was happening outside. But like the other rooms we had been in, there weren’t any openings. Just the artificial lights that had apparently been dimmed for the movie.

      My suspicions were confirmed when Baelfyre grabbed the remote and pressed a button, the lighting transitioning smoothly from dim to regular brightness.

      “I was hoping that my cousin would show up. Granted, I was also hoping to dangle you in front of him a bit, but it seems like he’ll die before that ever happens.”

      “Who says that he’ll die?” I asked quietly, trying to sound uncertain and nervous. It wasn’t that hard to pretend.

      “He’s in enemy territory and about to face off against the strongest dragon of our entire people. He’s only ever been safe because he’s never left the protections of his land since this whole war started.”

      “He… He could live.”

      “Unlikely, sweetheart. For some reason, you do so seem to inspire loyalty in people. I don’t see him leaving without you, except in a body-bag.” He chuckled to himself. “Not that enough of him will be left to fill a body-bag.”

      “I…” I forced myself to let out a whimper. “I don’t believe you.”

      He shrugged. “You don’t need to believe me for it to happen, Seer. All you have to know is soon your little Bronn is going to go the way of the dodo, and you’ll be all alone with us big, bad wolves.”

      The wolf allegory wasn’t that far off. I certainly felt like prey locked in the eyes of a predator. Stared down and trembling and about to be devoured.

      “I… I…”

      He smiled crookedly at me and extended a hand. “It’s hard, isn’t it? I know you were probably holding onto the hope that he would save you, but that’s just not gonna happen. I’m still here, though. I won’t hold last night against you.”

      I looked away from him, allowing myself to flush red. “Y-you would protect me?” I murmured, keeping my voice soft. Weak. I didn’t look at him, afraid that he would see the wheels spinning in my head.

      “As best I could. I’m sure you understand that sometimes there’s no way around the prince when he’s in a certain mood, but I could…lessen the blows. All you have to do is be nice to me. Maybe make me feel as important as you do my cousin. Look at me the way you look at him.”

      I took a step toward him cautiously, looking at him through my lashes. It helped that I knew he wasn’t actually interested in me in the slightest, that he was just a petty child who wanted to steal something from his cousin just because Bronn had me and he didn’t. If he was actually attracted to me, I might have been intimidated. Scared. But as it was, I was only worried he would detect my ruse too soon.

      “I think that…maybe I could do that?”

      “Just maybe?”

      I took a step closer until the edge of my pajama pants were touching him. It was too close, making my skin crawl, but I knew it wasn’t close enough. Not yet.

      “I can try.”

      “Well, I suppose trying is a good place to start.” He settled down further in the chair, making himself comfortable just as I had hoped. He patted his leg, and I took that as my signal, turning away from him and slowly lowering myself into his lap.

      His strong, iron-like arms wrapped around my waist and pulled me flush against his chest. It was too much touch, too friendly and personal, but I did my best to relax my muscles. I didn’t want him drawing away from me. Didn’t want him paying too much attention.

      “See, this isn’t so bad, is it?”

      “It’s alright,” I answered, slowly sliding my hand up my body. I paused to scratch at my arm, trying to act normal. I rubbed the back of my neck before finally, subtly, reaching into the front of my shirt.

      “Nice and easy, see? It’s not like I’m some terrible monster. Not that different from Bronn, am I? Smarter, more handsome, sure.”

      “No,” I murmured. “Not a monster.”

      I spoke slowly, carefully. His arms finally released my middle, going instead to my back and gliding over all the muscles and knots I had there.

      “Geez, you’re tense, aren’t you? I’ll see if I can get you a better mattress in that room of yours.”

      “That’s awful nice of you,” I murmured, my fingers closing around what I was looking for.

      “Like I said, I can be nice.”

      “Yeah,” I breathed, slowly pulling it out. “I’m learning that.”

      And then the hardest part. I knew I had to move fast, faster than a dragon, for the next part of the plan. But years of helping take care of my sister and her lupus had made me pretty handy with minor medical tasks.

      When his hands reached my shoulders, I struck. I whipped out the syringe I had hidden in my hand, popping off the cap with my thumb, and jammed the needle into his thigh before shoving the plunger down.

      “Ow! What the hell!”

      I was dumped out of his lap and onto the ground. I scuttled away, eyes locked on Baelfyre as he got to his feet.

      “Ugh, I suppose I should have known, shouldn’t I?” he hissed, ripping the syringe out of his thigh. “What’d you put in this?”

      “Something to make you sleep,” I answered honestly, retreating further until my back hit a chair.

      “You really are something, you stupid little oracle.” He took another step toward me before swaying, then falling to his knees. He let out one last drunken little laugh before flopping face-first onto the ground, leaving Sokhanya and I alone.

      I turned to her, not quite sure what to say, but she just opened her mouth and all our notes fell out between us, soaked with sweat and chewed up into lumpy, bright paste. Something about the moment was so incongruous to everything else that I couldn’t help the short, manic laugh that escaped me.

      Sokhanya’s mouth went wide and a bleating, happy sort of sound escaped her. Our mutual laughs built on each other, until we were shaking with it.

      Perhaps it was just the tension that had been building up so deeply in our guts, but the release was like a drug, making me giddy and giggly and silly.

      “Come on,” I said, standing to offer her my hand. “We need to hurry.”

      Even though she couldn’t understand me, she still clasped my offered palm and let me haul her up. I realized how tiny she was, barely an inch or two taller than Mal, and so slender that I was surprised there was any room for organs inside her.
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      I pulled Sokhanya into the hall, looking this way and that before slinking along the corridor. Like they were supposed to, almost all the dragons were out where Bronn was assembled with all of his forces. His speech was supposed to last ten minutes, which would barely be long enough for what we needed to do.

      Which was to get down to the kitchens.

      It had taken quite a bit of searching to find anything that would let us know what the anti-humanist stronghold looked like. It was apparently on an estate that was about an hour away from the city and set in the mountain range that separated our state from the next.

      We’d ended up finding an old blueprint in the archives and one of the elders who had once been in the estate a century before, when the anti-humanists and Bronn’s clan had been trying to negotiate. Both the records and the elder’s memories were incomplete, but it gave us enough to know how to get out.

      And that plan meant getting Sokhanya and I to the kitchens.

      It was hard to know how much I needed to rush and how much we needed to be quiet. It wasn’t like Sokhanya could hear anyone coming. No, it was all up to me. I had to get us to safety. That was my main mission.

      We slunk down the hall and through two large rooms that looked like they were for something overly fancy before I finally found the staircase I was looking for. We rushed down it, erupting into another hallway that was more cobblestone than the modern fixtures that had been in the study and movie room.

      But I didn’t pay attention as our cold feet skittered across it. If I remembered right, we needed to go through another hall, cut through a large, very square room, then up another hall to one more staircase.

      We did just that, the square room turning out to be a sort of conservatory filled with plants and books and what looked like a nice area to drink tea in and look out over the mountains. It was the first window that I had seen since I had arrived, and if I was a dragon, I would have launched myself right out of it.

      But the goal wasn’t only escaping.

      Oh no, I had a rendezvous with a certain tiny duo that had hopefully been up to no good.

      We made it to the stairs and rushed down them too. Just when I was about to jump into the next hall, a man rounded the corner and I smacked right into him.

      I let out a ragged gasp as I bounced back onto the stairs, that burning patch of skin on my chest stabbing at me painfully. I couldn’t draw my breath for a moment, and the man I ran into looked just as surprised to see me.

      “What are you doing here?” he demanded, his eyes flashing bright orange and his teeth starting to extend.

      I didn’t answer him, instead lashing out so that my foot connected with his crotch. He doubled over, and I used that breath to pull my leg back to lash out again, slamming my foot right into his face.

      He stumbled backward, swearing, so I grabbed Sokhanya and yanked her around him, running once more. Down a hall. Turn right. Through several guest rooms. A large bathroom. A ballroom. Down another hall. Turn left. Another hall.

      And finally, another set of stairs.

      These were longer than the others, winding around and around and so narrow, we couldn’t fit side by side. I recognized them as a servant’s path, and I had never been so happy for general labor in my entire life.

      We made it to the bottom and down a dingier hall before we finally burst into the kitchen. Sure enough, Mal and Krisjian were already there, grabbing bundles from their open backpacks on the floor and shoving them into the ovens.

      “Oh, hey there. You got here a bit early.”

      “Did we?” I asked breathlessly. “I don’t exactly have a watch.”

      “Yeah, almost a full minute.” She didn’t look up, still shoving those little bundles in as quickly as she could. “This is the last one. You want to get a head start?”

      “No, we’ll wait for you.”

      Sokhanya tugged on my hand, and I looked to her. She pointed to the two then to me and then my head. It took me a minute to get what she meant, and I nodded. She wanted to know if these were the two from my memories.

      My nod seemed to ease her worries, which had to be considerable given that she had no idea what we were doing. But to her credit, she patiently waited however much of the minute was left before Krisjian and Mal finished filling the ovens.

      “Ready for boom?” he asked, grin wide.

      “Ready for boom,” I confirmed.

      He and Mal turned on the ovens, flicking the knobs to broil, and we raced out of there.

      “Glad to see that our plan to smuggle you in worked.”

      “Yeah, you’re lucky that the two of us are small enough to fit into fancy barrels of bourbon. Which I’m pretty sure has now sunk into my hair permanently.”

      “Hey, some people would consider that a pretty attractive scent.”

      “No one that I want to talk to.”

      “Fair enough.”

      We raced out of the large room and down a rickety service hall. Then through a storage room. And then down another crumbling staircase until finally, we were in a part of the castle that wasn’t used anymore.

      The elder had said that it had taken too much damage in the last war and that the anti-humanists had just decided to build new, grand levels over it rather than fix it. That worked to our advantage, however, because part of the floor at the lowest basement level—what had once been the old armory and archives—had collapsed partially into a cave system below it, which had a pretty large lake.

      And that lake led to an underwater stream, which led to an aboveground lake where hopefully a boat was supposed to be waiting for me.

      I couldn’t believe it was all coming together. I had been so sure that our plan would face a million and one hiccups, and that I’d have to improvise until I was blue in the face. But so far, everything from the faux kidnapping to being introduced to Sokhanya had gone off without a hitch.

      Hopefully, that luck would hold steady. We were so close. Maybe that was the difference between taking calculated risks and being reckless.

      We pelted down the last step of the rickety stairs, and then we were out into what had to be the abandoned basement. I didn’t know much about construction, but I was pretty sure that something with a giant hole in its foundation couldn’t be that stable. Which was hopefully where our little present in the oven would come in handy.

      It was too dark for me to continue, so I stood still a moment. I could already feel the cobwebs and mildew across my skin. Considering everything I had been through, I was certainly looking forward to getting back home and getting myself a nice, hot shower.

      But we had to get there first.

      “Hey, Mal, you bring a light?”

      “Did I bring a light?” she snorted, pulling a glowstick from her backpack. Krisjian revealed one too, cracking it and tossing me one.

      Sokhanya let out a startled sound, a sort of gasping, warbling little chirp, her eyes going wide at the illumination. I held it out to her, and she took it almost reverently, staring at it like it was the most magical thing she had ever seen.

      It made me wonder how much she had been exposed to and how many things that I assumed were everyday matters would be completely new and amazing to her. When we were in safety, I was going to need to have a long, long conversation via notepad on everything she needed to catch up on.

      “Let’s go,” Krisjian said, hurrying forward and hopping from one decrepit beam to another. “Watch the floor. We must be quick but careful.”

      “Yeah, I figured that part out,” I answered, scanning the floor for where it was safe to put my foot next.

      Together, the four of us picked our way across the expanse. There were walls that had partially collapsed and all sorts of signs of war and dragon fights. Scorch-marks covered the stone walls, and a general air of decay and disrepair had sunken into everything.

      If I wasn’t in such a hurry to escape, it might have been creepy, like we had stumbled onto a horror movie set. But as it was, I barely paid attention to any of it, my eyes on my feet as we moved.

      I was so focused that I was sure nothing would be able to draw my eyes away from the next place my foot was going to fall, but just as we were maybe a quarter of the way to where we needed to be, a glimmer caught my gaze.

      I stopped dead in my tracks, craning my head to find the sparkle. I halted so abruptly that Sokhanya crashed into my back, nearly toppling over if I hadn’t caught her, making an indignant, breathy sound.

      “Sorry,” I said, even though she couldn’t see my face. I knew that I should keep going, but I couldn’t turn back to the path.

      No, that same feeling of compulsion was coming over me, like I was being drawn to something. Against my better judgement, I took another step forward, my eyes scanning for whatever it was that I could practically feel singing for me. All I saw was dirt and cobwebs.

      I knew that I needed to go—that time was of the essence—and yet I took another step.

      “Davie?” I heard someone call. Mal? Krisjian? I didn’t know. But the rumble at the base of my skull was growing, pulling me toward something very old and very…forgotten.

      I took another step and then suddenly, a hand caught my arm, jolting me out of the focus that I hadn’t realized I’d been sucked into. Looking at the hand, I followed it to see it was Sokhanya’s.

      But she wasn’t looking at me. No, her head was turned in the same direction mine had been, her black eyes so large that there was hardly any of the white left. Her other hand stretched out, curling until a single finger pointing where I had been drawn to.

      “You feel it too?” I asked, my heart fluttering in my chest.

      She didn’t answer, because of course, but she did point again with more emphasis. If that wasn’t a sign, I didn’t know what was.

      “Wait here,” I said, trying to gesture enough to get the point across. I wasn’t sure if she got it, but she did let my arm go so I could shuffle forward.

      I went carefully but as quickly as I could, jumping to spots in the floor that seemed solid, always trying to keep my hand on something that could catch me if it all suddenly gave way.

      “Davie! What are you doing? We’ve got maybe another minute before—”

      “Just give me a second,” I said sharply, my eyes zeroing in on what was in front of me.

      Finally, I reached the wall, the pulsing point at the back of my head. The place that I could still feel Sokhanya staring at. But now that I was right in front of it, glowstick in hand, it just looked like…

      A pile a crap, if I was honest.

      But two seers wouldn’t be drawn to nothing, which meant there had to be something there.

      Crashing to my knees, I started to dig through the rot, mold, and filth. Some of it was wood debris that came away in large chunks, some of it was so squishy and soft that my stomach roiled. But I pushed that all to the side, completely ignoring it, until my fingers finally felt something solid.

      That thrumming in my head reached its loudest point and I gripped the something, hauling it up into the light of my glowstick. It was a book, its leather cover stained from who-knew-how-long of filth and the edges of its pages dark and stormy yellow. I heard Sokhanya let out a strange, breathy sound behind me, which I guessed was her version of a shout of triumph, and I turned back to the rest of our little crew.

      “I got it!” I said, holding it above my head.

      Just in time for a massive explosion to sound above us, shaking the entire castle down to exactly where we were.

      “Uh-oh.”
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      The effects of the blast were immediate. Almost all of us were thrown off our feet, scrambling for purchase as dirt and dust rained down from the ceiling. I hit the ground hard, my shoulder smacking into a toppled pillar, and I tried to roll off it with a groan.

      Small fingers wrapped in my hair and yanked me to a stop, however. I let out a surprised shout but eased my protest when I realized I had just been about to roll myself right into a hole in the floor where jagged struts were waiting at the bottom.

      Pushing myself away, I twisted to see it was Sokhanya’s hand tangled in my hair. Now that it was clear that I was safe, she quickly jerked it away.

      “Thanks,” I said, pushing myself to my shaky legs.

      She nodded once, getting to her feet too. Once we were both stable, I looked to where Mal and Krisjian had been to see the smaller woman trying to lift what looked like an old armor rack off the youngest seer.

      “I told you we had to get out of here!” Mal shouted over another thunderous rumble. The ceiling collapsed a few feet behind us, as if to punctuate her frustration. “A little help here?!”

      “Uh, yeah! Coming!”

      I rushed to her—well, as much as one could rush when half the floor wasn’t trustworthy—but I didn’t even make it halfway there when there was a crashing sound above us and suddenly, something burst through the ceiling and crashed into the ground in front of me.

      I gasped and jumped back, losing my footing again and landing right on my rear. Shock and terror gripped me as the shape in front of me quickly began to shrink, filling the entire space with heated mist.

      “Insufferable!” was the first garbled word I heard out of an inhuman mouth. I barely drew my legs out of the way just in time for an overly large paw tipped in dark claws to slam into the ground where I had just been.

      I tried my best to call a shield up, to protect Sokhanya and I from the form creeping toward us that was more dragon than man.

      The way I figured it, we had one advantage, and that was that a full dragon couldn’t fit in the basement, and even if it could, the floor couldn’t support it. So if one of them wanted to come down and fight us, they would have to do it in their human form.

      But then the mist cleared and I saw Baelfyre there, wings unfurled from his back, jaw extended with jagged teeth, and long claws on his blackened hands.

      Okay…so, mostly human form.

      He let out another unintelligible sound that I guessed probably had something to do with my character as a woman, but I didn’t pay much mind. That familiar surge of adrenaline was going through me, making the hair on the back of my neck stand up and my heart go double-time in my chest.

      His hand came down to strike me, and I was acutely aware of everything at once—Mal still struggling to hold up the armor rack enough for Krisjian to crawl out from under it, the sound of Sokhayna scrambling back, the creaking of all the weak spots around us.

      I crossed my arms in front of me and threw up what energy I could. There was a spark within me, and then that clawed hand bounced off the air between us, rattling my teeth.

      He took a step toward me again, snarling, and I knew that I couldn’t play defensively. I had to be proactive. We had minutes before the basement either collapsed entirely or we were overwhelmed with anti-humanists. That wasn’t a situation I wanted to be in, and one we wouldn’t even be in if it weren’t for the book in my hand.

      I didn’t know what it was, but I knew that it was important. It had to be. But I supposed the question was: was it important enough to be worth the trouble I had just gotten us into?

      I hoped so.

      Clamping down on that energy within me, I shoved it outward, like a wall. As I hoped, it collided with Baelfyre, driving him back toward a part of the floor that I could already see buckling.

      To his credit, he dug his feet in, resisting me, making me work for it. I furrowed my brow and pushed harder, pulling everything I could out of myself even though I was exhausted and strung out on everything that had happened over the past day and a half.

      I should have known better than to put all my eggs in one basket.

      I heard something crashing behind me, of ancient wood and stone giving way, but I didn’t have time to react. Didn’t have time to process what was going on. Because the next thing I knew, something thumped behind me, and a hand gripped my shoulder.

      Nails bit into my skin, and I was bodily picked up. I didn’t even have time to scream before this person threw me, slamming me into one of the decrepit walls.

      I hit hard, my head spinning, and fell to the ground with a thump. My stomach roiled at the pain, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I had drifted from calculated risk to really far over my head. I hadn’t counted on being so battered in my little rescue mission, and now I felt like one more good hit would have me tumbling to pieces.

      I righted myself, trying to call up another shield, but it was none other than the prince who was on me, dressed in half-armor that was reminiscent of what I had seen in the other dimension. He gripped my neck, pulling me up until my toes were just barely touching the ground.

      The raw patch on my collarbone smarted—understatement of the year—and my lungs instantly began to burn. I tried to reach for his face, maybe to poke his eyes, or snag a nostril, or scratch that stupidly perfect visage of his, but I couldn’t quite reach.

      “Clever, clever little girl,” he snarled, lips drawn back from his teeth, incisors sharp and long. “You almost played us for fools.” His grip tightened, and I swore I heard my neck creak. The edges of my vision were growing dark, and I felt the shield that I had been holding Baelfyre at bay with pop into nothingness.

      I hoped the others were running. I had promised Bronn that I would never purposefully sacrifice myself again, but surely, they would tell him that I had really tried. That I had been literally up against a wall with no other choice.

      With the last bit of energy I had, I stared the prince down. I wasn’t going to let him have my fear on top of it.

      “You’re going to be more useful to us than you know,” he growled, his other hand coming up to join his first. I punched at it, tried to grab his wrists, but I had no effect. “Once you’re obedient.”

      I wanted to snarl at him that that would never happen, but I didn’t. If only because I couldn’t draw in any air or make any sounds other than a pained sputtering. The world started to slip away from me, and I realized that it wasn’t death I was facing, but imprisonment. They wouldn’t do the courtesy of killing me. No, they couldn’t do me that justice.

      But then the hand suddenly fell away and I dropped to the ground, coughing. Everything was tinged red, but when I looked up, I saw the prince was stumbling back. Sokhayna was on his back with one arm around his throat.

      “Vicious little thing, aren’t you?” he laughed, reaching back for her. Sokhanya didn’t hear that, of course, but I got the feeling she didn’t have to. She let out a truly animalistic, breathy exhalation then raised her other hand high above her head.

      I barely saw the flash of something rusted and sharp before she stabbed it into the dragon’s neck, driving it as deep as she could before pulling it out and plunging it in again.

      It was a truly stunning display of violence, even for me. There was blood and screaming, and I was sure some of it was from me, but all I could do was scramble to my feet as she continued her attack.

      “My liege!” Baelfyre cried, rushing forward. He grabbed Sokhanya by the scruff of her neck, yanking her off the prince. I finally got a good hand on what she was holding as it clattered to the floor.

      A long, intricate letter opener, jewels in the handle and a filigree peacock feather welded to the end of it.

      You build your throne on spikes and teeth, but it will be a feather that brings you down.

      I tried to shove myself off the wall, to help the tiny seer, but my head was still spinning, and I felt like death. Too much was happening all at once, and I felt like I couldn’t keep up.

      The prince swayed for a moment, his hand on his throat, looking just as unsteady as I probably did. He took a lumbering step forward, reaching for me, before collapsing right onto his face, red leaking out all around him.

      “Y-you killed him!” Baelfyre screamed, sounding truly unhinged as he throttled Sokhanya. “Our prince! You—”

      He didn’t finish, but that was probably because the tiny seer managed to twist enough to get a hand on the dragon. I felt the snap and buckle of our magic rush out of her as she exhaled a pointed, hissing breath, and the dragon was blown back in a wave of blue.

      I had to shield my eyes from it for a moment, it was so blindingly bright, but I looked back just as Baelfyre hit the ground.

      He didn’t get up, didn’t even move, but that was probably because he was entirely encased in crystal, much like how Mickey had protected herself and Bronn’s men all that time ago.

      Sokhanya’s knees buckled, and I barely managed to stumble to her to catch her. She was breathing hard, looking around wildly, blood spattered across her hands and face. The look she gave me was heartbreaking, but I couldn’t let her sit and recover. I couldn’t let her digest what she had just done.

      “Come on,” I said, pulling her to her feet.

      “Did that really just happen?” Mal said as Krisjian finished pulling himself out from under the armor rack. “Did she just kill the prince in less than a minute?”

      “Looks like it,” I said before another rumbling crack reminded me of how our time limit had already run out. “We need to get out of here.”

      “Hold on,” Mal said, quickly making her way toward us. “We should bring him.”

      “Who?” My brain still felt like scrambled eggs, and it was taking quite a lot for me to focus on her words.

      “You know who. Baelfyre. We’d be stupid to think this is over, so let’s haul him with us in case he’s got secrets. Worse comes to worse, at least he faces justice for what he’s done.”

      “He’s going to be heavy,” I said. I didn’t know why, but taking him with us seemed dangerous. Foolhardy. But at the same time, what she had said made sense.

      “Not if we carry him together. Come on, it’d be a shame to put all your efforts to waste.”

      I hesitated a moment, but then the whole basement shook hard and we all struggled to stay on our feet.

      “Let’s just grab him and go!” Krisjian said, his voice panicked.

      That was enough for me, and the three of us grabbed him, Sokhanya followed like a ghost. I only paused long enough to shove the book we had found into Mal’s pack, but it was enough time for me to look over the slight woman’s face. At least she had enough of herself present to summon up the spit to send a fairly impressive loogie at Baelfyre’s crystalline face, but that was about all she did before she was once against staring hollowly after us.

      By the time we made it to the part of the basement that had collapsed over the underwater lake, everything was crumbling around us. I was half-tempted to just give up on taking Baelfyre prisoner, but we were so close that I summoned the last of my strength and just threw him down into the hole.

      “I hope that crystal floats,” Mal remarked idly before taking a deep breath and diving in herself.

      Krisjian went right after her, and I looked to Sokhanya, but she was just standing there, eyes wide in terror as her gaze flicked between me and the hole.

      Oh.

      Right.

      Of course, she couldn’t swim. She had spent almost her entire life locked in a dark cell and had almost no muscle or fat on her. She was skeletal and in shock. Not a good time to learn.

      But we didn’t have time to convince her either.

      Quickly, I crossed to her, crouching down and pointing to my back. For several terrifying beats, nothing happened except for rubble raining down around us, but eventually, I felt her clamber on.

      I was so tired, down to the very core of myself. My chest hurt. My head hurt. My throat hurt. But I took a deep breath and stood, the starved woman clinging to my back. I tried not to remember that she had just murdered a man that way. Even if it was a man who most definitely deserved it.

      “Here goes nothing,” I said before getting a running start and diving in.
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      Back when we were kids, Mickey and I had been able to get away from the city once and hitch a ride to a state park an hour away. It was a green place, full of trees and beautiful gorges, but the real claim to fame was the waterfall that people could climb to the top of only to launch themselves into the natural pool at the bottom.

      I remembered being terrified of it, sure that it was going to kill me, but Mickey had convinced me to just try, and eventually, I had found myself standing at the launching point.

      There were no words for that plummet down, rocketing through the air like a boulder, the water coming up fast from below. I could recall being terrified, being sure that I would die, but then I hit and went down, down, deep down, until that momentum stopped, and I was shooting for the surface.

      I had laughed then, giddy and full of elation. It was thrilling, and suddenly all that fear was gone. Sun-soaked and drunk on the adrenaline, I distinctly remembered scrambling out and climbing up to the top of the waterfall three more times.

      That had been so fun, and was one of the brilliant memories I liked to think of when I needed comfort.

      Too bad the jump from the basement to the underground lake was nothing like that.

      We fell for so long, going so fast in the dark that I couldn’t get my bearings. I found myself playing a dangerous game of trying to judge if I could draw in another deep breath or if I would smack water with my mouth open. My fingers cramped as they held onto my glowstick, but it wasn’t bright enough to illuminate all the way down.

      But then I heard it, the sound of water splashing against rocky shores, and I took the deepest breath I could.

      And then we hit.

      It felt like slamming into concrete. I heard both of my ankles pop and a gasp of pain let all the air escape my lungs as we plunged under too hard and too fast. To her credit, Sokhanya held on incredibly tightly, her skinny limbs like a vice around my shoulders—not that I could even lift my arms with how quickly we were descending.

      It was all too much, overwhelming. I had been jarred and beaten and thrown every which way, and my brain was protesting the violence. It wanted rest. It wanted to stop fighting.

      It wanted air.

      Finally, we slowed enough for me to kick violently upwards, too dark to see the surface so I could only dizzily hope that it was close. But no matter how fast we moved, no matter how much I kicked, we never broke through the watery barrier.

      Funny how I had been so mad at how tiny Sokhanya was, how clearly starved and malnourished they had kept her, but now she seemed so heavy to me. Her limbs were iron, bonded to me and weighing me down. Pulling me toward the blackness.

      My lungs were screaming. My muscles were screaming. Maybe even I was screaming. I couldn’t quite tell. All I knew was that I was running out of steam fast, and I still had no idea how close to air we were or weren’t.

      Was I really going to survive being in their clutches just to end up drowning during our escape? How anticlimactic. But my kicks slowed to almost nothing, and I realized we were going back down instead of floating up.

      And the worse part was that I wasn’t just killing myself. There was an innocent party on my back. Someone who’d never known freedom or love or acceptance. Someone who had come to this country hoping for a family to love her, to cherish her like a child, only to treat her like a prisoner. She’d never known presents on Christmas. She’d never known a fresh breakfast with someone who meant something to her. She didn’t know the smell of fresh rain after a heatwave. Her favorite thing to eat. How to make a quality quesadilla. Nothing.

      And she would never learn those things, all because I was too weak.

      Did she know her death was coming? Did she realize that we were sinking? Did she know that it was all for naught? Did Mal or Krisjian even know that we were dying?

      For the second time in less than an hour, my vision began to darken, the edges swirling away into a hazy mist. I’d heard that drowning was peaceful once you gave up, drew that first lungful of water, but mostly, I just felt disappointment. I hadn’t wanted it to end this way.

      For once, I hadn’t wanted it to end at all. Not even in the back of my mind.

      Closing my eyes, I tried to think of something happy. Of something that wouldn’t make me feel like a failure. It was difficult considering the pain that seemed to wrack every cell of my body, but then Bronn’s face floated to my mind.

      Not just any face of his, of course, but the way he looked at me when we held each other in the moonlight. That careful mix of respect, hope, and uncertainty. The fear of losing something or someone he cherished compounded with how much he thought of me. It was a sweet, happy sort of image. One that I so desperately wished I could see again.

      It figured that the second time I died, I wouldn’t be as resigned to it as I had the first time. In fact, the longing that surged through me was so strong that it would have driven the breath from me if I had any left. But I didn’t, so instead, I just opened my mouth, letting the water in. To fill me up because I was so empty.

      Strange.

      It tasted like lavender.

      Lavender!?

      The realization made my eyes shoot open to blinding brightness and then suddenly, something slammed into my sternum. I hacked, feeling water pushing up out of my lungs, but then that force hit me again.

      Alright! Alright! Give me one second, will you?

      I was rolled onto my side, and the pounding moved to my back. That was all I needed, apparently, and water came pouring out of my mouth in ragged hacks.

      “What…” was all I managed to murmur as I looked around and realized that I was somewhere very familiar. “…this isn’t possible,” I wheezed, gripping the side of the impressive clawfoot tub next to me and hauling myself up into a sitting position.

      And yet there was no denying that I was sitting right smackdab in the middle of the same bathroom I had used the couple of days ago to find Sokhanya.

      I blinked hazily, wondering if I had died and just ended up in a really strange afterlife, when suddenly, the face of my own personal grim reaper appeared in front of me.

      I yelped and pushed myself backward only to slam my head into the tub. Groaning, I held my head and tried to figure out what was going on.

      The spirit twisted its head away from me, however, looking at someone crouched on the ground beside me. Oh, my gods, I know, will you SHUT UP?

      That stirred me to a bit more clarity, and I blinked several more times, realizing it was Sokhanya kneeling next to me, dripping wet and gesturing emphatically at the spirit.

      I really was in Bronn’s bathroom in his people’s city estate. That was reality and for some reason, I wasn’t dead. I knew that I had a lot of latent power within me that I wasn’t able to tap into or understand yet, but teleporting seemed pretty far out of the question. Or at least teleporting without hopping to an alternate dimension first.

      “What…” I finally managed to rasp out. “…is going on?”

      What’s going on is you’re alive now. You’re welcome.

      I stared at the spirit hazily, that skull floating just behind her transparent face that looked pretty upset. “But I thought that I was supposed to be on your death list. You know, it’s my time to die and all that.”

      Yeah, it’s your time to die, but not hers. She gestured with a thumb to Sokhanya. Not hers, and she insisted that I— By all the spirits that have come before and will come again, I’ve got it, alright?! She’s alive! Calm yourself, child!

      I watched as the spirit whipped her head back to the tiny oracle, the two of them face to face like they were in the midst of a heated argument.

      “I… Am I interrupting something here?”

      What? Can you not hear he— Oh. Right. The spirit held up a finger in Sokhanya’s face before giving me a truly weary look. Let’s just say that your friend is persuasive so when I came to collect you and save her, she wouldn’t let me right the scales without helping you.

      “And that worked?” I asked dubiously.

      Well, it did help that she gave us a life to replace yours. One that was upsetting the balance. But that doesn’t mean you’re off the hook. I’ve been exceedingly nice to you, Seer, but there’s only so much slack I can give you before things need to be made right.

      I nodded wearily. “Yeah, yeah. I get it.” I took a breath and looked around. “So did you bring me here? Or her?”

      …that’s not entirely clear, to be honest.

      “What?”

      The spirit shrugged. It’s complicated, and there was a lot of yelling going on. Yelling that you apparently couldn’t hear. Consider yourself lucky on that part.

      I somehow managed to give a half-hearted chuckle, although my throat burned for it. I couldn’t wait to get out of these wet clothes and into—

      “Wait! The cave! Mal and Krisjian are probably still looking for us in the cave.”

      You think so? That Mal is the practical sort. She has to know that you’d have drowned by now.

      “But do you really think they’d leave my body?”

      I certainly hope so considering that the castle started collapsing during me and Miss Talkative’s argument. They had no choice but to leave.

      “So they think I’m dead then?”

      I mean, yeah, that would be the logical assumption.

      I closed my eyes against the thought. They were going to think that they lost me again, but I was just fine. Sore, bruised, and damaged, but definitely not drowned.

      “I need a phone,” I gasped, swaying to my feet.

      I’m sorry, what?

      “Phone!’ I gasped. Sokhanya was at my side in a moment, helping me to get up and stagger out of the door. “I can’t let them think I’m dead!”

      You’re really going to just call someone in the middle of what’s probably a battle?

      “Yes.”

      I burst out into the hall, startling a passing maid, and rushed to one of the phones that I knew was by the stairs. I had thought that the dragons were quaint for having landlines, but at the moment, I couldn’t be more grateful.

      I grabbed the receiver with shaking hands, punching in one of the four phone numbers I had memorized. It rang once, twice, and I was so scared that it was going to go to voicemail, when I heard Mickey answer.

      “Uh, this isn’t a good time.”

      Oh no, she sounded wrecked. Like she had been screaming or crying. Quickly, without any thought about tact, I blurted out the first thing my brain cooked up. “Mickey! It’s me! I’m alive! We’re fine.”

      “Davie!”

      “Yes!” Suddenly, I was crying. I didn’t even know when it started. Just that one moment, I was so relieved to tell them I was alive, and the next, I was just realizing that I had almost died again. I really needed to get out of that habit. “Yes, Mickey, it’s me. And I’m safe and I’m here back at the manor, and Sokhanya is here too, okay? I’m safe. I’m safe!”

      “I don’t— How is this— Guys! It’s Davie! She’s fine. She’s in the mansion!”

      I heard sounds of protests. What had to be Mal asking how that was possible. I heard a horn honking and then more shouting, and it was all so wonderful that I just cried harder.

      “We were going to get excavation equipment. Did you know that? So, we could dig you out or just do something. Oh my God, Davie, you have to stop doing this to us.”

      “Noted,” I said through my tears. I wished that I was there with them. That I could hold them, and we could all hug and cry together and I could tell them the amazing and also insane story of how I was even alive. But I just had to do with their voices for the moment, and the knowledge that they weren’t about to try to dig out my nonexistent corpse from enemy territory.

      “When I see you, I’m gonna hug you so— Oh, Bronn wants to talk to you. I’m only giving this phone up because he looks like he might actually die if he doesn’t hear your voice. Here.”

      I didn’t even have enough time to brace myself before I heard a change in the breathing on the phone.

      “Bronn?” I asked uncertainly.

      “I thought I lost you.”

      Oh geez. His voice was enough to make my sobs start up anew. He sounded so scared. So wounded. I did that to him.

      “I know. I’m sorry. I really, really am. But I promise I didn’t sacrifice myself. I wasn’t reckless.”

      “I know. I know. Mal told me that you weren’t a self-sacrificing idiot even once during the whole rescue. Her words, not mine.”

      “High praise, all things considered.”

      He let out a little laugh, and it sounded wrecked. I hated to think of what would happen if I had actually passed. Would he even survive it?

      “I… When I see you again, I don’t think I’ll be able to let you go.”

      I understood the sentiment. “You’ll have to fight Mickey for it.”

      “…I can be patient. But only because she is your sister.”

      “You always were a gentleman.”

      Another strained chuckle, and then his next words held a weight I couldn’t describe. “I love you, you know.”

      Sure, it wasn’t the first time that I had heard it in my life, but boy, did it get me right down to my core. My heart twisted and throbbed at the same time, a bittersweet and wonderful swelling of emotions. “I love you too, Bronn.”

      “I… I suppose I should give you back to your sister now.”

      “Yeah, that would probably be wise.”

      There was another pause, and then Mickey was on the line.

      “This doesn’t even feel real. Is this real?”

      “About as real as anything in our lives is. You won’t believe where I ended up.”

      “Well, obviously close enough to the estate for you to get to a phone.”

      “Yeah, but I… You know what? Never mind. It’ll be better to tell you in person.”

      “Okay. Alright.” There was another awkward pause. “I don’t want to hang up. We’re about an hour away. Can you just stay on the phone with me?”

      She sounded so uncertain in her question, and I didn’t know why. At this point, I would go to the ends of the Earth and all the other realms for my friends. I had lost them once and almost lost them again. I wasn’t going to take that for granted.

      “Yeah, I can do that,” I answered, sliding into a sitting position on the ground. Sokhanya mimicked me, plopping down beside me with finality then curling into my side. I hadn’t been expecting the cuddle-like position, but I put my arms around her shoulders nonetheless so she could settle against my softness.

      It wasn’t too much later that her eyes closed. I wondered what it was like for her, to know that she suddenly had an entire new world to understand and integrate into. Maybe that was why she had argued with a literal spirit of death to keep me alive.

      Or maybe she had taken it to heart when I told her she was family. Because I certainly meant it. As far as I was concerned, Sokhanya was part of our little clan, and we were going to have a lot of learning to do together.

      Providing we survived however the dragons retaliated.
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            The Worst of Things

          

        

      

    

    
      I heard the bottom doors slam open and my sister shrilly call for me. My eyes fluttered open, and I realized that I had fallen asleep along with Sokhanya, the receiver settled between us. I hadn’t even known I’d drifted off; our exhaustion really must have gotten the better of us.

      There was a blanket over us, pillows around us, and a water on the stand that held the phone. A bleary look revealed a couple of servants a few paces away, looking over us with concern.

      Well, that was sweet. And here I had thought they didn’t like me.

      “Up here,” I croaked into the receiver before finally picking it up. I tried to stand to wave to them over the bannister, but I was so stiff and sore that just uncurling my legs took way more effort than it ever should have.

      Either a thunderstorm spontaneously appeared inside of the estate or all of them ran up the stairs at once. Naturally, it was Bronn who made it there first, jumping up to catch one part of the bannister then swing himself up right in front of us.

      “Davie,” he breathed, rushing forward and pulling me to my feet, crushing me into a hug that was oh-so-wonderful, but also a little painful.

      “Hey! I got first dibs!” Mickey protested breathlessly, coming to the top of the stairs and booking it toward me.

      By some miracle, Bronn let me go, but my sister skidded to a stop a foot or two away from me. “Oh… Davie… Are you okay?”

      Her tone confused me, and it was only after a full beat that I realized what I probably looked like.

      Soaked, with the prince’s handprint around my neck. Probably bruises or cuts on my face, the ugly burn on my chest, the friction burns around my wrists. Still wet enough to look bedraggled but at least not enough to drip onto the undoubtedly expensive carpet.

      “I’m, uh, not the best,” I admitted in a ragged chuckle. “But good enough for a hug.”

      That was enough, and she closed the distance between us, gently embracing me like only a sister could.

      “I’m so glad you’re here, little sis,” she breathed into the side of my neck, her form shaking slightly.

      “Me too.”

      She held me for a good while, her weight comforting against me, but she did eventually let go.

      “Huh,” Mal said from behind her before Bronn enveloped me in his arms. “You look way worse in full lighting. Who would have known that glowsticks were flattering?”

      “Nothing like sickly green radiation to really bring out the best in a seer,” I responded over Bronn’s shoulder. She chuckled at that. I closed my eyes and let myself be held.

      That went on for a bit, but probably not as long as Bronn would have liked, because then the doors below opened again and some of the generals I recognized were coming in, carrying a familiar crystal.

      “Huh, you managed to get Baelfyre,” I said, pulling away from my prince slightly.

      “Yeah. Um, people were real mad that I managed to grab that and not you, by the way. I’ll be expecting apologies once all of you guys recover.”

      “…we didn’t know you needed help, Davie,” Krisjian said quietly, barely able to lift his eyes from the ground. “We would have, you know. But one moment, you were diving down, and the next, you never came back up.”

      I waved my hand at him even though I knew it would take more than that to deal with all the trauma our little adventure had caused. “It’s fine. None of us stopped to think if Sokhanya could swim or not. And we didn’t expect to get into a fight with two dragons either. The good news is I’m here now. We’re all here now. Speaking of which…” I stepped to the side and held out my hand to the diminutive oracle, who was still huddled against the wall, half-hidden under the blanket the servants had put over us. “This is Sokhanya, our fellow seer. The first awakened oracle of our generation, actually.”

      The girl looked from my hand to the crowd before cautiously taking it. I pulled her up, steadying her once she was on her feet, and made a broad gesture to the rest of them. She couldn’t hear us, but I hoped that she could tell what I meant.

      “It’s going to be a bit of a journey for all of us to be able to talk, but I thought y’all should know she saved my life.”

      “Is that how you ended up here?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Believe it or not, we came in through the bathtub.”

      “What?”

      I couldn’t tell exactly who that was, but it made me grin anyway. “Yeah. About that, the bathroom floor is pretty soaked, and the tub is still full of lavender bathwater.”

      “Lavender bathwater? Like when you…”

      “Yeah, just like that. Told you it was a trip.”

      Mickey just laughed and shook her head. “Yeah, it sounds like it. Now how about we get you out of those clothes and maybe have the doctor look at you so you two can go to bed.”

      “Yeah,” I said with a dopey grin, intertwining my fingers with Sokhanya’s. “But could somebody get a notepad and a pen? We’re gonna need them.”
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      All things considered, it actually wasn’t the worst off I had ever been coming out of one of our…situations. None of my injuries were major, it was all just a lot on top of each other.

      There was a moment where the doctor was tending to me that my mind flashed back to that night with Baelfyre. Where he had treated me so tenderly, trying to coax me with honey to betray his cousin. I’d jolted at that, but Mickey’s hand in mine and Bronn by my side had calmed me down quickly.

      But even as I slept, my mind kept returning to that cell. I kept dreaming that I was recaptured, or that the prince was alive and found me, or even that I was being dragged from my bed by too many hands.

      I woke up with a start somewhere around four in the morning, according to the clock at my bedside, panting hard and covered in sweat. It had been Baelfyre dragging me out of bed that time, swinging me over his shoulder to carry me to the bathroom where he threw me down into the tub and held me under.

      Ugh.

      It was so stupid.

      The whole getting kidnapped thing had been my idea. I had been pretty certain that we had spies in the castles. Something beyond just Sokhanya and our little ruse had been to make sure those watchful eyes got the information to the right places. And apparently, it had worked, because Krisjian had been able to use his gifts on the servants who had seen but not interfered to find out who had been planted and who was just terrified out of their minds.

      So yeah, the whole getting dragged out of bed thing was my idea. They didn’t do anything that I hadn’t already instructed them to do beforehand. I had told them I would fight. Told them I would do my best to be convincing. Even in the car, I had worried that they’d gone too easily, and yet I was still having nightmares about it.

      I groaned and sat up, my body protesting even with all the pain medicine that I had in my system. I felt sick to my stomach, like I had gone on a bender and was now dealing with the repercussions of it.

      Then again, I kind of had. Adrenaline and norepinephrine were pretty powerful danger response chemicals, and my body had been dosed with at least a dozen different surges of it in the past forty hours or so. Add to that the other medicines in my system—including whatever Baelfyre had given me—and it certainly made for a heady cocktail my body had to flush out and recover from.

      But still, even as exhausted as I was, I still jumped nearly a mile when I looked to my side to see the spirit of death sitting right there.

      “What, did you save me just to give me a heart attack?” I hissed, trying not to wake up Mickey or Sokhanya. It was a miracle that Bronn wasn’t in the room as well. He had tried to stay, insisting that he could sleep in the very chair the spirit was in, but Sokhanya had been so uncomfortable at the thought of an unfamiliar dragon watching her sleep that he’d been banished to the couches in the sitting area with Krisjian and Mal.

      As for Sokhanya, she was curled up right beside me, an IV in her arm and way more drugs in her system. The report from the doctor hadn’t been great. She was anemic, apparently on the verge of scurvy—which I didn’t even know was a thing anymore—and the rashes were the result of prolonged malnutrition. Her heart was weak, bordering on dangerous edema, and one of her fingernails had fallen right off during the examination. She had just stared dully, like it was something that happened every day for her, and I’d never burned so hotly with rage.

      If the prince wasn’t dead, I would have gone and killed him myself. It was in that moment that I had understood exactly how such a tiny little thing that was practically dead had summoned up the energy to slay a dragon.

      It would be so easy to kill you, you know, the spirit mused, her empty eyes twinkling in a way that mimicked looking around. A simple bubble in that IV of yours. A pillow over the face. You could even just get sick from all the trauma to your throat and choke on your own vomit.

      For such a fragile, faulty people, you’ve certainly got a knack for surviving.

      “I don’t think that I’m the best person to say that to. Are you here to kill me now?”

      No. Actually.

      “Then why are you here?”

      You know, I didn’t think it was possible. Thought that everything about this situation was inevitable, but you really did it, didn’t you? You crazy, death-defying seer. You did it.

      “I…did what?”

      She held out her hand, the faint dark cloud that resembled flesh with the skeleton just underneath it. We’d never really touched for all we had interacted, and I stared at her uncertainly for a moment.

      Come on. Our time is limited.

      “It always is,” I answered wearily before letting her take my hand.

      Surprisingly, I didn’t just drop dead right then and there. No, instead, it felt like I had dunked my hand into a cool mist, swirling around my fingers in a damp sort of haze. I didn’t really like it, considering how much I had been wet in the past day and a half, but I got over it and let her lead me away from the bed.

      We walked to the door—which opened by itself, of course—and then into the sitting area. Sure enough, Bronn, Krisjian, and Mal were all sleeping there on cots that had must have been brought up by the hired help. The sight of them jolted me right back to those cold cells for a moment, but the spirit’s hand on mine quickly pulled me out of the moment.

      Here.

      She led me over to Mal’s pack, which was sitting by the door in a puddle with Krisjian’s. For a moment, I just stared at the bags, trying to figure out what was so important that a literal grim reaper pointed it out to me.

      “What?”

      Don’t ‘what’ me. Look!

      Bending down, which took much more effort than I thought it would, I opened Mal’s pack. That buzzing sounded in the back of my head, and I realized exactly what she was talking about. The book.

      I had completely forgotten about the book.

      I pulled it out, looking at the cover that had been so encrusted with gunk and decay that it had been completely brown. But the moment I had it flat, all of that crumbled away, leaving a worn leather volume in my hands with the brilliant embroidery of a golden, glittering dragon on it.

      “What is this?” I asked, looking to the spirit for answers.

      But she was gone, leaving me alone with the book that was suddenly so very pretty.

      Clutching it to my chest, I returned to my room. A lot had happened in a very short amount of time. The anti-humanist prince was dead. Baelfyre was captured. Their stronghold outside of the city had been taken down.

      And yet, even with all those positives, I could feel in my bones that we weren’t over the hump yet. There was something coming. Something bigger, grander.

      Dangerous.

      Maybe it was the book in my hands that would be the key to finally having peace.

      I could only hope.
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        Find out what comes next in Visions of Dread.

        amazon.com/dp/B086MGRKXX

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THANK YOU

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading Trial and Fire, the sixth book in the Dragon Oracle series. I hope you enjoyed the story and are ready for a lot more action because this battle is far from over.

      The next story is called Visions of Dread and it is available now on Amazon.

      
        
        Get Visions of Dread here:

        amazon.com/dp/B086MGRKXX

      

      

      

      I really do enjoy hearing what readers think so if you could leave a review for me on Amazon, that would be really cool.

      

      If you want to be the first to hear about new releases and special offers, be sure to sign up our Fantasy Reads Newsletter. We have a lot of fantastic stories planned and can’t wait to share those with you. All the information is on the next page.
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