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      Reality ebbed and flowed, as liquid as the tears that I wanted to cry but couldn’t quite work up the willpower to get out. My thoughts grew mushy again, time softening along with them, until I was eventually allowed back up to the surface to try the whole being conscious thing again.

      I remembered what happened better, was less shocked by suddenly being one limb down, but then when Mickey came in and hugged me tightly, I started sobbing so hard I couldn’t breathe and there was another needle.

      I hated it. I hated it so much. The next time I came to, I begged the doctor at my side not to do it again. She was calm but firm when she told me that some sort of toxin in the rotted dragon’s spit had spread into my body, damaging the tissues of my heart and my lungs. If I was too stressed, or started breathing too hard, I could irreparably damage myself. So, it was either stay calm or be put back to sleep for a day or two until my numbers were better.

      It made sense, and I appreciated that they were looking out for me, but I grew to hate that needle.

      I lost all my muscle, laying there in that bed in the poorly lit room. And most of my color. I looked nothing like the Davie of my mind, and after a while, I asked Mal to take the mirror out of my room. I couldn’t stand looking at it, as small as it was.

      Eventually, however, my numbers did improve. I could breathe easier, I learned to sit up on my own. But that didn’t stop me from forgetting all the time and feeling like my hand was still there.

      I knew about phantom limb syndrome. I’d read about it and seen it in plenty of documentaries. But knowing about it and feeling it were two entirely different things. Every time I was startled by my violent amputation, I had to go through the shock of it all over again. It was like my mind couldn’t wrap around the idea that the limb was gone.

      But to be honest, thinking about my missing arm was much better than thinking about what else was lost. Much easier.

      And yet she pushed into my dreams, pushed into those moments when I lost my concentration and just drifted off. Mallory burned bright, a beacon in my subconscious, tearing new holes through me. Sometimes, I relived her death in all its awful glory. Sometimes, it was situations that never happened at all. Sometimes, it was a mishmash of the two.

      And sometimes, she just asked if I had forgiven her or if it had all been for nothing.

      Those were the worst, without a doubt, and left me with a raw, aching sort of guilt.

      I should have forgiven her. I should have talked to her. I shouldn’t have shut her out. If I had known…

      If I had known that she was going to be ripped away from me, then maybe I wouldn’t have taken her presence, her love, for granted.

      And I knew what some folks would say, that one could never know how much time they were given with a person. After all, I’d lost my parents with no warning as well. But I had been so sure that we would win. We’d been doing so well. We’d killed the prince. We’d captured Baelfyre.

      But all of it was for nothing.

      The rotted dragon had returned, and he’d used my best friend as transport then killed her.

      I should have known.

      I should have known!

      She had been sick for so long, I should have sensed something. Should have been able to feel that the rotted dragon had been able to bury a piece of himself inside of her. Maybe if I’d talked to Mallory I wouldn’t have been so sideswiped.

      Ugh. It was all wrong.

      And that feeling only increased as I became more conscious, others sharing with me what the rotted dragon had been up to. They’d tried not to at first, to protect me, but I didn’t need to be protected that way. I needed to know what he was doing so I could stop him.

      Even if that seemed impossible.

      The whole world knew about dragons, that much was for certain. But I was so deep underground, stuck in a tiny, old room that clearly hadn’t been meant as any sort of recovery area, that it was hard not to feel detached from it.

      But of course, part of that could have been because some parts of my mind were just…fuzzy.

      “Here, I rewrote the latest report in bigger letters if you want to try again,” Mickey said, coming to sit on the edge of my bed. I reached up to shakily take the papers, managing for only a couple to slip down onto my lap. Mickey helped me restack them without comment, but when I tried to concentrate to read, my ears began to ring sharply.

      I tried to cover my wince but of course Mickey noticed.

      “Remember what the doctor said. Try closing one eye and reading with that one, then switch.”

      “I know what the doctor said!” I snapped, surprising even myself. My stomach curled sourly, and I set the papers to the side. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, closing my eyes. I could feel the room starting to spin around me—what happened whenever I lost my temper. Or got confused. Or even moved too fast.

      “It’s alright, love,” Mickey said, kissing my forehead. “The doctor said that confusion and agitation are common side effects of traumatic brain injury. You hurt yourself pretty badly, but this is just your body working things through.”

      “I never thought I would say this, but I’d rather have the recovery from being burned than this.”

      I didn’t need my eyes open to feel Mickey’s frown.

      “Don’t say that. I know this isn’t great, but at least you’re out of your coma. And the doctor says you should be good to start basic physical therapy in a couple of weeks.”

      I looked around at my surroundings. “Uh-huh. And I suppose this underground has an outpatient program for that?”

      “At least your ability to be snarky wasn’t injured. But there’s a surprising amount of medical personnel they managed to ferry down here. I do a lot of grunt work, but there are several doctors I trust.”

      “Good to know.” I opened my eyes and took a deep breath. Unfortunately, losing an arm wasn’t even the worst of my trauma. The damage to one of my eyes had been intense—a severe orbital fracture, as the doc called it. The swelling had been bad enough to damage some of my nerves, giving me splitting headaches more often than not and a hard time tracking movement with both eyes. Things were fuzzier as well, unless I only had my less-injured lid open.

      “You’d think that being a reanimated golem would have saved me from a lot of this. Isn’t there some old magic we can call on to make me whole again or something? This is my second body, after all.”

      “I don’t know. You tell me. You’re the expert.”

      “And you’re the big sister.”

      “Fair enough. You focus on healing, and I’ll see if I can induce some visions or something.”

      I shook my head and immediately regretted it. Cognitive brain damage, the doctor had said, which was weird. That sounded like something that left someone a vegetable or breathing from a tube. I wasn’t doing either of those things. I was me.

      Just…a me that got confused sometimes, and who occasionally flew off the handle for no reason. A me who slept way more than I ever had and sometimes forgot things that didn’t make sense to forget.

      It was like the rotted dragon had beaten me. Plenty of people had hurt my body, had scarred me, taken from me. But no one had ever stopped my mind.

      Except him.

      I wasn’t…whole anymore. Or at least it didn’t feel like it. Sometimes I imagined that, as I healed, old parts of me would be unlocked—like levels in a video game—and I would get back to normal.

      That was silly, of course. Even with my damaged, broken brain, I knew that there was never going to be a normal to go back to.
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      “Alright, try the third row now.”

      I blinked, hard, then opened my left eye. After a few beats, my vision cleared, and I tried to identify the large, black letters printed on the poster Mickey was holding up on the other side of the room.

      “E… D… L… Is… Is that an F?”

      “Very good, Davie. That’s a whole row below last week. Do you want to try the next one down?”

      Somehow, the doctor said that without being patronizing, and I slowly nodded. I’d long since learned that I couldn’t jerk my head one way or the other.

      “Z… Um, I… Uh, I think that’s a…” I licked my lips. I could see what it was, the double bumps of it, but my mind refused to find the word. “The insect.”

      “Pardon me?”

      “You know? Um, it’s yellow. Buzzes.” That anger that was so familiar snapped up inside of me, whip-sharp and biting, but I shoved it away. I had this. I had it. Flowers. Spring. Honey?

      “Bees!” I cried, my tone rising, but I didn’t even care. “B! It’s the letter B.”

      “Very good. Keep going, please.”

      “Right. Z, B, um, T…O…E?”

      “You did it!” Mickey said, beaming so bright I was almost tempted to cover my eyes as a joke. “That’s fantastic. All that in just a week?”

      “It’s the exercises combined with giving the steroids more time to reduce the swelling. Although it’s been a long while since the initial injury, so many little nerves and muscles were still inflamed from the trauma. As they continue to heal, as long as we stay vigilant with things, you should see a return to something close to your normal vision.”

      Ugh, that was a relief. The spinning, churning, blurriness that came and went as it pleased wasn’t exactly a good time for me. Not even remotely.

      “Now, if you don’t mind, Davie, I’d like to test your pupil’s reactivity.”

      “Okay.”

      I forced myself to relax and let the doctor approach me, pulling out a tool and carefully shining a light in first one eye, then the other. We went through a now-familiar exercise of me closing one eye and then the other, nothing too exciting, but it had apparently once caused me to go into a seizure. And then another time to punch her outright. I didn’t remember either of those, but considering how drugged up I was for so long, perhaps that wasn’t a bad thing.

      “Improvement there as well, but I still want you wearing your eyepatch on your good eye for at least an hour several times a day. We’re still looking at other ways to relieve your headaches, but it could set you back several days or even weeks if you slack on it.”

      “I know,” I grumbled while trying to sound like I wasn’t grumbling. I didn’t want to sound ungrateful, but the eye-headaches combined with the too-many-pain-meds headaches combined with random headaches from traumatic brain injuries was a whole lot to handle.

      “She’s in a lot of pain, Doc. And you said yourself that we’re trying to get away from sedation.”

      “That we are. But for now, Davie has a resistance to several common migraine medicines, and the ones that she doesn’t are contraindications to the pain medication, steroids, and anti-inflammatories we have her on. We’re still testing out different possible combinations to bring her relief, however we have to wait until she presents with a headache to test the next one.”

      “It’s fine,” I said, waving my hand. I was so tired of being difficult. It was bad enough I had failed the entire world, I didn’t also want to be a problem patient. “See ya tomorrow, Doc.”

      “Rest up, Davie. And remember to write down any questions you have for me. I’m an open book and I think it’s better for a patient to be fully informed.”

      Sneaky, sneaky. Writing was a great exercise for hand-eye coordination and one that I struggled with the most so far in my physical therapy. Between the shaking hands, the fuzzy vision, and difficulty controlling my space, I snapped the pencils just about as often as I dropped them.

      Ugh.

      “Hey, I brought snacks.”

      I looked to the door to see Bronn standing there, a tray in his hands. It was so incongruous considering the situation, but it was something that I had gotten almost used to in the three or so weeks that I didn’t get hung up on it as much anymore.

      “Are we hungry?” he asked, painfully cheerful. Sometime his smile grated me, as did his pleasant tone. I couldn’t understand how he could be so smiley. But it was better than him crying or staring at me with that haunted expression that he got sometimes, so I would take the tradeoff.

      “Hey, I’ll come with you, Doctor Olitar,” Mickey said, setting the eyechart to the side and hurrying out with a wink.

      Ugh.

      I loved Mickey, I did, but she’d taken to being very shippy when it came to Bronn and me. I didn’t know what about my injury made her suddenly into our relationship, but she’d gone from somewhere around the shovel talk to thumbs-upping me and winking whenever she left us alone.

      Which was fairly often considering that he’d hauled a ratty recliner that looked like it was from the seventies to rest right beside my bed. Everyone took turns sleeping there from my little gang, which meant at least once a week, it was just me and him.

      Not that anything happened, of course. The nighttime meds almost always had me out cold, and even when they didn’t, I usually fell asleep on my own anyways. I rarely stayed awake more than six hours at a time, and that was stretching it.

      “Your sister knows that I can see her, right?” Bronn asked, gently placing the tray in my lap and turning the recliner to face me.

      “At this point, I don’t think she cares. She’s just happy I’m alive to have alone time with my boyfriend.”

      He smiled crookedly at that, pale face flushing pink in the cheeks.

      “I guess I can’t disagree with her there.” He reached over, gently gripping the one hand I did have before leaning back. “I did manage to land a steak. Which just might be a Christmas miracle.”

      I froze right as I went to pick up the fork, my eyes going wide.

      “I… It’s not Christmas, is it?” Sure, I had lost track of time, but certainly not that much time.

      “Uh, no, Davie. Just a figure of speech.”

      “Right. I knew that.”

      My cheeks flushed and I dug into my steak. It was about as juicy and delicious as it looked, even if I had to go real slow because my jaw was sore and just about everything tired me out.

      “How is it?” The prince asked hopefully, leaning forward as he watched me eat. He did his best by me, he absolutely did, but it wasn’t like there was an abundance of high-quality supplies underground. Most of what I ate was rice, potatoes, and beans for protein. But it seemed, as the days passed, everyone was finding ways to establish some sort of supply chain.

      Which, by the way, was a whole ‘nother level of incongruous with being in an apocalypse. Were they using a grocery delivery service? Were there even grocery stores? Sure, the rotted dragon was leaving humans alone for the most part, but he had destroyed the palace, the manor, the anti-humanist’s palace—or what was left of it—and several prominent government buildings. Also, apparently a few hang out places that were popular among dragons as well just to be an extra jerk on top of things.

      “Here,” I said, very carefully using the knife-fork combo to cut the edge. It was more of a challenge than it should have been, but apparently, that was half the point. Something about dexterity and fine motor function. Also learning how to use the combination utensils Bronn and the doctors had found me. I managed to get a fairly mouth-sized chunk and hold it out to him, trembling only slightly.

      It was fun watching the color rise in his cheeks as he leaned forward and took the bite. Our eyes locked as he chewed thoughtfully, and… Was it a bit strange how attractive I found that simple act?

      Probably. But whatever, I had brain damage or something.

      At least he didn’t try to cut the steak for me. It was difficult, sure, and sometimes I got frustrated, but I wanted to do things myself. Just to prove that I could.

      “Oh yeah, that’s pretty good,” he said once he swallowed. And maybe I watched the bob of his Adam’s apple as he did so a little too intently. But it wasn’t my fault he was looking so handsome at the moment. Or maybe it was because my vision was finally clearing up. Hard to admire a strong jaw and piercing eyes when everyone was a fuzzy blob.

      It took me a few minutes, but I cut him another small chunk. He just shook his head.

      “Nah, that’s for you. You need the protein.”

      “And you don’t?” I argued. “Aren’t dragons obligate carnivores?”

      He chuckled lightly at me and that was still one of the best sounds on earth.

      “Maybe we were once, but it seems that shapeshifting also came with the added bonus of being omnivores. At least in this particular body. I have to admit, I don’t think I’ve actually eaten much in my dragon self.”

      “What? Really? Why? That seems like it would be, I dunno, bad for your health or something.”

      “Well, mostly it’s a matter of logistics, I suppose. I could eat this steak and maybe a few sides and end up mostly full, then go and fly for a couple hours. Or I could go fly for an hour, be stopped by ravenous hunger, and need to eat, like…three full grown deer and maybe a bear to feel satiated. So really, eating as a human is the economical choice. Besides, once I shift back to human, there’s far too much bathroom awfulness to deal with consuming that much wild game at once.”

      He said it so offhandedly that I nearly choked on the soft, roasted potatoes piled around the steak. Something about his tone, his look, and, well, the whole situation had me sputtering and trying not to laugh.

      “I… You know what. You’re right. It just makes sense to eat as a human then.”

      “I’m glad you agree. And speaking of eating, you still have plenty left on your plate.”

      “Alright, Mom,” I said teasingly, returning to the cutting of my food.

      It was a good moment, just me and him. No running, no talk of the end of the world. No dangerous battles or lectures on being careful. Just the two of us enjoying my dinner.

      “You know, you can eat too,” I remarked as I laid back in the middle of things, needing to take a break and rest my arm and back for a moment.

      “I meant to, but I had such a big lunch earlier that I just wasn’t in the mood.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Not in the mood to eat?

      “Who do you think you’re fooling?” I muttered.

      “Hmm?” He batted his eyelids at me. Oh yeah, he definitely was trying to pull something over.

      “…we’re not short on supplies and you’re not eating to make things last longer while feeding me steak, are you?”

      He flushed again, and normally while I liked it when he looked all flustered, I didn’t like the suspicion that was crawling up my back. “We’re rationing, yes, but it’s nothing like that.

      “You wouldn’t lie to someone with brain damage, would you?”

      “Are you going to use that forever now?”

      “That depends, are you going to keep dodging the question?”

      He heaved a little bit of a sigh. “I’m not purposefully skipping meals. Some of the dwarves did a supply run and I was…helping distract the rotted dragon long enough for them to get to one of the entrances down into the underground.”

      I dropped the knork thing. “You what?”

      “We needed more supplies and to help some refugees get to cover. It wouldn’t be right to hide down here when I could help. Besides, we figured that the rotted dragon wouldn’t be able to resist such a high-profile target.”

      I opened my mouth, that white-hot anger that came so easily just roiling up in a flash.

      “You—”

      But Bronn cleared his throat. “Before you say whatever you’re going to say, please remember that I literally had to leave an entire dimension knowing that you were going to sacrifice yourself to save others.”

      Ugh. He had me there.

      “Are you going to use that forever, hmm?” I said, echoing our previous banter. That broke the rising tension and he leaned forward, pressing a kiss to my cheek.

      “Ceasefire?” he asked, settling back in his seat.

      “Ceasefire,” I confirmed.

      “Good. Now eat your food.”

      I narrowed my eyes again, but this time in humor. “You telling me what to do?”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” He reached for the knork as if he was going to cut my steak and I slapped at it.

      “Hey, I’m getting to that. Eventually.”

      He smirked and I realized that I’d played right into his hand. “That’s what I like to hear.”

      “You think you’re clever,” I said, returning my attention to the food. “But I’ll have you know, I was going to eat this anyways, not because you’re telling me to.”

      “I’m sure you were.”

      “You sound like you don’t believe me.”

      “And you sound like someone who literally fell asleep mid-conversation yesterday.”

      “…fair point.” I took the largest bite of steak that I was able to cut, chewing openly. Bronn just rolled his eyes as he chuckled, his arms crossing his chest. When I failed at grossing him out, I just settled for enjoying the delicious flavor.

      There had been a short while, in the nebulous time of coming out of my medical coma when I was actually allowed to eat, that I couldn’t taste anything. Nothing spicy, nothing sweet, nothing sour. It was all the same bland mush in my mouth, and I had been so upset that I would never taste anything again.

      Thankfully, it had returned slowly over the days and I was mostly back to normal there. Sure, my jaw tended to ache if I had to chew too much, and there were still a lot of nuances that I missed, but I was happy to be improving steadily.

      Especially if it meant I got tasty steak.

      I got almost to the end before my head started to droop forward and my eyelids flutter shut. My stomach was so full, which was pretty ridiculous considering how little I had actually eaten. I didn’t even want to think of how much weight and muscle I had lost. It was too depressing.

      “Can you finish this off?” I asked, looking to Bronn hopefully. There were only a couple of bites left, but he still looked dubious. “If I eat another iota, I will literally upchuck. I’m still getting used to eating again.”

      “Are you certain?”

      I nodded and he took it from me. In two quick forkfuls, the meat was gone and so were the remaining potatoes and greens. It vanished impressively fast, and I thought longingly of the way I used to be able to wolf anything down.

      Maybe someday.

      “You falling asleep?” Bronn asked, standing and helping me lay back. I tried to spend as much of my day as I could sitting up, but it was so exhausting, and I was just so weak.

      “Got it in one,” I murmured, feeling that sticky-syrupy fatigue climbing rapidly up my frame.

      “Well, you get some rest. I’ll wake you up for your night meds later.”

      “And you’ll stay the night?”

      “Yeah, it’s my turn. Afraid you’re stuck with me.”

      “Good,” I said with a nod, using the last of my energy. I didn’t think I ever wanted to be alone ever again.
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      I was used to my dreams being big, scary, and loud, but the thundering crash in my mind seemed particularly obnoxious, enough to startle me toward consciousness.

      Except it took a whole lot to wake me up as of late, so I managed to stay under—or at least I did until I realized something was brushing across my face.

      Now that startled me, and my eyes snapped open. Only to clamp right back shut again when I realized that no one was brushing me, but rather that dirt was gently falling on my face. Not in huge clumps, but in little dashes that tumbled down from the ceiling almost like dust.

      That… That wasn’t good.

      “Bronn?” I asked, my heart thumping.

      He didn’t respond right away, but before I could gather the energy to call his name again, another crack of thunder sounded and he jolted up, eyes bleary.

      “Davie?”

      “I—”

      Then there it was, a booming explosion and the sound of screams. The lights died, only for a loud alarm to sound and dimmer strips to illuminate along the halls.

      “Bronn,” I gasped, eyes going wide. We both knew what was happening. We were under attack. But it was too soon. I was too weak. I couldn’t even walk yet!

      “Hold on, it’ll be alright.”

      Bronn’s face had gone carefully blank and suddenly, he was moving so quickly. He went to the IV hanging above my bed and removed it from the stand, placing it in my lap. Then a run over to the drawer where he grabbed two more and put them right next to the other. He threw the spare blanket on his chair over his shoulders and then he was scooping me up like I weighed nothing.

      “I’m sorry for the jostling,” he said, already out the door and heading down the hall. I could see that part of the tunnel had clearly collapsed, and people were running out of rooms and bolting down corridors.

      “I don’t care,” I breathed, glancing up to see cracks all along the roughly hewn ceiling. “Just get me out of here. Please.”

      I’d been scared plenty of times in my life, but I’d never been so entirely helpless. I couldn’t walk. I couldn’t run. I couldn’t even see that well. I was so weak and useless.

      “Davie!?”

      “Mickey?” My head jerked in the direction of what I knew was my sister’s voice. “Bro—”

      “I heard her. Already on it.”

      Bronn took a sharp turn down the next hall and barely a beat later, my sister was running up to us. “Oh, you’re safe!”

      “Not sure that’s the right word for the situation,” Bronn said tightly. “How far are we from one of the escape routes?”

      “I, uh, not far, I think. Maybe—”

      “We’re not going to one of the escape routes.” Almost out of nowhere, Mal appeared from under a collapsed beam. “Follow me. I realized something a week or so ago.”

      “Wait, what?” Mickey asked, but Mal was already taking off. Bronn followed her without question, which was a relief because I wasn’t sure I could handle an argument on top of an attack.

      “What’s even going on?” Mickey asked, looking up after a particularly violent shake. “We’re so far underground. He couldn’t possibly be digging down this low, can he?”

      “You haven’t seen him,” I groused, my head spinning. Goodness knew that the image of that awful, evil creature was burned into my mind. His massive, rotting carcass, the open pustules and broken patches of skin.

      “I don’t think he’s directly attacking us,” Mal said. “I think he’s messing with the city and the earth is reacting.”

      “Messing with the city?”

      “Yeah, you know. Drawing on energy that’s not meant for him. Disrupting the flow of things. You suddenly change how things work and the ground ain’t gonna be happy about it.” Her tone grew thoughtful, which made it hard for me to concentrate on it. Gosh, my head was spinning. “I read about something like that happening back in my world. How there were unprecedented earthquakes and thousands died in that. It’s part of what helped hobble the resistance right off the bat. Didn’t even stand a chance.”

      “Wait, the anti-humanists learned how to abuse the magic in your world?”

      “No, but destroying half of the dragon population certainly did a number, I imagine. Also, heard they killed the last oracle about twenty years before I was born.”

      “Huh.” That was about all I could manage.

      Everything sort of faded into a hubbub of noise, flashing lights, and fallen debris. I was aware that Bronn stumbled a couple of times and that my pain level was rising bit by bit, but none of it seemed to be able to stick.

      Man, I wasn’t going to miss being drugged up. Even though I was relatively coherent, I wasn’t myself. Not entirely. Especially considering that my nighttime meds usually were a bit stronger than my daytime ones.

      Was there a time where I had ever been a threat? Someone that people looked to for protection? It seemed like another lifetime. I couldn’t do anything to help anyone. Even myself. I could barely keep my eyes open.

      “Hey, so where is it we’re going if not the escape route?”

      “Old waste tunnel.”

      “Waste tunnel?” Mickey snapped. “You are aware that Davie’s immune system is incredibly compromised right now as she recovers, right? Do you want her to get a staph infection?! Because that’s how you get a staph infection.”

      “You act like I know what those things are,” Mal said flatly. “Anyways, I said old waste tunnel. From what I found out, it was decommissioned less than ten years after the dwarves dug it out. They replaced it with an entirely new system. A more sustainable one. Ain’t nobody’s poop been in it longer than any of us or our parents were alive.”

      There was another cracking sound and a chunk of ceiling slammed down onto Bronn’s shoulder, jostling the both of us. He recovered quickly, however, and strode forward. “Let’s go then.”

      And we did. Maybe we were running. Maybe we were walking. I didn’t have a good sense of our speed or how we were moving through space. Or at least I didn’t until it sounded like there was a boom of thunder right above us and I was thrown to the ground.

      Ow.

      It was weird feeling pain when I was full of so many drugs. It was like I could feel it, but it didn’t quite reach my brain. Trippy.

      “Is everyone alright?” Mal asked from somewhere beside me. I tried turning my head to the side, but mostly I just saw darkness. And there was…. Something pressing into my chest? I raised my arms to pat at it, but I couldn’t quite interpret what was going on underneath my fingers. It was hard, solid, but very…crumbly?

      “Davie is pinned!” That was Mickey. I wanted to tell her it wasn’t a big deal, but I was pretty sure that I was just murmuring about peer pressure. “Help me get her out.”

      “I’ve got this.”

      There was a shifting sound, then grating, and then I could breathe normally again. My body grew warm and realized maybe I had been a little more crushed than I had thought.

      “Hey, are you alright?” Bronn asked, scooping me back up again. I wanted to answer him, I really did, but everything was so swirly and fast and jumbled together.

      He really messed you up, huh?

      My head lolled back, hanging over the edge of Bronn’s strong forearm to see my own personal reaper standing close to us. I tried to point, but I mostly ended up sort of half-smacking myself in the face.

      “Drugs,” I said in the way of an explanation.

      Yeah, I see that.

      “You come for me?” I asked, blinking slowly. Except I forgot that I was blinking about halfway through it and only remembered to open my eyes back up after what was probably a solid minute.

      It made sense that she was finally there to collect me. I’d asked her for more time, and she’d given it. And in the meantime, I’d lost my best friend, my arm, and some chunk of my cognitive function. If there was ever a time I was out of excuses for her to extend my already artificially long life, we had definitely arrived at that moment.

      No. The opposite, actually. I need you to hold on, Davie.

      “No fair.”

      “Davie, are you alright?” That was Mickey. She sounded concerned, which I guessed I would be too if I heard only half of the conversation I was having with a shepherd of death.

      I know it’s hard right now. And that you’re not exactly yourself. But I think that you and your friends are the only ones who have the tools to stop the rotted dragon.

      “Stop him? He’s already here.” She knew that. She was there…wasn’t she? Was she the one that had cut my arm off? I… I was pretty sure that I remembered something like that. “Can’t stop that.”

      “Less worrying and more running,” I faintly heard Mal say. “Come on, we’re almost there.”

      It was strange. I was mostly certain that my friends were all having an intense escape during a tunnel collapse, but I was so removed from it. So removed from it that I was having a calm, if slightly stunted, relationship with the grim reaper.

      A grim reaper?

      The grim reaper?

      Was there more of her or was she the only one? Was she oracle specific? I should have probably asked her more questions about things.

      There’s still hope, okay? I know it doesn’t seem like it, but— She cut herself off, skull face looking up, dark smoking swirling around her. I have to go. I’ll return to you later. Look, if anyone can find a way around this, it’s you. Got it? You’re basically a god of loopholes, Davie Masters.

      “Pffft god of loopiness maybe.”

      Nobody laughed at my joke. Oh well. Their loss.

      I’m going to try to help you, okay? It’s going to break a lot of the rules, but I can’t have you like this. You can’t even think, can you?

      Hey! I could think. Just like…not particularly well. But I wanted to know how she would act when she had several concussions all chained together in a single day combined with losing her arm, being poisoned, and otherwise getting the absolute crap beaten out of her by a couple dragons.

      But the figure that was supposed to be haunting me vanished before I could tell her off, leaving my head bouncing up and down during what was probably a fraught dash to safety.

      “Down here. Just need you to rip off this grate, dragon boy.”

      “Um, Mal, if you need Bronn to rip off the grate, how do you know where this leads? Or that it’s going to be safe?” Mickey asked.

      “Well, last time, I happened to have a whole lot of time and an old screwdriver on me. I have neither of those now, so lifty please. ASAP.”

      “I’m going to put you down, Davie,” Bronn said gently.

      “I’ve got her,” Mickey answered quickly. I was going to tell my older but much smaller sister that there was no way she would be able to hold me up, but then Bronn was setting me on the ground and she was holding me up.

      Huh, I really didn’t want to know what I looked like. Big ol’ yikes there.

      There was an ear-piercing screech followed by more rattling, and I found myself being picked up by Bronn again. This time, however, he adjusted me so that I was over his shoulders, in the strangest fireman’s carry I had ever been in.

      Then we descended into the dark. I couldn’t see anything then and I was pretty sure it wasn’t because of my injuries. That period of darkness seemed to last forever, with only the sound of my friends breathing around me and the scrape of their shoes on something that most definitely seemed to be rusted metal.

      And it was right about then that I realized it wasn’t the right number of sounds. We were short.

      “Where’re the others?” I managed to ask, jerking my head up—or was it down? I wasn’t quite sure of my orientation—and looking around as if that would help.

      “What was that, Davie?”

      I swallowed, trying to summon some moisture to my mouth and get myself together enough to not only remember what I had just said but also repeat it.

      “Krisjian. Sokhanya,” I said instead. It seemed to get the point across enough for Mal to answer.

      “Sokhanya and I were studying together when all this happened. She went to fetch Krisjian and bring him back here.”

      “She knows about this place?” Mickey asked as Bronn finally stepped down onto solid ground.

      “Yeah, I brought her here after I found it. Figured it would be important in the case of an emergency.”

      “Well, I’d say this is an emergency.” Bronn pulled me down from his shoulder, resuming his more comfortable carry that made me feel less like a sack of potatoes. “How are we doing, Davie?”

      “M’fine,” I answered honestly. Because I really was. Sure, there was an underlying panic, but it was so buried under everything else that I really couldn’t take the time to think about it.

      “Anybody got a torch?”

      “I have my phone,” Mickey answered. “The cell towers are down but it still works as a pretty nice flashlight.”

      “I can see just fine,” Bronn said, striding forward. “And it looks exactly like Mal said. We’re in basically what they used as an old septic tank and runoff system.”

      “Gross.”

      I couldn’t tell if Bronn smiled at my remark, but I felt like he did and that was all that mattered.

      “That’s nice that you can, but we need to if you don’t want us all holding onto your belt and stumbling around.”

      “…right. I knew that.”

      There was a flash and then I had to close my eyes against the brightness, the simple light of the phone blinding me like it was the sun itself. I was pretty sure that I was drifting in and out of consciousness after that, the dull shakes left over from the collapsing systems above leaking into my dreams, because when I tried to open my eyes, there was definitely a thin layer of crust on them.

      Still definitely very gross. I wanted a bath. And not the soft, almost too-tender sponge baths my sister had been helping me with, but a real, honest-to-God soak. Maybe even with a bath bomb. Man, I definitely regretted that my almost-drowning followed by teleportation with Sokhanya had me avoiding tubs for a while. What a bummer.

      “Is this a good place to stop for a while?” Mickey asked. I could tell through my eyelids that she was shining the light on my face to look at it and I tried to give her a comforting smile. Pretty sure it didn’t come across that way, however. “I don’t feel any more tremors.”

      “I think… Hold up a minute. Can I see your phone?”

      “Sure.”

      I brought a hand up and somehow managed the dexterity to rub my eyes open just in time to see a fuzzy Mal take my sister’s phone and shine it up into a corner of the underground room we were in.

      It wasn’t anything too huge, but it was a couple of heads taller than Bronn and big enough for us to spread out. I could see a couple areas where the walls were cracked and the support beams above were bowed in the middle, but all in all, the structure was very sound.

      “This looks really familiar,” Mal said, walking the perimeter. “I feel like… Do any of you know where we might be in the city?”

      “I’m not exactly overly familiar with human architecture.” That was Bronn, of course.

      “Nope. I can try to see if my GPS can pinpoint where we are, but I think we’re too far down for that. And again, that whole cell tower not doing so great thing.”

      Mal let out a resigned swear, rubbing her chin, before heading out. “Hold on, you wait here and see if the others catch up. I think… I think I may be on to something.”

      There was no further debate after that, the smallest of our group taking off before anyone could say anything. Things went a little wibbly around the edges again, but I could feel the drugs slowly wearing off as the minutes ticked by. It was like becoming aware of myself in increments that I didn’t know had passed until they were gone completely, so the whole journey was rather surreal.

      As I was becoming lucid enough to worry about withdrawal if I was suddenly cut off from my med supply, I heard a group of footsteps approaching rapidly.

      Bronn was on his feet instantly, somehow depositing me into my sister’s lap without jostling me painfully, and snarling. There was a yelp and then the familiar artificial light of a cell phone illuminating us.

      “Krisjian!” Mickey said, recognizing the youngest oracle from where he stood by the flashlight holder. “You made it.”

      He nodded. “Sokhanya found me and we managed to gather some people. Not a lot, but we’ve got some emergency supplies and the like. We were just trying to conserve our battery power since Sok here seemed to know exactly where she was going.”

      As if she heard him, the oracle came over to me, her fingers traveling my face. It was almost a bit ironic. While it felt like I had faded away to almost nothing, she seemed more alive than ever. Her hair had filled out, with no more bald or thin patches. Someone had cut it, leaving it looking healthy where it rested in a bob against her sharp chin.

      Her body had filled out, looking less like a walking skeleton and more like a young teen. Still not great since she was older than me, but it would take years for that part of her to recover. Her cheeks had filled out, however, and her eyes were bright and no longer sunken. Even her rash was gone. Sure, she was still recovering—especially mentally—but I wondered if she felt the same sort of sinking feeling while looking at me that I had used to feel while looking at her.

      “I’m alright,” I said slowly when her fingers moved to my mouth. We’d been working even more on lip reading in the windows that I was awake. Sometimes concentrating on a task was the best thing to calm me down after one of my night terrors. “You okay?”

      She nodded and I blinked, looking back at the crowd behind her. There weren’t a whole lot of people—just around seven or so, although it was still hard for me to count with my thoughts sliding away.

      “Was it mass casualties?” I asked. Sokhanya gave me a curious look, no doubt confused by all the stumbling and stuttering that it took to get me through the query, but then a demi-familiar voice answered.

      “As far as we can tell, almost everyone escaped or fled to safer parts of the underground network. We were just the last ones remaining, trying to grab supplies and all.”

      I squinted in the dark, trying to wrack my brain as to who that was. He was a dwarf, and I was pretty sure I’d seen him at the trials.

      Ugh. Thinking about those made me think of Mallory, so I forced my mind to something else. It wasn’t hard, considering how soapy my brain was.

      “Where’s Mal?” Krisjian asked with enough concern for even me to notice. Huh, that was interesting.

      “She went off a bit ago,” Mickey answered. “Said she thought something was familiar and took my phone.”

      “Mal, that the short one with the death glare?” Mr. Semi-familiar dwarf asked.

      “That’s her,” I said, laughing before stopping abruptly because I was embarrassed at how loud my laugh was. “She worked real hard on that glare, prolly.”

      “I see your friend is recovering.”

      “Thassa word for it,” I said, once more trying to pull myself together and once more not quite sure if I pulled it off. Chances were leaning more toward the not-so-much.

      “I think I hear her,” Bronn said, turning toward the direction that she’d bolted in. I peered into the darkness, the light of the new group’s cellphone not even reaching the edge of the room we were in. But sure enough, a couple of moments later, there was a glimmering light in the distance.

      “Hey there,” Mal said as she jogged into view. “Krisjian, Sokhanya, glad to see you made it.”

      The silent oracle nodded again, going over to offer her hand. Mal took it, and the two leaned toward each other until their foreheads touched. It was kind of a weird thing, and I hadn’t seen them do it before, but I didn’t ask. I was sure there were more pressing matters at hand.

      “Alright,” Mal said when they parted, addressing the rest of the party. “I was right, I do recognize this place. Sure, it’s in a lot better shape than it was in my world, but I once found this same room while I was exploring from my little sewer hideout I took y’all to.”

      “What, really?” Mickey asked. “I mean, I know I wasn’t there for the hideout, but you’re telling me that the old dwarf tunnels are the same between our two worlds?”

      “Almost. There were little differences here and there, a couple of drops, some lefts that were rights, but I was able to find a way to somewhere we can hole up for a bit and try to regroup with the others. Sure, it hasn’t been decorated as nicely as my last place was, but it’ll do, and it’s far enough down that whatever magic stuff that the rotted guy is doing shouldn’t cause too much damage.”

      “That’s incredible,” Bronn said, crossing over to pick me up again. I almost protested that I could walk myself, but then the sharp static of pain spiked up from the barrier the pain medicine usually kept it under, and I nipped that right in the bud. “Lead on then.”

      She did just that, and our small party followed her down a certainly complex set of tunnels, wide pipes, and stone chamber rooms, and then a connecting thing into what looked like a modern sewer system.

      Well, by modern, I meant something not made over a hundred years ago by dwarves, but definitely older than I was. If I had to guess, I would hazard that they had been meant to somehow be connected to the abandoned subway the city had poured hundreds of thousands of dollars into back in the eighties. Funny how I had never made the connection back when we were on Mal’s world. Startling, how our dimensions were so similar, separated by only a single turning point.

      But did that mean what happened in her dimension, the one that I had sealed off, was bound to happen in ours? Were we just permanently doomed? Was our kind in general doomed, cursed by the existence of the rotted dragon and his greed?

      Maybe that was part of it. Maybe wherever the descendants of that original dimension went was doomed to destruction. Corruption. Maybe there was a reason we’d gone extinct.

      Not exactly comforting thoughts, that was for certain, and I found my mood significantly swinging downward as we traversed along. By the time we finally stopped, I felt somewhere between bursting into tears because I was frustrated and bursting into tears because I was scared.

      And yet, as much as I wanted to, the tears didn’t do much bursting.

      “Here, I’ve got some emergency blankets and spare clothing,” someone said, approaching Bronn. I blinked at her, woozily realizing that we were in a room that looked like a sparse version of that hideout that Mal had ferried us off to upon first arriving in her world. “I’ll make her a bed so you can lay her down.”

      “Are there any of the medical staff in your party? I’m worried about her coming down off the meds too hard or going into withdrawal. They’ve been weaning her off, but this is a lot all at once.”

      “I grabbed a few, but I’m just a second-year med student. I know some basics, enough to think I needed to stuff as much as I could into this backpack, but I don’t know about your friend’s dosages or anything like that.”

      “That’s alright. I memorized most of them. I… Maybe after we rest, we can go back and see if we can find anything else.” Mickey paused and I almost told her that it wasn’t nice to discuss me like I wasn’t even there, but then she was already talking to Mal. Drat. Why was everyone always going so fast around me? “Mal, what time is it?”

      “About four in the morning according to your phone. Here.” She tossed it back and I was surprised when my sister caught it. Not because she was particularly clutzy, but because the world was sort of gently undulating all around us.

      Or was that just me?

      “Okay, let’s see what you got there. I’ll set an alarm for six and administer what I can then. Davie, you just go to sleep, okay? We’re gonna keep you as comfortable as possible.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not a baby, you know. You don’t have to talk to me like I’m three.” I mean, I knew I had brain damage, but it wasn’t that much brain damage.

      …was it?

      That was a worrying thought, but then she and Bronn kissed my cheek one after the other and someone pulled a thin sheet over me. Apparently, that was all I needed, and I was out like a light.
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      “Davie, come now, little one, won’t you wake up for an old friend?”

      I shivered, feeling like I was so cold that parts of me might snap off, but also drenched in sweat. I sat up with a jolt, my head spinning as I moved so quickly.

      “There’s my girl. Where have you been? I’ve missed you terribly.”

      It was like the world around me was a video game that was slowly loading. One moment, it was all just blank, then I blinked and suddenly, I was right back in that same ruined version of my city that I knew all too well.

      And the rotted dragon was looking back at me.

      It was far too much déjà vu to that moment when he had tried to eat Mallory’s corpse, that moment when he had grabbed my arm and lifted me from my feet. I threw myself back, but instead of landing hard on the ground, I fell into something soft, squishy, and far too warm.

      Acrid air surrounded me, filling my nose and forcing its way down my lungs in a violent scourge. I coughed and tried to push myself up, but my hands sank into rotted, pustulant flesh.

      Wait… Hands?

      I blinked and raised my palms, blinking at them. They were covered in slime and pus, already sizzling in the liquid, but they were both there.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, my head scrambling to put things together. I was in a vision? I hadn’t had one since that fateful day and I’d assumed that my brain was too busy healing myself for any magical shenanigans.

      “As I said, I missed you, little one. I’ve been searching for you. How is it you’ve managed to stay so hidden from me?”

      I felt a pressure at my back and realized the paw that I’d fallen onto had turned, lifting to pick me up and bring me closer to his face. My stomach practically fell out of me and the image of me being eaten flashed through my mind.

      I couldn’t remember the last time that I had been so scared. Hell, I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d been coherent enough to feel scared. I flinched back and would have toppled out of his decrepit palm if his nails hadn’t bit into me to pin me in place.

      Ow.

      Pain flared into my mind like it hadn’t in weeks, and I gasped, writhing in his grip.

      “This isn’t real,” I spat. “This is just a vision.”

      “Perhaps when we were separated by dimension, there was a certain sort of protection for you, but that’s no longer the case, is it? We’re right here, in the same world, breathing the same air.”

      His claws bit into me more deeply, and that was when I knew he had me. He had me and he was going to tear me to pieces. Either there was something about the tunnels that I had been in that had protected me, or all that rumbling was some sort of spell to find me, and he had succeeded. Either way, I was pinned. Stuck.

      It was over.

      I went limp and he practically purred at me. It was an awful sound, a grating sound, but what could I do? I’d lost so much trying to fight him and had ended up not back at square zero, but instead at something like negative one hundred.

      “That’s it, my child. Don’t worry, there will be the peace that you crave soon, when we are joined.”

      His mouth opened wide, the same image that was burned into my mind from before. His spittle formed long, putrid strands and bubbled over the side of his torn lips. I threw my arms up, as if that would help me.

      But then, before he popped me into his mouth like some sort of bonbon, he dropped me, reeling back. Looking down at my body, I saw those same claw marks in me, but where they had pieced me was the same green, hazy sort of gas coming out of me. Just like the earth when he’d risen from the dirt.

      “What are you doing, little one?” he asked, tone agitated as he recovered, his head twisting down to look in my face. “What little trick are you pulling out of your sleeve to expel me from you?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered honestly, gaze stuck on my body. And then, barely a beat later, the green gas turned to black smoke and I popped right out of the vision into nothingness.
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      I sat up with a jolt, unsurprisingly covered in sweat. It was dark, so dark, that I was certain I was still in the vision.

      “Hey! Hey, I’m here. You’re alright. You’re safe, Davie.”

      At first, the voice didn’t click. I was too pumped up on adrenaline and fear. But then all of my senses seemed to come back online at once and I began to realize what was happening.

      Bronn was holding me. I knew that voice and those arms anywhere. He was pressing me against his solid, warm chest, my head turned so I could hear his steady and loud heartbeat. It was so dark around me that I couldn’t even see him, but I could hear my ragged breathing as well as several others waking up around me.

      Finally, a light flashed, illuminating the space. I blinked, turning my head to the other side.

      “Is everything okay?” That was Mickey. Right, she was fine. We were hiding in our world’s version of Mal’s sewer sanctuary. Life goes full circle and all that. My memories all rushed back to me with much more clarity than before.

      “She was just having a nightmare.”

      “I’m fine,” I breathed, and I realized I was more acutely aware of my body than I had been in weeks. I didn’t feel pressed down or buried under a layer of drugs. I didn’t feel like I had to work so hard to be myself or to think or eat or to even inhale.

      “Here, it’s almost six. Lemme get you your next thing of medicine. They didn’t get Dilaudid, but I—”

      “No, no drugs.”

      “Davie, I know you’re not a huge fan of them, but you need to—”

      “No, you don’t understand. Something’s happened.”

      It was a testament to our sisterhood that she stopped what she was doing and crouched in front of me. Anyone else might have persisted, maybe asked Bronn to hold me down so they could do it for my own good. But Mickey always knew when to take me seriously and when she needed to be the big sis.

      “Davie, what do you mean?”

      “I… I’m not certain. But I feel different.” I took a deep breath and it was like I was connecting to parts of my body in a wave. “I think I want to stand. Can I stand?”

      “I don’t know. Can you?” It wasn’t a correction of my grammar, but I could hear the bewilderment in her voice.

      “Bronn, help me up.”

      I heard an agreeing rumble from behind me, then his arms loosened from where they had been wrapped around my waist. I felt him shift, then those hands were settling right back on me, helping me rise to my feet.

      I weebled, I wobbled, but I found myself able to hold myself up for the first time in weeks, my muscles remembering themselves and supporting me, Bronn only providing balance.

      “Holy…” I heard Mickey whisper from behind me.

      And I couldn’t blame her. We’d both had intense recoveries in the hospital before. We both knew that a single day of full bedrest was equal to about a week of muscle loss. I shouldn’t be able to stand. And even if I could, I should have been shaking like a leaf.

      But I was fine.

      A little trembly, sure—I definitely needed Bronn for balance—but I didn’t feel weak.

      “What is going on?” I heard Mickey ask, tone stuck somewhere between reverent and bewildered.

      “I… I don’t know.” I looked down at my hands, wondering if a miracle had happened, but then I saw just the one. Hand. Singular.

      Alright, so I hadn’t miraculously been returned to my old body by some unknown force. But why was I relatively okay? Nothing was making sense!

      I didn’t know. But I was certain that I wanted to move.

      “Can we walk around the perimeter of this room? If there’s space?”

      “Are you sure?” Bronn asked. It was the first that he had questioned me, and I could have blessed him for that.

      “Yeah. Just keep a hold of me. You know, in case.”

      I didn’t have to say what I meant in case of. He just knew. One arm wrapped around my waist, he moved to my side and guided me as best he could around the room.

      There wasn’t exactly a lot of space, with people sprawled out across different surfaces, some sitting up against the walls, some curled together on the ground, some perched on piles of debris with emergency blankets under them. It reminded me of all those disaster aftermath pictures that would play on the news after a tornado or earthquake, which I supposed was apropos.

      “Hey, you guys mind keeping it quiet— Whoa, is Davie walking?”

      Mal’s voice drifted from somewhere close by, but I couldn’t quite make out exactly where. So, my sudden and miraculous healing didn’t suddenly give me night vision. Shame about that.

      “I’m trying to walk,” I said, swinging my leg around and then planting my foot on the ground. Part of it felt disconnected from me, like I was relearning something I used to know like the back of my hand but had gotten foggy with time. “We’ll see if I can actually do it.”

      “I’ll be right here the entire time,” Bronn assured, giving me a reassuring squeeze.

      But if there was one thing I didn’t need to feel uncertain about, it was the dragon prince. Sure, I’d worried in the past. Maybe I’d even doubted him a few times. I also could admit that I had been unsure about our relationship, if we even had a relationship, and what someone like him could see in someone like me…

      But going through an apocalypse together, losing everything together, seemed to have scooped all those worries out and dumped them wherever trash ideas went, because I knew, down to the core of my soul, that he would do whatever he could, whenever he could, to make sure he was there for me.

      He loved me, and I loved him. The dragon shifter and the oracle. The rich, white-haired royal and the poor, Latina orphan. It almost sounded like one of the telenovelas that were my sister’s guilty pleasure, but it wasn’t anything like that.

      If only because most telenovelas antagonists weren’t giant, decomposing dragons bent on world destruction.

      “So, is this, like, magic?” Mal asked. I heard some shuffling and then she was walking into the narrow field of light from what I assumed was Mickey’s phone.

      “It’s definitely magic,” I answered breathlessly, almost all my concentration on my feet. “Just not my magic.”

      “Huh, well that’s something. Are we sure this isn’t like, um, some sort of sabotage? Don’t get me wrong, I’m thrilled about the improvement and this is the clearest I’ve seen your eyes in weeks, but I’m at the point where I’m suspicious at just about everything.”

      I couldn’t blame her. There was a worry, deep in my gut, that this was somehow a trick. “I don’t know. It’s hard to think about why someone would heal me for nefarious reasons, but I can’t help wondering too.”

      “Glad we’re on the same page. I will continue to be cautiously happy for you.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      It was slow going, and I progressively grew more and more trembly as we carefully picked our way around the other folks. I made it around two and a half times before my back started to shake and I felt sweat beginning to trickle down my brow.

      “I think we should take a break,” Bronn said, his tone diplomatic. “You don’t want to strain yourself in case we have to run again.”

      “Right,” I said, breathless once more, my chest rising and falling in quick pants. It was a bit embarrassing to be so winded from maybe fifteen minutes of walking, but it was more than I’d done in over a month, so I was still pretty proud of myself. Baby steps.

      Ha, almost literally.

      If I had the breath, I would have chuckled at my almost-pun. But I didn’t have the energy, so I mostly let the others help lower me back down onto my makeshift bed.

      “Should we try to go back to sleep?” Mickey asked, chewing her lip as she looked me over.

      I just shook my head. “I feel like I’ve had a lifetime’s worth of sleep. You all can rest, but I’ll stay up a bit.”

      “I have an idea,” Mal said. “Why don’t we take her pile and the bedding the rest of us were on and make a little nest in one of the cubbies around here. We can use one of the emergency lanterns Thad snagged for light.”

      “Cubbies?”

      “Yeah. Can I see your phone again? I’ll scout out where they are, but if I remember correctly, there should be a couple in this area. Probably in much better condition than when I used them.”

      “Why would they build cubbies into a sewer?”

      “We’ll they’re not literally cubbies, but they’re small spots that can still fit all of us together. Maybe they were like…emergency spots to get out of a flash flood, or old ports that were sealed off, but does it really matter what they were if right now they can be our little den and we can all curl up together without disturbing the other folk?”

      “She has a point,” I said, the back of my mind noting that was probably the longest bit of dialogue I had been able to concentrate on in what felt like forever. “And should we get Sokhanya and Krisjian?”

      “Sokhanya’s already up,” Bronn said, pointing into the darkness. It was amazing how the light from Mickey’s phone just seemed to drop off into nothing. We weren’t even in that large of a room. Barely big enough for the little over a dozen of us to find places to sleep or rest with some walking room between.

      “Uh, I definitely can’t see her.”

      “I’ll check if she wants to come. Hold on.”

      Mal took Mickey’s phone and headed off. I watched her path and did eventually see Sokhanya tucked under what looked like a fallen slab of concrete, a little cranny that was stuffed with what looked like the blanket Bronn had taken from my ‘hospital’ room and some empty packs. I wasn’t quite sure how her and Mal communicated considering neither had notebooks or were using the rudimentary signs we all had learned, but the deaf oracle crawled out and began to gather her things before trundling over to join us.

      Once she did, her eyebrows lifted, and she looked me up and down. I didn’t need a piece of paper to know what she was asking—how was I sitting up and functional?—but I just shrugged.

      She nodded as if that was all the explanation she needed, and knowing the girl, it probably was. She wandered off into the dark after setting her items down at my feet.

      I needn’t worry, of course, because she returned a few moments later with a very exhausted-looking Krisjian.

      “Hey, guys, do any of you know why Sok— Whoa, why are you sitting up like that? How are you sitting up like that?”

      Even though I knew it had to be a little disconcerting, his level of astonishment did seem like a bit much.

      “I’m just sitting. It’s not that big of a deal.” It wasn’t like he had seen me walk or anything. As far as he knew, my butt was just feeling exceptionally supportive all of a sudden. Thick thighs and all— I looked down, seeing sagging skin and wasted away muscle.

      Right. Didn’t have those anymore. I had a long road ahead of me to get myself back.

      But Krisjian ignored my grouse and looked to the others.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I would say we’re right between we don’t know and totally bewildered,” Mickey answered wryly, and I couldn’t help but echo the sentiment. “She just woke up like this.”

      “You woke up like this?” he asked me, accent thickening as his eyes went wide.

      “I woke up like this,” I confirmed. I knew that Krisjian was from another country and didn’t really get the meme he was referencing, but I couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped me.

      “And we’re sure this isn’t some sort of…rallying syndrome? Or terminal lucidity, or-or—”

      “Whoa, slow down there, kiddo,” I said, holding my one hand up. “I’m not dying, and this isn’t some sort of last-minute burst. I’m not even healed all the way.” I raised my stump of an arm as best I could, the muscles barely responding. It was just past halfway down my bicep, the bandages going all the way up to my shoulder.

      “Actually, that reminds me,” Mickey said, her attention brought to my limb. “Those are pretty dirty. How about we see what’s going on under there while I change and drain them?”

      I nodded, my stomach twisting at the idea. Apparently, the rotted dragon’s spit or venom or whatever it was that had gotten into me had caused a nasty infection, which was why the wound was packed with gauze and changed at least twice a day. Not that I was awake for most of those changings.

      Normally, I was under enough of the fuzziness that I couldn’t feel embarrassed by just how gross the human body could be, but I realized I was going to have to face the mess completely coherently for the very first time. As much as I hated the cloudy feeling those drugs had given me, I kind of found myself missing them.

      But I didn’t voice any of that to Mickey and she dutifully began to unwrap the outer layer. Then it was snipping away the inner layer with a tiny pair of medical scissors. Then it was taking off the gauze at the end of it, which usually was colored dark brown, green, and yellow after a few hours. I hated to think what it looked like considering I’d missed a dressing change with the whole escape.

      “Dios mio…” she breathed.

      That could go either way, and I opened the eyes that I hadn’t even known I’d closed. Looking down, I saw the stump there, scarred and gnarled in a way that was both familiar but also completely different from my burn scars.

      But it was healed. Skin fully around the limb. No pus. No ache. Just a stump of an arm, as happy and healthy as it could be.

      “I’m gonna palpate it,” Mickey breathed, as if she was afraid that if she spoke too loudly it would somehow go back to floating on the precipice between healing and necrotizing. “Just to make sure it didn’t seal anything inside or make a pustule packet.”

      I nodded. Although I’d been pretty out of it, I knew that was one of the reasons why they hadn’t stitched off the end of my wound beyond making sure that all the blood vessels were sealed off—doing so could apparently make a nice, warm, cozy home for infection to take place and really bloom. And that was just about the last thing that I needed, of course, so that was why there were the multiple packings a day until the antibiotics and rest eliminated the infection.

      And the poison.

      And whatever awful thing being in physical contact with a rotted dragon had done to me. The monster was a walking pathogen, which I supposed was appropriate. I wouldn’t be surprise if, given that the world lived long enough, a new plague suddenly burst into being just from his being around.

      “I don’t feel anything. I really wish we had a doctor on hand, but from what I can tell, you’re good.” She took a deep breath, in and out. “I don’t know if this is a fully-awakened oracle thing or what, but I feel like this is too good to be true.”

      “Well, your lupus has been better since your powers awakened, right? Only one flare?”

      “Yeah, it’s helped, but I still have to be careful. And, Davie, not to scare you, but you were in a real bad way. Something healing you this much makes me nervous.”

      I nodded. I was nervous too. I chewed at my lip, trying to think what kind of freak magic or failsafe could have saved me, but then tiny fingers were digging into my arm.

      “What’s up?” I asked before looking to the hand and realizing it was Sokhanya. She tugged again, pointing to the other side of the room, into the blackness I knew that I couldn’t see through. “I—”

      Those words died on my lips when I noticed what she was gesturing to. A smoky outline, flickering just on the edge of reality, barely visible but there, nonetheless.

      It was the spirit. The same one that had been hunting me.

      And she looked rough.

      Her normally billowing smoke was more like a light fog, and the way she would shift somewhere between the visage of a once-human woman to a skeleton had stopped, leaving her mostly bones and sagging cloth. The foreboding aura she had to her was gone as well as the warning tingle that always slid up my neck.

      “Oh,” I said, all of it sliding into place. “Was all this you?”

      I remembered, just barely, our conversation in the hall as we were escaping. Although calling it a conversation was certainly taking liberties with the idea.

      I’m going to try to help you, okay? It’s going to break a lot of the rules, but I can’t have you like this. You can’t even think, can you?

      She’d said that, hadn’t she? With those non-existent eyes and her non-existent mouth. The spirit had said she would help me. Would break the same rules that had compelled her to hunt me down in the first place.

      “You can heal?”

      She didn’t nod, she didn’t speak to confirm my suspicion, however. If anyone else thought it strange that I was talking to someone they couldn’t see, they didn’t say so. But considering that both Krisjian and Sokhanya were aware of the presence cut it down to just Bronn and Mickey, and I had the feeling that the two of them were just exhausted enough to go with the flow. Even if that flow was really, really bizarre.

      The spirit raised her hand, as if she was going to point just like Sokhanya, but then she vanished in a snap, leaving barely the faintest scent of sulfur and a wisp of smoke.

      “Do y’all want to explain what just happened for the peanut gallery here, or is this a fun mystery experience?” Mickey said, her tone lilting toward joking but not quite getting there.

      I swallowed hard, trying to gather my thoughts. I felt like I was leaping to one heck of a conclusion, but it was the only thing that made sense.

      “You guys remember that spirit of death that was hunting me because I’m not supposed to be alive?”

      “That’s not exactly something a sister would forget.”

      “Right. Well. I think she’s the one that healed me.”

      I could practically feel the sharp jolt of surprise from everyone.

      “And why do you think that?”

      “Well, for one, she just showed up and she wasn’t exactly looking brand spankin’ new. It was like she’d lost most of her energy. Secondly, last night she told me that she was going to help me because she needed me to not be, well, how I was. Said she’d be breaking a lot of rules. I’m not going to lie, I didn’t interpret any of that as ‘I’m going to perform some sort of miracle of science and nearly heal you,’ but if I had to infer, that’s what I would guess happened.”

      Mickey took a breath as if she had a reply to that, but then Mal was returning.

      “Hey, I found a spot. It’s only a bit away from where I remember it. Come on.” She gave a nod to Krisjian, who returned it, and that was her only way of a greeting before we were heading out as a group.

      It almost felt a bit like being a teenager and sneaking out. Not that I had ever had to do so as a teen. I’d never needed to be anything but completely honest with my sister. But we’d both done plenty when we were younger in the various foster homes we’d bounced around in. Whether it was hiding from drunk parents, mean siblings, or sneaking to the library or even out to see each other if we’d been separated, we always found a way back to each other and to safety.

      Hopefully, we could continue that trend.

      We found the spot that Mal must have been talking about fairly quickly, a circular opening that almost looked like a tunnel but stopped four feet in, only the slightest bit of grate sticking out of the cement that sealed it. Bronn and Mickey helped me up, and a few moments later, we were all pressed together, sitting along the hard partition with our feet pointing towards the opening of the tunnel.

      Bronn’s were the only ones that came even close to the edge, and it was a bit comical to see how much longer his legs were than anyone else’s. I was the only other tall person in the group, but since I was mostly torso, I wasn’t exactly hot competition.

      There was more shuffling as the blankets were arranged, then the emergency ones, then the other bits and bobs of cloths people had grabbed. After that, Mal set up the lantern thing that was apparently powered by winding, and it was almost like we had our own cozy little campsite.

      I wouldn’t go so far as to say it was nice, considering the circumstances and all, but it certainly wasn’t bad.

      As we settled, I slid my one remaining hand into Bronn’s. I wanted to do the same with my sister and actually tried for a beat before I remembered. Being down a limb didn’t seem like something a person would forget, and yet…

      “I gotchu,” Mickey whispered, so quietly that even I almost didn’t hear it. Her arm lifted and wrapped around my shoulders, leaving me feeling surrounded and cuddled in the best sort of way.

      Sokhanya planted herself right on the other side of my sister and turned, her back leaning against Mickey’s slender side and her feet over Krisjian’s lap. Mal sat to the other side of Bronn with her back up against the wall and her legs over Bronn’s, giving me somewhere to set our joined hands.

      It was the closest that any of us had been in…far too long. And yet there was someone missing. Someone who absolutely should have been there.

      A hot, sharp knife of pain stabbed through my heart and I shoved those thoughts to the side. Later. There was always later. I could deal with that pain when the world wasn’t about to teeter into the abyss.

      Although, to be honest, teetering was definitely seeming to become the new normal rather quickly.

      “You know, I bet if we went pilfering, I could get a few more blankets, some canned food, maybe some metal to make a firepit, and this could be our own little hangout,” Mal said coolly, one of her hands riffling around in her ratty knapsack. “Not that I want to return to my ol’ mole ways, but this isn’t even in the top ten worst places I’ve had to hole up. Cozy.”

      “I’ve also stayed in many worse places,” Krisjian said. “This reminds me of my last home. It was very hidden. Hard to find.” He craned his head to look over at me. “Except for certain ghosts, apparently.”

      “I’m not so sure I was a ghost,” I said with a laugh. “But point taken.”

      “Oh.”
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      Something about Mal’s tone was wrong. Leaning forward, I scanned her over to see that she still had one of her hands in the pack, her eyes wide.

      “That was a strange oh.”

      “Yeah, I uh… I kinda forgot about something important.”

      I raised my eyebrows and she pulled something out of the bag, revealing an old, barely-held-together tome that looked more like it belonged on a movie set than real life.

      And of course, I recognized it instantly.

      “Oh,” I parroted, my stomach dropping right along with my tone.

      Somehow, I had forgotten it too—the book that had called to Sokhanya and I back when we were trying to escape from the prince and Baelfyre, the fateful day when the deaf oracle had stabbed a golden quill with a peacock feather right into the side of his throat. I felt that same familiar pull of magic throb through me and considering how detached from my own energy and how drugged up I had been, it was almost like touching a live wire.

      “Is that—” I didn’t know why I was asking, I knew exactly what it was. But before I could even get the whole phrase out, Sokhanya was practically leaping over all of us, snatching the book up and holding it in the light of the emergency lantern. She couldn’t really read, so I wasn’t quite sure what she was doing, but none of us were going to grab the book back from her.

      She turned it this way and that, opening the pages and running her hands across them. I could hear Mickey draw in a sharp breath, as if she was going to warn the girl to be careful but seemed to cut herself off when she realized that it would fall on literally deaf ears.

      The parchment within was yellowed, brittle even, and the smell of both dust and damp filled the air. I got the feeling that the whole thing should have disintegrated right under the woman’s tiny fingertips, but it seemed perfectly fine.

      Huh.

      It was like all of us were waiting for some sort of revelation on bated breath, but after a few more minutes, Sokhanya turned around and knee-walked over Bronn to squeeze right between us.

      It wasn’t exactly a comfortable fit, but Sokhanya clearly didn’t care. She thrust the book into my hands, already open, and looked at me expectantly.

      “Read,” she said, nearly causing me to drop the whole thing. I could feel my brows shoot up, but she just pointed right back to the paper. “Read!”

      Her voice was thick with a deaf accent, but her meaning was clear. I was always of the opinion that she didn’t ever have to speak verbally if she didn’t want to—we were all learning sign along with her and I tried to always have a notebook around back when we were at the manor—but I was pretty impressed that she was.

      Now Krisjian was leaning over, practically climbing into Bronn’s lap as well. “Since when did you—”

      “READ!”

      “Okay, okay. I got it.” I finally looked down at the ancient pages, feeling my eyes drag along the faded ink. It looked to be some sort of runic language, one that made my head thrum in a way that I couldn’t tell if I liked or not.

      “Um, this is cool, Sokhanya,” I said slowly, making sure not to over-enunciate. “But I can’t translate this, if that’s what you’re looking for.”

      She didn’t seem satisfied with my answer, her finger tapping impatiently at the top of the page. “Read.”

      “I can’t just—”

      Apparently, she didn’t like my start of an answer because she stopped pointing and suddenly both of her hands gripped my wrist with a surprising amount of strength all things considered. I was startled for a moment that her fingers could completely encircle them, but then I felt a cool rush start to flow through me that made me forget about everything else.

      Concentrate. You can see the meaning.

      I was startled by her voice in my head, except it wasn’t really a voice, but more of a perception of what she would have written to me. It’d been so long since I’d really interacted with another oracle’s magic, it was like I had forgotten what it had felt like entirely.

      I didn’t let myself linger on that for too long however, and I looked back down at the pages.

      At first, it was the same runic symbols and shapes. Things I could tell meant important stuff, but I didn’t have a clue what they were. But then, as I stared, they began to move and shift. Just little wiggles at first, so subtle that they mostly just made me want to rub my eyes and wonder if I was insane. But then they started to melt, dripping down the page like they were hitting invisible walls that eventually channeled them into letters that I could understand.

      Bit by bit, it reshaped itself, until finally a full and complete expanse of English was in front of me.

      “What’s happening?” Mickey asked from beside me, nearly startling me into jerking the book up into Sokhanya’s chin. “I can feel that something’s happening.”

      “Apparently, this is in English now.”

      “Really?” Mickey leaned over, brows furrowed. “Still looks very un-English to me.”

      “Here.” I pried one of Sokhanya’s hands off my wrist and transferred it to Mickey before my eyes flicked back to the pages. The words wavered a little, like my eyes were watery, but I could still read.

      “Man, no wonder you oracles were so coveted back in the heyday,” Mal remarked dryly. “It seems the more of you that get together, the more crazy things we can do.”

      “It’s how their magic works,” Bronn said, his voice a deep rumble that helped ground me from the cool rush. “I’m not an expect, but as far as legends go, the magic that runs through all oracles is supposed to connect each and every one of them, like different trees in a forest. You cut down one tree, new ones will grow.”

      “But if you cut down all the trees…” Krisjian murmured, and he didn’t need to go farther than that. We’d been cut down alright, all of us, and it was only through some miracle that something had planted the seed that had allowed us to return.

      “All that magic dies and you’re left with dead earth,” Bronn finished.

      “Anyways, don’t leave the rest of us waiting. What does it say?”

      “It’s, um, I think it’s about…maybe it’s a legend? It’s in English but it’s not exactly modern dialogue. Gimme a second.”

      I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and started reading aloud. It was slow going, and I found myself tripping over words or stuttering when that had never been a problem for me before. I’d always been an excellent reader.

      I guessed my brain had more healing to do.

      The first mirror realm was seen not within the looking glass, but within a moonpool, reflected in warped waves and ripples. It was not purposely sought out, but discovered nonetheless by an apprentice of the Great Seer in our capital.

      “Great Seer?” I murmured. “I think I remember seeing her once when I was dead.”

      “You what now?” That was Mickey, of course.

      “Saw her. When I was roaming around in that…whatever place I was in, I saw all sorts of things I probably wasn’t supposed to. I saw all the way going back to the beginning. I can’t remember most of the details—side effect of being alive, I suppose—but I think I remember that much.”

      I closed my eyes again, trying to call back to it. I remember seeing a few things from her perspective. The building of her great college. When she accepted a new wave of venerated apprentices. A few more flashes here and there. I remember seeing long, long auburn curls and hands of deep mahogany, along with a couple reflections that were bleary at best.

      “Yeah, I’ve definitely seen her once or twice,” I said before continuing.

      The discovery of these new worlds, all so different from our own, inspired our people, spurring an entirely new era of research and magic.

      However, despite the popularity of the research, the study of the mirrors remained a fringe endeavor, fit only for scholars and mages with nothing to do but explore obscure magics. It became a school of its own, but one far removed from required curriculum of a capital oracle.

      It was three generations after their discovery that we now understand the turning point that has led us to all the war. All the death. Our society has all but collapsed, and our enemy is only temporarily defeated. I fear that, in the end, he will be unstoppable, and all of this will be for naught.

      Perhaps that is why I am inscribing this record, in the vain hope that someone will read it, someone will listen, and learn from our mistakes.

      “Well, that doesn’t bode well.”

      I shook my head, heartrate starting to pick up.

      Because it was on the one hundredth and fifty-seventh year that Faeldrus of the Shepherd’s Peak first looked into the moonpool and became obsessed with what he saw therein.

      Faeldrus? Why did I know that name? It sounded familiar, bouncing around my head like a nightmare that I had forgotten.

      A bright student, he was in line to be added to the new apprenticeship for the next Great Seer. Some thought he might even be apt to be one himself, in many decades to the future, and perhaps it was that expectation, or even that ambition, that started his greed.

      At first, he was candid about his machinations. He wanted to find a way to travel to these distant lands, to discover and learn and plant our own colonies to grow our empire. He often said that the others, the dwarves, the dryads, the shifters and the shades, the halflings, the nightshades, all of them were too stuck in the past, that they would drown in tradition and stagnation.

      Naturally, most considered his endeavors eccentric—perhaps even wasteful—but Faeldrus continued with his ambitions, learning and researching and gaining status within the fields of gifted seers.

      If we had not found his detailed records in the crumbled ruins of our city, perhaps we would still be in the dark to what he had done. But it is because of his meticulous planning and experimentation that we now understand the full scope of his ambition and greed.

      Those scrolls have been burned. Memorized by a select few of our surviving Great Seers, but otherwise wiped out. For it is his knowledge of these mirrored lands that has brought us to the brink of destruction. One I think we might not recover from.

      He sleeps, but I can feel in my bones that it is temporary. Perhaps, if Maedryell hadn’t betrayed us, we would not be so thoroughly torn apart from within. But I hear that she is close to capture. I pray that she pays for all of her sins.

      Wait.

      Faeldrus. Maedryell.

      My heart kicked up another notch as that awful memory played in my mind again, the one where the rotted dragon was ripping my arm from my body, trying to eat me, poisoning me. Everything had been happening so fast and my head had been throbbing while my stomach was heaving but I remembered those names.

      Faeldrus, that was what the reaper had called him, when she’d swooped in and saved me by cutting off my arm. And he had recognized her to call her Maedryell in return. They had known each other?

      And apparently, she had been on his side?

      I instantly felt nauseous. Had I been tricked? Had the spirit that I thought I had won over been playing me the entire time?

      Well, no, that didn’t seem right either. They had fought. She had saved me from him, and he didn’t seem pleased. She’d healed me. Was she the one who had hidden me from his gaze? That was the only explanation that made sense to me because I certainly hadn’t been powerful or lucid enough to generate a shield of that type for myself.

      “Davie? What’s wrong?”

      “The traitor it’s talking about in here is the spirit that’s been sent after me.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “This isn’t really something I think I’d joke about.” I turned the page, my hands back to trembling.

      “Is there more?”

      I knew I was dipping into sassy little-sister territory when I shot her a look. “There’s literally a whole book in my hands, Mickey.”

      “I’m going to give that a pass because you’ve recently recovered from brain trauma but keep going.”

      “Right, this page just needs to do the translating thing.”

      I waited for the words to do their move and melt thing, which was specifically less magical the second time and more akin to a loading screen that was taking way too long. No one spoke as it fixed itself, however, all of them waiting for me to read again.

      It was quite a bit of pressure considering that up until the previous few days, I hadn’t been able to read beyond a couple of letters at a time. But after a few beats, the writing settled itself, and I started again.

      Part of Faeldrus’s plan was to subvert the idea that the praxis of summoning celestial blessing was rooted in the practice of—

      Sokhanya shook her head and let go of Mickey to turn several more pages, then even more, her fingers stroking over the page as if they were Braille. Could she even read Braille? I was pretty sure she didn’t and also that that was a blind thing, not a deaf thing. But after skipping about a quarter of the thin journal, she settled and gripped Mickey once again.

      Letters melted for a third time and then I tried again.

      It was Maedryell’s trial today. Many wanted her executed on sight for the crimes she committed against us, but we could not deny that without her aid, we never would have been able to banish Faeldrus and lock him away, nor find an escape from our world before its total collapse.

      But it is also by her hand that the shades and shifters have been cursed to one form, even those who were not indoctrinated to the corrupt seer’s power. They demand justice of her, but by justice, they largely just mean blood.

      It was two years ago since my teacher gave me this tome to continue the record, lest we forget, and sometimes when I reread her words and the path that lead Faeldrus into the unstoppable beast, it’s hard to believe how much my ancestors missed. His studies and machinations seem so obvious to me now, several hundred years later, including how he indoctrinated so many seers. I wonder how much we can blame Maedryell, who was adopted by him when she was merely a few years old, her parents lost to an attack that we didn’t realize was orchestrated by the man himself.

      “Wait, so this is written by someone else than the beginning,” I said, turning another page. “It’s like a loose diary of the rotted dragon. Except, in this, he wasn’t always a rotted dragon. Or a dragon in general. In fact, this is sort of implying that he—or the reaper lady—somehow created the first shifter dragons.”

      “They… They what?” Bronn asked, sitting up straighter. “Our history said we crawled from the earth itself after lightning struck the heart of the world.”

      “…and you believe that?” Mal asked a bit incredulously.

      “I don’t comment on any of your religions, you know.”

      “Right. Point taken.”

      “Yeah, it says that shifters used to be a general thing but something about Faeldrus changed that. This part is after they locked him in that pocket dimension, and they caught Maedryell.”

      “And Maedryell is the grim reaper that’s after you?”

      “I’m pretty sure, yeah.”

      “…I am very confused.”

      “You’re not the only one,” I said before looking back to the page.

      What is the right punishment for someone who unwittingly led to the death of millions? To the complete destruction of our entire world, all the magic drained from it, but then saw the light and worked to save everyone that was left? None of us would be here if not for her.

      In the end, the few of our remaining Great Seers decided that she would spend an eternity in reparation for all she has done. Our burial grounds are forsaken, locked in with Faeldrus and his greed, and we abandoned the celestial gates. Those of us who have scattered to the different mirrored worlds have no guide to our afterlife, no celestial guides to take us to our final homes.

      So, she was given the last of our greatest powers, the dangerous knowledge that we learned from Faeldrus and his studies. She can move through the mirrors, an equal part of all of them and yet not a part of any. She will not know thirst, nor hunger, nor pain or fear. And it is with those gifts that she will collect our kind and return us to our final home so we may truly rest with our ancestors.

      I don’t know what I think of a punishment that lasts forever, I cannot even imagine such a thing, but I see the reasoning behind it. They say they are beginning the first of the rituals today and I cannot help but wonder what will happen to Maedryell in the physical sense. Will she die? Cease to exist? Or will she still be able to walk around as one of us, but unable to enjoy the pleasures of life.

      I am not sure it is something I ever want to find out.

      I gave a shorthand account of what happened and Krisjian let out a low whistle.

      “So that is the woman we hit with a car?”

      “Yeah. At least we know that didn’t hurt her. Just sent her away for a while. I wonder how that even worked.”

      “I just thought very hard about something that Mal taught me,” Krisjian said, a light color building on his cheeks.

      Ooh, that was interesting.

      “Wait, what’d I teach you? You didn’t stab her in the gut, so…you sure that was me?”

      He nodded. “We had a conversation about magnets. You showed me how they could attract each other or push them away if they were powerful enough. I just thought very hard about her and Davie being magnets of the same pole and how they would repel each other no matter how much one of them wanted to get close. And that worked? I’m not sure how, but I think my gifts might be something more like…um, I don’t know the word in English.”

      There was a whole lot I wanted to address right there about Krisjian being able to influence an actual spirit of death by just thinking real hard, but I was cut off by Mallo—

      No. Mal. Just Mal.

      “Ooh, right. Magnets. When I was giving the lockpicking lesson. Okay.”

      I shoved away the sinking, rending feeling that was quickly rolling through me and instead tried to put on a jovial smile.

      “Why were you teaching my teenage charge about lockpicking?”

      “It’s a valuable skill and you were busy being dead, so you don’t get to judge what I filled our time with.”

      “Good argument.”

      Sokhanya, who had been waiting patiently up to that point, let go of Mickey and I and started turning pages of the book, still tucked between Bronn and I.

      “Ah, well, I guess story time is over.”

      “Does she even know how to read that?” Mal asked.

      “Hey, don’t talk about her like she’s not here. That’s rude.”

      In response, Mal just flopped over all of our legs so that her head was in Sokhanya’s lap. “Hey, you, can you even read that?”

      The oracle just shrugged and that seemed to be that.

      “Well, that was quite the information dump,” I said, chewing at my lip. “I feel like I learned a lot and there’s more to go, but I don’t exactly know if any of that was useful or not. For all the drama it had about making sure it was found, I dunno, I thought it might have the secret to defeat the rotted dragon or something. Not his origin story. And only the cliff notes to his story at that.”

      “Well, there’s more to read. Maybe we should just focus on rest now, while we can.”

      “Good idea.” I settled a bit more, resting my head against Bronn’s shoulder. It wasn’t that difficult to let my eyelids droop and exhaustion to take me away. Even with all the magic used to heal me, I still had so much farther to go.
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      I wished that I could say being woken up by screaming was an especially novel experience for me, but that just wouldn’t be true. The moment my brain registered the high-pitched shriek of someone close to me, I was jolting up with both of my hands raised as if I was going to pummel someone.

      Bold reactions for someone who got winded walking around a room.

      A sharp roar sounded from Bronn beside me and I could hear scales beginning to scratch against each other along his skin before someone jumped forward and cranked the emergency lantern several times.

      “Mickey?”

      There was no attacker, no danger, just my sister, slumped forward where we’d all fallen asleep in our little pile with an unearthly sound coming from her mouth.

      I crawled over Bronn and gently helped her sit up. The sound cut off and her eyelids fluttered, a light blue glow behind them. Was that what it was like for everyone whenever I had a vision? It was a bit freaky, I had to admit.

      “Hey, Mickey, you okay in there? It’s alright. You’re only having a vision.” Or at least I was pretty sure she was having a vision. True, our gifts were quite different from each other, as apparently all oracles were, but we shared some habits. “I don’t know if you can hear me, but just breathe, okay? No matter how scary it is, you’ll come out the other end. It’s not real, okay?”

      “Can you hear us when you’re in your visions?” Bronn asked lightly from beside me, his features already back to being completely human.

      “No, not usually. But there’s always exceptions.”

      “So, would you want us to do this for you when you get visions?”

      I couldn’t remember the last time I even had one. I remembered back when they used to be a huge production for me. How they had allowed me to save the day more than once. If I had had any idea then how much our abilities would expand as more of us found each other, I probably would have run away screaming.

      “I mean, I don’t think it would hurt.”

      He nodded sagely and it was cuter than it had any right to be. But I was quickly distracted from my appreciation as Mickey let out a whimper in front of me, her eyes slowly cracking open.

      “Hey there,” I murmured as she blinked several times at me. “You back with us?”

      Her brows furrowed and I could tell she was taking a moment to come back to both herself and the reality we were in. “I… I think I just had a vision.”

      “They’re exhausting, aren’t they?”

      “Yeah, I guess I had forgotten. It’s been a while. Precognition isn’t really my thing.” She blinked a couple more times before Mal produced a water bottle from who-knew-where and handed it to her. I watched her carefully as she chugged it, making sure to look out for any signs of duress.

      “But I don’t actually think it was real precognition,” Mickey said once she’d drained the entire thing.

      “You think it was a fake vision?”

      “No, I think it was real. I just think it wasn’t something that is going to happen, but rather something that’s happening right now, just not right here.”

      “Ah, like my visions of the anti-humanist elders?”

      Mickey’s expression sharpened. “Funny you should mention them, because I think the blond one was definitely a prominent figure in what I saw.”

      My stomach dropped and I felt a cold sweat start to bead on my brow.

      “That actually doesn’t sound very funny at all.”

      “And you’d be right. But I think that earthquake last night wasn’t just a ramification of the rotted dragon doing spells. I think they were trying to flush us out.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, he basically told me he was trying to find me.”

      “He who?” Bronn asked sharply.

      “The rotted dragon, who else?”

      “And when did this happen?”

      Oh right, I’d told them about Maedryell coming to help me but not the conversation I had before that. Whoops. Oh well, it wasn’t like I didn’t have a ton on my mind at the time.

      “Right, during the whole chasing thing. I was on a lot of drugs, okay, and I might have forgotten to tell any of you about that.”

      Bronn stared for a moment then shook his head. “I understand that they were necessary for your healing, but I am glad you seem to not need them anymore.”

      “Wait until I can do more than walk around a room a couple of times before you declare that,” I jibed before returning to my sister. “So, what was the elder doing?”

      She didn’t answer for a moment, licking her lips. I knew that look—it was the one she always got when she was debating on giving me bad news or not. Yikes.

      “It looked like he was…interrogating.”

      “Interrogating who?”

      “Some of the dwarves they rounded up who tried to escape the tunnel collapse. Not all of them, but at least twenty.”

      I sat back on my haunches, letting out a long breath. I could only imagine what she saw if it had her screaming out from her physical body.

      “What was he trying to find out?”

      “To be honest, I think he was mostly just enjoying himself. But as for specific questions, there seemed to be a pretty broad range. If they knew who you were, where you were. If they knew where any of the oracles were. Details about the underground. How sophisticated the setup is here. If any of them heard information from dragons, if they knew where most of the dragons were hiding.”

      “Most of us aren’t hiding,” Bronn said wryly. “We’re either dead or helping evacuate the humans.”

      “Well, apparently, they haven’t put that together yet.”

      “Probably because they can’t even fathom the idea of dragons putting themselves at risk to help mere humans,” Mal remarked with no undue dryness to her tone. And if anyone understood anti-humanist dragons who thought they had won, it was her.

      “So that was the full vision? Interrogation.”

      Mickey’s eyes slid to the side and I knew she was holding something back. I gave her a look and it was clear that she knew that I knew. Ah, the inconvenience of having a close sibling sometimes.

      “There was some torture on the side. I think he plans to make an example by feeding a few of them to the dragons that are gathering.”

      I paled at that, swallowing hard. Being eaten by a dragon was…not pleasant, and I’d only gotten a brief trial of the whole experience.

      “That’s awful.”

      She nodded, chewing on her lip some more. I didn’t know where either of us had picked up the habit, but it probably wasn’t very healthy. The silence only grew in our group, as if everyone were waiting for someone else to speak.

      As it so happened, we all broke around the same moment.

      “So what do we—”

      “We can’t just—”

      “There has to be a way we—”

      “We have to save them.”

      The four of us stopped short, with Sokhanya’s head swiveling this way and that as if she was still trying to catch all of our mouths moving at the same time. There was another beat of tension before Mickey clapped her hands and sat up straighter.

      “So, it seems like we’re all in agreement. Time for yet another rescue mission.”

      Oh boy. It never ended, did it?
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        * * *

      

      It probably would have been more practical to find some dwarves and send them after their captured brethren. But considering there was no telling when we would find the main group and no assurance we wouldn’t be caught in the meantime, it made more sense to send the magic users and the dragon shapeshifter to infiltrate the prison we were going to bust the captured out of.

      Except it wasn’t really a prison, but rather one of the local mansions that hadn’t been razed by the rotted dragon. It was still being used to hold people against their will, so close enough.

      I could tell that Bronn wasn’t the keenest on the whole idea, especially since it involved both Sokhanya and I, but what could I say? I’d been bedbound for over a month, barely clinging to life, and now that I could, I wanted to fight. I wanted to do something.

      Even if that something was only driving a car.

      The funny thing was, while I wasn’t exactly skilled at driving and I certainly didn’t have my license considering that Mickey and I were never going to be able to afford a car, my sister and I were the closest to being able to do what was needed for the mission. Before that, it’d been Mallory who had been the main driver—even if she had to sit on phonebooks or use blocks on her feet to reach the gas.

      As always, the reminder of her filled me with a white-hot sort of pain that was mixed with a numbing sense of loss. I still didn’t want to believe that she was gone. The doctor said that I probably had PTSD from the incident, which sure, having a diagnosis was great but didn’t really help me much during the actual apocalypse.

      I had all this power; I’d even come back from the dead. It didn’t make sense that I couldn’t do something to bring her back. Like my own personal death-spirit had said, I was the King of Loopholes, or something like that. Surely, I could find one for my best friend in the entire world.

      The friend that I had turned my back on.

      A hand shook my arm gently and I glanced over to Sokhanya, who was looking up at me worriedly. Right. We were on our mission and I needed to concentrate. I couldn’t risk all of our lives. I needed to compartmentalize, and maybe after all the dwarves were saved, I could think about everything churning inside of me.

      Then again, there was always something to run toward, right? Something to bury myself in until I forgot all about the present and only existed on adrenaline and turmoil. Maybe it would just stay that way for the rest of my second life.

      And all things considered, that might not even be all that long.

      I pulled my hoody down over my frame, partially to feel secure in my disguise and partially because I was absolutely freezing. I couldn’t remember the last time I was so cold, but it was like the fall wind cut right through me in an instant.

      Of course, the term ‘disguise’ could only be used loosely. Obviously, the dragons were on the lookout for any of our descriptions, but other than Bronn, all of us were pretty easy to subvert.

      For example, I didn’t look like myself at all. I didn’t need a mirror when I could glance down at myself and see all the planes and curves of my body were different. My soft stomach and pooch were gone, leaving mostly sagging skin. My biceps were gone—one quite literally. My powerful thighs? Not so much anymore.

      Even my hair was wrong. All the coloring and blond parts had long since grown out. Since I wasn’t really able to brush and maintain any of that during my hospital stay, I’d asked Mickey to cut it like old times. Instead of hair past my shoulders, I was rocking a shaggy cut not too different from Sokhanya.

      I appreciated my body for getting me through all that it had gotten me through, but there was this intense feeling of it not being mine. It was even worse than when I had first awoken in my new golem, because at least that form had looked and felt like I was supposed to.

      As for Mal, her hair shoved up in a beany, wearing an oversized t-shirt with leggings, suddenly she looked like every middle schooler ever. I wasn’t even sure they knew what Krisjian looked like, but once he heard he was accompanying Sokhanya and I on our part of the mission, he’d shaved his head with one of the emergency knives.

      That had been shocking, to say the least, but he just shrugged it off and said it would grow back. Not that the young man had the longest, most beautiful hair in the world, but it was still pretty shocking for me to watch someone just massively change their appearance without a lick of hesitation. Sometimes, the youngest oracle reminded me that, even with the tense childhood that I’d had, I was still pretty spoiled.

      Mickey just wet her hair and didn’t brush it, rubbed at it the wrong way with some of the emergency blankets. That was enough to have it frizz up and turn into basically a bush around her head, which she wrestled into two poofy buns. I always loved when she let her hair have a natural texture, but since she wore it that way so rarely, it was unlikely that any of the anti-humanist dragons had ever seen her like that.

      Then there was Sokhanya. If there was anyone who had changed the most, it was her. With her figure filling out, her face no longer gaunt, her eyes unclouded, and her rash gone, I didn’t think any of the dragons had a hope of recognizing her.

      Granted, considering the circumstances I had found her in, I’d be surprised if any of them could recognize her properly clothed.

      Another shake of my arm. Right, I was drifting. I looked at the phone Bronn had given me to use. It was close to the time for our plan.

      Although ‘plan’ was another generous word considering we’d thrown it together in less than a day based on one vision and our collective knowledge of the city. But ‘suicide mission’ didn’t really have the same positive ring to it.

      Besides, it was almost our fifth or so impossible mission. After a while, the shock and awe wore off.

      “We need to find a car,” I said, turning to make sure I faced my deaf friend. I had a notebook in my pocket in case it was urgent, but if she wanted to practice reading lips then I would support that. I still wanted to learn ASL once the world went back to normal but that was… Yeah, that was a heady thought in and of itself. “One with the keys inside. The others think that because of the quick evacuation, that shouldn’t be that hard.”

      “Oh, are we not just going to hotwire one?” Krisjian asked, popping up from the dumpster he’d apparently gotten into while I was drifting.

      “I don’t know how to hotwire a car, and also, what are you doing in there?”

      “Just seeing if I could find any valuable.” When I continued to give him a look, he shrugged and climbed out. “Old habits. But in any case, I know how to hotwire one of your automobiles. Or…at least I do in theory.”

      I took a breath. “And let me guess, Mal taught you that?”

      “We learned together, actually. On the video site that has many tutorials.” A wistful sort of expression crossed his face. “And cats doing many funny things. I miss the cats.”

      If that wasn’t just about the most adorable thing I hadn’t been expecting at all.

      “I miss the cats too, Krisjian.” I looked to Sokhanya, who was watching us with a slightly perplexed expression. Did she know about dancing cats? Cats playing keyboards? Did she even remember what it was like to interact with a house pet? All questions that I added to my ever-growing list for after the apocalypse. “Anyways, do you have whatever tools you need to hotwire?”

      “Yes, this is why Mal wanted me to accompany you. How else did you think you would gain access to a vehicle?”

      “Honestly, I didn’t even think about it until we got here.”

      “That is concerning.”

      “Tell me about it.” Usually our fly-by-the-seat plans had at least a little more detail to them, but I had a feeling all our minds were a bit on edge and frayed from the whole situation. We’d been in bad positions before, but we’d never really been thoroughly defeated. And with the rotted dragon roosting in the largest building in the city, I would say that was about as defeated as one could get.

      Krisjian shrugged as if that was about all that could be said on the matter and approached the street. It was eerie how empty they were, echoing several of the awful dreams and visions that I’d had in the past.

      “We look for van,” he said as he walked past several cars. “As plain as possible. Truck if we’re desperate, but it will be easier to pick off anyone in the back.”

      Sokhanya tugged my arm, holding up her own phone that she’d texted a message into.

      Big enough four all?

      “Considering that hopefully Bronn will be carrying at least a few out…maybe?” I answered back, eyes scanning the street. “Mal can drive, but she’s the one who’s infiltrating with Mickey while Bronn runs the distraction.”

      And what a distraction it was. The renegade prince of the humanist dragons spotted running for supplies just outside the city? That was sure to draw a huge number to the pasture that we’d picked out. Unfortunately, there was most definitely going to be loss of bovine life, but with any luck, all of it could be scavenged later to feed the folks in the city. Waste not, want not.

      Of course, what the enemy didn’t know was that one of the entrances to the underground was under the barn on the very far side of that pasture. It didn’t lead to the main complex that had partially collapsed but to a long tunnel that led to a drop-off near the mansion, one that had been used for transporting supplies back when minecarts were a thing. We were hoping that all the travel time he cut off would allow us to also use him as an ambush measure.

      It made me nervous using him as both bait and battering ram, but I didn’t really have any grounds to object after some of the insane things I’d done.

      Oh well.

      Boy drive?

      I shook my head. “Krisjian can’t—”

      “What did she say?” he asked, popping out from behind a minivan. I wasn’t sure how he moved so silently and quickly or if my senses were still a bit dull from my brain recovering, but I was startled either way. “I can speak for myself.”

      “She wants to know if you can drive so we can take two vehicles.”

      “That would be smart. Your sister said there were nearly twenty dwarves there.”

      “No, it’s not a part of the plan.”

      “Our plan was made in two hours in a sewer. There’s a lot that’s not part of our plan.”

      He had a point, but I was feeling protective, alright? I’d already lost so much, the thought of the youngest of our group risking his life behind the wheel skeeved me out. Even if comparatively it wasn’t even that dangerous.

      “Why didn’t you mention this before?”

      “I am not overly familiar with cars. I assumed that one large vehicle could fit many.” He wrinkled his nose as he surveyed the cars around us. “I will walk more, but so far, all of these can fit perhaps fifteen at most. Dwarves are not as small in real life as they are in the movies you have shown me.”

      I thought back to the wide range I’d met, a few shorter than Mallory ranging all the way to about five and a half feet, I had to guess. They weren’t like humans with dwarfism, not at all. Instead, they all seemed to be fairly broad and muscular, ranging from as dark as onyx with an almost blue undertone to their skin to paler than even Mallory had been—and she was always very fair-skinned. I’d never seen a single one with glasses, although I’d spotted plenty with fingers that were as thick as sausages and thick hair that would have most people drooling over it.

      Ah, drifting again. Why hadn’t anyone ever told me that one of the side effects of brain trauma was the inability to hold my concentration? It was like after the fire all over again, my mind scattering even under the best of circumstances.

      “Yeah, they’re basically smaller, muscular, and heartier humans, it seems.”

      “With great hair.”

      So, he had noticed that too.

      “Yeah, with great hair.” I shook my head. He was getting me off-track again. “Anyways, even if I were to agree to you driving, what are the chances that we would be able to find two vans that you can—”

      “Ah look! That sign is for one of your mechanical shops, yes? I think they would have two vans there.”

      I squinted and looked in the direction he was pointing, but he was already halfway across the street, and considering it was after nine, it was already pretty dark.

      “I can’t see anything, but if it is, that is some uncanny luck.”

      “Luck? I think after everything that has happened I have forgotten the meaning of the word.”

      Boy, was that a statement and a half.

      “Right, well, lead on. Maybe it’s time for a change in our fortunes.”

      “We can only hope.”

      I wasn’t sure when Krisjian had gotten so…grown up, but I supposed finding his mentor bleeding out by her collapsed shield then forcing her into unconsciousness so she could be dragged to safety could do a number on anyone. Even a street kid who lived most of his life running or hiding from people who wanted to hurt him.

      We find big car?

      I nodded to Sokhanya, who was following the conversation surprisingly well considering that all of the streetlights were out.

      “Fingers crossed.”

      She gave me a curious look combined with a head tilt. I wasn’t sure where I lost her until she slid the phone into her pocket and held up both of her hands, interlacing her fingers with each other. Her eyes flicked to my face, watching as if she was hoping for a sign she got it right.

      If it had been any other situation, maybe I would have laughed at just how strangely wholesome that was, but it wasn’t the right time. With a smile, I shook my head.

      “It’s a saying. I’ll explain later.” She raised her eyebrows as if doubtful of my words. “I promise. Scout’s honor.” Those dark brows went up further. “I’ll explain that later too. Right now, we should probably hurry after Krisjian.”

      She nodded, able to understand who I meant. I understood that spelling his name was a whole lot different than recognizing my mouth shape, but I resolved to teach her how to write out all of our designations later. It was amazing how easy it was to take even simple things like that for granted. I hated to think of what else she had learned since her captivity that none of us had any idea about.

      I didn’t let myself drift again and get lost in that line of thought, however, quickly walking after Krisjian. Again, quickly might have not been the right word, but it sure felt speedy considering just how sedentary my life had become.

      And that was the reason Sokhanya was with me. I knew that some of the others had wanted her to stay in the sewers with the other refugees who were too injured, young or incongruous for our stealth mission, but the idea of sending me out with just Krisjian had been a no-go for both Bronn and Mickey. That way, even if I was reduced to just stumbling around, I could have one of the smaller people on either side of me.

      If I was healthy and fully recovered, I would still be dubious that either of them could support my weight. But as it was… Well, I had no doubts they would be able to handle to me.

      We walked into the mechanic’s shop, only a dim light from Krisjian’s crank-flashlight to illuminate the room for us. At first, I was surprised that it wasn’t locked up tight, but then I saw fresh glass on the ground and one of those bar-gates over the window pushed partially inward. Krisjian worked fast, I gave him that.

      “Did you find anything?” I called out to the empty room. The bottoms of my feet hurt, and I was a little winded from both our climb out to civilized lands and also the stroll down the street, so I took a moment to lean against the counter. I remembered when I used to be able to spar with Mallory or run up and down the stairs back at the castle or the manor. I’d always been a fan of being strong and built for endurance, but I didn’t feel like I had a handle on either of those things at the moment.

      Part of me wanted to whine that if Maedryell was going to fix me, why didn’t she do it all the way, but another part understood that she had used up so much of her energy and magic just to get me back to how I was. When Krisjian and the others had summoned me back from the dead, it had taken all of their combined magic, plus an ancient ritual, plus all the magic that I had siphoned off from the strange no-man’s land I was in plus the huge storm. All the spirit had was the very same curse that had been put on her as a punishment.

      Which, of course, led me to wonder, what would happen with her breaking the rules and helping me. Clearly, her one job was to lead me to our version of the afterlife. She hadn’t done that. She also was supposed to be apart from all the worlds, and yet she had directly interacted not only to heal me, but to save me from death yet again. There had to be consequences for that.

      “I’m in here!”

      The young boy’s voice was muffled, but I still caught the tail end of it. Following the noise, I entered what had to be the garage area of the shop. It was fairly huge considering it was one of those corporate places with locations all across the United States, and sure enough, there were four vans sitting in a row, Krisjian’s backside sticking out from one of them.

      “I picked the two with the most gas. I’m almost done with the first now. Can you check the tire pressure for me? They have been sitting here for a long time and the video I watched said they could be flat.”

      “What kind of videos were you watching?” I knew one could find anything on the internet, but hotwiring cars along with tire care seemed like a very specific mix.

      “Oh many, but this one was about urban survival in case of an apop— Apocali— Poppa—”

      “Apocalypse,” I supplied helpfully before turning to Sokhanya. “Come with me. I’ll show you how to test if tires are aired up. If they’re not, they can go flat and that’s very bad for driving.”

      She nodded eagerly and we scrounged for one of the pressure readers. It wasn’t hard to find given we were in a mechanic’s shop, and it only took us about ten minutes or so to check the eight tires.

      “Looks like only the rear right one here is low, the other vehicle is fine,” I informed Krisjian. He let out a grunt, and then suddenly the engine of the van he was half-in turned and roared to life.

      “There we are. One done. And thank you, there is an air pump outside I believe we can use. Time check?”

      “Nine-fifty. We have a half-hour before Bronn will make his way to the field.”

      “And we will know for sure that they’ve taken the bait because we will see them fly out towards him.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, rehashing part of our plan as a way to reassure myself. Sure, it was half-baked, but half-baked was better than non-baked.

      “And most of our intel says that many of the anti-humanists are holed up in the ruins of their palace with the dark-haired elder. They’re the smart ones that fled after the rotted dragon started killing and eating all of their kind, no matter who’s side they were on. With less than a hundred of them at the facility where they’re holding the dwarves, they’ll send a significant number out to catch Bronn.”

      “You think the elder will go out too?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. I feel like there’s a fifty-percent chance he’ll feel the errand is below him and a fifty-percent chance that he wants to snatch up all the glory for himself.” My short experience with him played through my mind. His charming smile, the warm light to his eyes. How he’d tried to convince me to join them, to become a tool just like Sokhanya had been. Maybe if I hadn’t seen how his kind treated us oracles, I could have been convinced.

      Maybe, but probably not. I was stubborn that way.

      “Either way, he will be a difficulty.”

      “Yeah, most likely.”

      “But I do not remember our plan having a part about dealing with him.”

      “That’s because it doesn’t.”

      He let out another grunt and then the second van came to life. “These things make me nervous.”

      “Welcome to the club.” I said, climbing into the first van. “I’m still not sold on letting you drive. Who’s going to be your shotgun? Throw your door open when we bust into the building?”

      The teenage boy stood up fully and turned to give me a look. “You ask not what we do about the elder. You ask not what type of car we need or how to get it to run. There are holes in our plan that we could literally drive these vans through, but you worry about me driving?”

      “To be fair, the last time we were in a car together, we did crash into a malevolent spirit.”

      He leveled me with a reproachful look that could put my sister to shame. “I’m going to drive. Together, we will have room for all the dwarves, even if some are critically injured, and some of our own as well. The prince will not have to worry about ferrying any to safety and can focus on cleanly getting away and drawing their attention to the ambush the other dragons have waiting for him.”

      Ah yes, the grand finale of our plan, the part that was supposed to stop the dragons from realizing we’d made off with their prisoners and hopefully make it look like it was just a guerilla strike. I wasn’t sure how well it would work, but hopefully, we could take down a few of our more stubborn foes if they insisted on chasing Bronn into the night.

      “Okay, fine. I relent. You can drive. But you bring up the rear, alright? You follow me.”

      “You are more familiar with this city than me, so I would not dream otherwise.” He gave me a smile that was entirely teenage snark then closed the van door. I swore that he was gloating as he rolled down the window. “We shall go use the air pump now, yes?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him and held my fingers on my one hand in a vee, flicking them towards him in what I was pretty sure was the international sign for I’m watching you, before putting the van into reverse. I didn’t even take my foot off the brake, however, before putting it right back into park with a sigh.

      “Something wrong?”

      “Yeah,” I said with a sheepish sort of grin. “I don’t think either of us are gonna be able to drive out of here if we don’t open the garage doors.”

      Krisjian leaned out the window and looked to the front of the large room where, sure enough, we’d left the heavy metal grates closed and locked up tight.

      “Ah. That is embarrassing.”

      “Yup.”

      “I will go open them now.”

      “Good idea.”

      I watched him go in my sideview mirror, feeling my cheeks color. Saving the world was hard, alright?
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      Airing up the one flat tire and topping off the rest went surprisingly fast, leaving us with a whole lot of idling. I’d never thought that just sitting in a van could be so nerve-wracking, but every sound made me jump, leaving my energy waning and my body utterly exhausted without even actually driving anywhere yet. At about fifteen minutes in with ten left to go, Krisjian turned off his ride and said he was going to root around the shop for gas. That made sense to me and I joined him with Sokhanya watching us curiously.

      It was a nice expression to see on her face, however. Especially since her first few weeks were spent asleep, terrorized or uncertain. Maybe I could get her into some sort of official education program when things were settled. A GED program even? Considering all that the dragons had deprived—

      Drifting. Again. I shook my head and finished hunting for the gas with Krisjian then showed the deaf oracle how to put it in the tank. It wasn’t enough to get either of us to full, but we didn’t need to be at full. And as it were, we had more than what we should need. Hopefully. But it never hurt to have a little extra, so when we got into our borrowed vans and saw that they were a bit over half, I felt better.

      “Time check?”

      “Ten-nineteen,” I answered. “One minute until Bronn is supposed to leave.”

      Krisjian nodded, starting his van up again. We went one right after the other into the parking lot, facing out into the city toward the path Bronn was supposed to take to the cow field.

      The minutes ticked by like their own personal age. I wasn’t sure if time was wonky because I hadn’t been awake for so many consecutive hours in months or if it was just the anticipation, but either way, I was fidgeting, sweating, and otherwise making a mess of myself as we waited. And waited.

      “There!”

      Surprisingly enough, it was Sokhanya who saw them first, pointing into the night sky. I squinted, following her finger as best I could, but I couldn’t see anything.

      “Do you have eyes on it too?” I called over to Krisjian, who was half out his window already to clamber on top of the van.

      “I think I… Yes! I see a red dragon. I’m sure of it.”

      I leaned as close to the windshield as I could, wanting to see what my friends saw and trying not to think about whether I permanently needed glasses or not. For another few beats, I was sure I was just going to have to trust them—not that it was a problem—but then I saw it.

      A glint of scarlet red, a glint of gold a bit farther from it. Somewhere else, the soft shine of purple. That was dragons, alright. As I lived and breathed.

      “Time check?” I asked. Our final one.

      “Ten-twenty-seven.”

      “Alright then. It took them seven minutes to spot him. Not bad. We’ve got approximately a ten-minute drive to get there, and it’s a fifteen-minute flight to the field Bronn estimated.”

      “So, we ride now?”

      I nodded, finally throwing the van out of park. “We ride now.”

      And just like that, we were pulling out onto the near-empty streets.

      It was a strangely quiet and uneventful ride. Sure, there were a few cars that were left in the middle of the street that we had to go around, but otherwise, it was a clear path. The traffic lights were out, but there was no traffic to worry about. I still slowed at the first few stop signs before reminding myself that I didn’t need to pay attention to them.

      More dragons began to fill the sky as we drove. I couldn’t keep the most solid count, but it definitely seemed like over fifty of them had headed off in Bronn’s direction. They clearly had no intentions of letting the prince slip through their grip. While he was a commendable fighter, and powerful, fifty versus one was not a fight he would win.

      Thankfully, he had his backdoor escape and three dwarves waiting in that tunnel to make sure and cover any tracks before disappearing themselves. With any luck, it would look like he disappeared in a puff of smoke.

      Of course, once they figured that out, they were going to immediately double-back and return to their temporary nest. But the plan was that we would be long gone by then and Bronn would be leading them to the ambush that was scraped together through the few dragons he was able to get into contact with.

      I didn’t like our chances, but they were what they were.

      And also, we had arrived.

      We weren’t right at the mansion, that would have been far too obvious, but we were just to the side of the entrance of the gated community, not even a minute from the mansion that was left standing. I could have probably thrown a football at it even in my weakened state, we were that close.

      Neither Krisjian nor I dared be loud enough to ask for a time-check. Instead, we killed our lights and waited for the signal. Which, according to our plan, was supposed to go off exactly ten minutes after the dragons sounded the alarm to follow Bronn.

      The way we had figured it, there would be at least a minute delay between us seeing the dragons and them actually leaving, so Mal and Mickey were technically supposed to give off the signal as we were driving up. And that definitely hadn’t happened.

      My leg started to bounce as we passed the ten-minute mark. Then I was chewing at my lip again as the eleventh came and went. It wasn’t until we were almost about to surpass twelve when the signal finally sounded.

      And what a signal it was.

      A booming explosion sounded from in front of us, shaking the ground. It wasn’t the biggest explosion I’d been in, or even the most dramatic, but it was enough to light a small chunk of the street in front of the manor. Debris rained down all around us, some even hitting the van, and that was exactly our cue.

      “Here we go!” I cried, stepping on the gas and busting right through the gate.

      It looked impressive, sure, even though I knew that part of Mal’s job had been to disable to locking mechanism and the fail-safes before she even went into the manor. But I didn’t have time to enjoy my action movie moment. I turned on a dime and drove straight into the burning opening on the left side of the mansion.

      The van burst into what looked like the closest approximation to a ballroom that could exist in a modern home and I slammed on the brakes before I hit the closest wall. There was plenty of smoke around, but most of the fire was in other places, just like it was supposed to be.

      After all, there wasn’t a lot that a burning house would do to most dragons, but it did force them all to shift out of their human forms if they wanted to combat the flames. Not to mention, it provided excellent cover for fleeing prisoners.

      “Where?” Sokhanya blurted beside me, looking this way and that. I wish I had the time to be impressed with all the words she had learned to articulate, but the situation didn’t allow for that.

      “They’ll be here. Just give them a second.” I didn’t know if Sokhanya could see my lips move or not, but I did see Krisjian looking nervously at me through his van’s window.

      “Hey, make sure the back doors are unlocked,” I called over. “We want a quick getaway.”

      “Where are they?”

      “They were two minutes late setting off the pipe bomb. Maybe where they were holding the prisoners is deeper down than we thought.”

      “How deep down can a wine cellar be?”

      “I don’t know. Do I look like a fancy rich person? Just give them—”

      I cut myself off as a set of doors on the side of the ballroom burst open with several figures stumbling through. It didn’t take a pair of glasses to see that they were definitely our targets, some of them supporting each other and most of them looking pretty banged up. Mickey and Mal brought up the rear, both absolutely filthy and helping a taller dwarf hobble along between them.

      Relief flooded me, but that only lasted a beat, because then a door opened on the side of the ballroom that our vans were facing, and I saw a dreadfully familiar blond enter.

      No.

      And everything had been going so well up until that point.

      My eyes flicked between the two groups. They saw the elder alright, and they also saw that he was going to intercept them before they ever reached either of our vans. It was check and mate.

      Anger, burning hot and volatile, roiled within me. I was so tired of losing. Every step I took forward, they always seemed to push us two steps back. Whenever I thought that maybe, just maybe, those that I loved were safe, our enemies found some new way to hurt them.

      “Stay here,” I said loudly, hoping Krisjian would be able to hear me and Sokhanya would understand.

      “What?!”

      “Stay. Here.”

      And then I was undoing my seatbelt and sliding out of the van, singular hand up in surrender.

      “Long time, no see,” I said, walking forward and just like that, everyone seemed to freeze. It was like some sort of western standoff, with the escapees looking to get to the vans, the elder looking to get them, and me desperately hoping to keep them away from each other.

      “And you are?”

      Ow, okay. I knew that I looked different but certainly not that different. “What, you don’t remember me? I gotta admit, after all that sweet talk you gave me before about treating me right, I thought we had something special.”

      He gave me a sort of incredulous look and then I saw recognition slowly dawn across his face. Good, all I had at the moment were my wits and my ability to keep talking no matter what was happening. I needed to amuse him, to distract him—anything to give the others a chance to get out of there.

      But it wasn’t like they could just make a break for the vans while I was talking to him. I was stalling him at best. There needed to be something…else.

      If I had my magic, if my brain was working right, maybe I would have just summoned a shield and bought them time. But whenever I reached inward, I couldn’t feel much of anything. No snapping magic, no wellspring of power. Just a whole lot of hurt and injury. Who knew if I would ever fully recover to the point where I could cast a shield over the entire city again?

      And then, finally, it clicked with the elder. “No, certainly you must be jesting.”

      “Does this look like the face that would jest you? It’s me, in the flesh. Leader of the oracles and perpetual thorn in your side.”

      He licked his lips, and if that didn’t just ride the line between gross and intimidating. “You’ve changed.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, making a vague wiggle with the stump of my bandaged arm. “I’ve always looked like this.”

      “You know, it’s not too late to join us. Look how terribly they’ve treated you. Putting you on the front lines, letting you get hurt. Things could be so much better for you.”

      Really?

      It was the apocalypse and the world was in shambles, but the elder still wanted to act like he had the sway to recruit. Unbelievable.

      “Look, I don’t think you understand what’s going on here. That rotted dragon you worship so much is only going to use you for food. He doesn’t care about you. You were there when he ate Valeri right in front of you!”

      “A worthy sacrifice. We are willing to give all that the dragon needs, and then we will rule this world again, as it was meant to be.”

      “News flash, big guy, none of this was as it was meant to be. You, me, the dwarves, we’re all invaders here. Our original home and a lot of homes after that got all torn up by the same guy you’re worshipping. He doesn’t care about you, he doesn’t care about this power you think he’s going to give you. He will ruin this world like he’s done before just so he can be greater, not you!”

      I was shouting by the end, my breath running out and my words quick, but I couldn’t believe how stupid the man in front of me was being. With his own people decimated, surely, he could see that the creature he was praising was the one bringing about his own destruction!

      Apparently not.

      He took a step towards me, charming grin and winking eye, spouting something or other about me defecting. My ears were roaring with anger, infuriated at everything going on but also that this was one of the people who was there for Mallory’s death. She deserved better witnesses than a delusional old dragon clinging to some scrap of a belief that there was something to gain out of destroying the entire world.

      “It’s Daniella, right?” he said, voice as smooth as oil. “We’ll take care of you—”

      Someone made a noise behind me. I didn’t know if it was a shuffle or a tumble, but the elder’s gaze darted in that direction and he took a step toward them instead of me. That wasn’t good. I needed his attention on me and me alone. I trusted that someone on my team would think of something to do while the precious seconds were drifting away, but in order for that to happen, I needed to occupy all of his focus.

      “Hey, excuse me. I believe you were in the middle of wooing me over to your side?” I said, darting in between them and bringing myself that much closer to him. I was smack dab between him and the refugees, too far to dash back to the van before he could grab me.

      Not the best spot to be in, but I’d definitely had worse. Like dangling from the mouth of a rotted dragon, for example.

      “I mean, way to make a girl feel unimportant when you lose interest at the drop of a hat. And here I was just about to ask if you had any enchanted prosthetics or something like that. You see, my left hand was a much better nose picker than my right hand and I just miss that, you know?”

      He tilted his head, his eyes sliding back to me. “You are an amusing little thing, aren’t you?”

      “I mean, I usually would say I’m hardly little, but given the circumstances—”

      Suddenly, he was in front of me. Seriously. One moment, he was a good eight feet away, and the next, the was barely a hand’s length from me, towering over my form with that ruthlessly handsome face of his.

      “I remember once I had a child who loved birds. Kept them in pretty gilded cages and they would chatter at her all the time. I never understood it, until now.” His hand whipped up, too fast for me to see. I expected him to grip my throat, or perhaps even slap my face, but instead, he just stroked my hair and I realized just how sharp his nails were. “I think you’d fit just right in your own pretty little cage—with all the food and toys you need to occupy yourself while you chatter away with all those silly things.”

      His voice was low, but not threatening. No, it was like the smoothest honey, sliding around my head and down my spine. I wasn’t tempted, not in the slightest, but it was taking my brain a moment to separate his seductive tone from the awful violence behind what he was saying.

      “Would you like that? I’ll let all of these folks go, forget they were ever here. All you have to do is come with me and let me spoil you like—”

      I never got to hear what kind of diminutive thing he was going to compare me to, because suddenly, the room filled with the screech of tires. Both of our heads jerked to the side just in time to see Sokhanya in the driver’s seat and flooring it towards the elder.

      I jerked myself away, throwing my body backward and hitting the floor. Ow. I didn’t have nearly as much cushion as I used to, and my poor bones protested loudly from the hard fall.

      Of course, the elder had plenty of time to react if I did, and he calmly took two steps back, watching as the deaf oracle slammed on the brakes way too hard and the van tried to jerk to a stop before it crashed through the other wall.

      “Did you really think—”

      He didn’t get through that sentence either, and that was probably because Krisjian’s van collided with him at full speed, filling the room with a thud that I wasn’t likely to forget anytime soon.

      Like Sokhanya, Krisjian skidded to a stop ahead. But unlike the deaf woman, he didn’t stay there. No, his smoking van with the crumpled hood instead quickly backed up, bouncing as it went over the elder again, and the young man pulled up even with me.

      “Now are you glad you let me drive?” he asked, smiling toothily at me.

      “I’m not even gonna lie, that’s the best ‘I told you so’ I’ve ever seen,” I answered, picking myself up.

      “Did that really just happen?” I heard Mickey ask behind me.

      “When in doubt, I find ramming things with a fast-moving object does very well,” Krisjian said. “Now, perhaps we all leave? We are four minutes over plan.”

      “Right.” That seemed to galvanize all of us, and the refugees rushed toward his van. I hurried towards Sokhanya, who was still sitting in the driver’s seat, white-knuckle gripping the steering wheel.

      “Hey,” I said, leaning over her and putting the car into park. It was a fairly awkward task considering she seemed to be petrified and I only had one hand, but I got it to work. Twisting, I made sure she could see my face. “You did good. You can move over, and I’ll take care of the rest, okay?”

      She blinked at me for a moment, as if she was just coming back to her body, then nodded. I heard the back of the van open and the others pile in, but I kept my attention on Sokhanya as I buckled up and made sure I was ready for our getaway.

      “You were incredible, you know that, right?” I said as the last couple of dwarves dove into the back and slammed the doors shut behind them. Sokhanya just gave me an uncertain look, but that would have to do for the moment. I was pretty sure she was shocked at herself and the fact that she figured out how to drive a van for the express purpose of trying to murder an ancient dragon. “Alright, hold on everyone. This isn’t exactly going to be a smooth drive.”

      With that, I punched the car into reverse until we were back out into the night and on the road. It was bouncy, that was for sure, and I was fairly certain that the vans would not be drivable when we were through with them, but oh well. The mechanic shop could bill us if they were so concerned about it. My only worry was getting us to where we were safe.

      I could hear Krisjian’s van rattling behind me as I peeled out onto the main road, speeding towards the back paths that would lead us to where we were supposed to slink back into the underground. Or at least that was where we were supposed to drop off everyone we rescued. After that, us able-bodied folks were supposed to leave the vans somewhere far from any entrance to the tunnels and then hightail it to safety.

      There was still so much to do. The tunnels where the others were caught escaping had already been partially collapsed, but they needed to be further ruined so they couldn’t be followed into any of the main parts of the underground. Granted, all that accidental collapse sure did help in a backhanded sort of way.

      Despite everything my history had taught me, we actually managed to arrive at the drop-off site without incident. Krisjian and I went around to the back doors and let the dwarves out, taking count of about eighteen of them.

      “I thought there were a bit more than twenty that were caught,” I said as Mal and Mickey clambered out.

      “There were.”

      Oh.

      It took minutes for them to all start descending into what looked like a set of regular cellar doors on the side of an old house, but apparently was one of those really old timey mine elevators that was able to be cranked downward. It took two trips for all eighteen to get down, but once the second half of the group was in, we got right back into the vans and drove to the other side of town.

      A couple of times, I swore I heard a dragon’s screech or saw a shadow of one of them cross over the van, but no one attacked us. When we dumped them at a mall and got out, the lot of us exchanged a look.

      “I think that went better than any of us could have expected.”

      Mickey nodded, striding forward to wrap me up in a hug. I let her, of course, I wasn’t about to turn down hugs from anyone I love, but when she parted, she had a serious look on her face.

      “Let’s go back to our cubby before this all somehow backfires.”

      “I couldn’t agree more with you right now.”
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      I paced, back and forth and back and forth. Bronn was supposed to be back. He was supposed to be back, but he wasn’t, and I was sick to death with worry.

      “You’re going to wear yourself out. You knew that the ambush with the dragons could go into the early morning. Your body is still recovering.”

      I ignored my sister and continued to pace in the tunnel that led to our cubby space. We hadn’t gone to check on the dwarves we’d rescued yet, as our part of the tunnels was cut off from theirs. They assured us they would tell the others of our location and the engineers that were underground would work on connecting our two regions, but that wasn’t a solution that was going to happen within a day or two.

      Which meant Bronn could have survived the ambush and just had to go to a different underground entrance. It meant he was fine and safe with a bunch of other dragons in another part of the underground that I had never been to and wouldn’t be able to get to for days.

      Or it could mean he was dead.

      I didn’t really like any of those options, but that last one was a doozy that would send my head spinning, my stomach swishing, and my mouth drying out like I was in the middle of the desert. Ugh. Apparently, all that time laid up in a hospital bed did not help my patience at all.

      “Hey, Davie,” Mal said from where she was sitting, flipping through the old book as if she could read it.

      “I swear, if you’re going to tell me to sit down and chill—”

      “I’m not.”

      “Oh.”

      Mal was quiet a second before shooting me a gleeful look. “Krisjian ran over an elder with a car.”

      “I ran over him, then backed over him again,” Krisjian corrected happily.

      I had to admit, if there was anything that could knock me out of my increasing spiral of anxiety, it was remembering exactly how that smug blond jerk had looked as the van barreled right into him.

      “Yeah, you really did. Just so you know, once is an accident, twice is a pattern. Don’t expect that to go so well every time.”

      “You mean I cannot solve all of my problems by merely running people over with large vehicles?”

      “I mean…you could actually use that in a surprising number of situations, but you might end up making more bad consequences for yourself that way.”

      “Alas. And here I thought I had discovered the ultimate resolution of conflict without using a single oracle gift.”

      “Cheeky,” I said. The aside was enough to calm me for maybe ten minutes or so, but as the conversation petered out, I was back to pacing again. And pacing. And pacing.

      Mickey was right, though. I was getting exhausted quickly. I could feel the ache running up my legs, my back hurting and my neck tensing up. My stomach was growling for food at the same time as it was twisting with nauseating worry, so I really didn’t know what it wanted me to do there.

      I probably would have kept on pacing into oblivion if I didn’t feel a gentle hand on me. Instinct had me jerking away, but then the hand patted me again and I looked down to see Sokhanya standing there with a canteen of water.

      Once she had my attention, she held it up for me to drink. It was sweet, but I shook my head.

      “Thank you, maybe later.”

      But she just persisted, standing on tiptoes and pushing the cup toward my mouth. When I stepped away, she followed me.

      “Alright, fine. You win.” I took the cup and drank it slowly, mindful not to upset my already irritated middle. Sokhanya waited until I was done then took the cup from me, disappearing down the hall toward the cubby.

      “Wouldn’t it figure,” Mickey said with a chuckle. “That once she had the time to be something other than a prisoner, Sok turned out to be a mom friend.”

      “Hey,” I said with faux sharpness. “A friend group can only have one mom friend and I am definitely it.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Mickey shot back. “You are either the crazy aunt friend or the reckless little sibling friend. There is no way you’re the mom friend.”

      “Uh, excuse you, I literally sacrificed myself to save y’all. If that doesn’t scream mom friend, what does?”

      “What are either of you talking about?” Krisjian asked. “You are sisters, yes. What is this speaking of mothers who are your friends?”

      “Not mothers who are your friends, but mom friends,” I said, shooting my sister a look. “And it’s a whole thing. I’ll explain it later.”

      “Hmmm, I have heard that before. I think mayhaps that later may never come.”

      “Shoosh you,” I said with a grin. “I didn’t know you were learning all that new English so you could sass me.”

      “I learned the language so I could better educate myself. Sassing you is just an added bonus.”

      I looked to Mal with narrowed eyes. “You did this, didn’t you?”

      “I am but one person and he is his own human. His snark is all this own.”

      “Uh-huh, and I’m the Jolly Green Giant.”

      “The who?”

      “Later.”

      “So you say.”

      Sure, it was irrelevant banter, but it helped distract me. Or, at least it did for another half-hour or so, and then my legs really were shaking, and I felt like I might fall apart completely.

      “Here,” Mal said finally, tossing me the book as she stood. “At least read this while you worry. Maybe you’ll learn something useful. I’m going to see about rations and where we are on desalinating the water.”

      I caught the ancient book, giving her a bit of a glare as she went. Crossing to Mickey, I sat and let myself try to get lost in the book.

      I was surprised that I was able to read without Sokhanya. I thought that she had been the reason the letters did their weird melty thingy, but I seemed to be doing just fine on my own. Maybe she was more like a catalyst, and somehow, she had subconsciously taught me how.

      Maybe. Who knew? It seemed that everyone who really understood this whole oracle thing was dead, so we were all on our own.

      I couldn’t say how long I sat there, perusing through stories of the terrible things that Faeldrus had done. I’d decided to start at the beginning, way before the excerpts Sokhanya had picked out before, and see if that led me anywhere surprising. One moment I was focusing and learning about the horrible path that led to the near extinction of my people, and the next, I was being gently shaken awake.

      “Davie?”

      My eyes fluttered open and I wiped the drool from my mouth, realizing I’d fallen asleep against an equally unconscious Mickey.

      “Did you try to wait up for me?”

      My head snapped in the direction of the voice, almost unable to believe it was Bronn who was crouched in front of me, a pleased look on his face. He wore a weary but true smile, his exhaustion evident.

      “Bronn!” I leapt forward. Or at least the closest approximation I could get to leaping. I more kinda tipped forward in a lurch that had the shifter catching me in those strong arms of his.

      “Hey there. It seems like you’re glad to see me.”

      “You have no idea,” I said, tilting my head to press a kiss to his lips. “How did the ambush go?”

      “Fairly well. Not a huge number followed me to it, but we did manage to fell most and capture the rest. I estimate the stronghold you guys found has less than half of the loyalists than it had before. We had some injuries on our side. A few serious, but nothing too awful.”

      “That’s good.” I continued hugging him, not wanting to let go. “Krisjian hit the blond elder with a van.”

      “…he what?”

      “It’s a long story,” I said with a laugh. “Why don’t we all go to our cubby, curl up, and we can catch you up to speed. After all, we’ve got a few days of just recovering while the tunnels are rearranged, right?”

      “Yeah. We do. Although I doubt the rotted dragon will behave himself for that long.”

      “Ugh, you’re probably right.”
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        * * *

      

      Perhaps it was strange to have a bit of an interlude in the apocalypse, but that was exactly what we had for two full days after our little rescue plan. It wasn’t until the end of the second day, when our pilfered supplies were running fairly low, that the first of the dwarves broke through a wall in the old septic tunnel, armed with a massive drill-looking thing that made my ears ache.

      After that, there was a fair rush of things as people were united, we were led away from our little hideaway to another area of the underground that was deeper and older than the previous one we had been in, and most importantly, we got to shower.

      Okay, maybe finding out the status of the dwarves we rescued was pretty important, but showering was also really up there.

      It wasn’t until we were all eating and preparing to go to one of the bunkrooms we’d all been assigned to when one of the dwarven leaders intercepted us.

      “Can I speak with you?” she said, voice low. It was very clear that she was serious, so we all nodded and followed her to what could best be described as a supply closet. It was crowded with all six of us plus her in there, but I made sure to shut the door behind us.

      “What’s up?” I tried to ask lightly. “Judging by the look on your face, it’s not that any of us have won the lottery.”

      “There’s been an attack.”

      “Oh, alright, we’re going to just jump right in there then. Okay.”

      “What happened?” Mickey asked more calmly. I knew that I needed to serious up a bit, but my nerves were frayed and it seemed like my mouth had healed faster than my brain had.

      “It was our stronghold, the same place we held the trial. We thought we had a reasonable enough defense along with the fact that we had nothing of value, but early this morning, the dragon attacked. He decimated the building.”

      I swore. Bronn swore. Mickey swore. Mal definitely swore. Basically, there was a lot of foul language in a very short span of time.

      “How many survivors?” I asked when my brain booted back online.

      “We only had three casualties, from crush injuries with fallen debris. As far as we can tell, he only took a single person, then left immediately.”

      “What?” I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. No matter how I shook it, that was not normal behavior. “Who did he take?” One of their leaders? A scholar? Someone who had expansive knowledge of the underground?”

      “One of our little ones.”

      “I’m sorry, he what?”

      “Her name is Arielle. If you want, you can meet with the father, but I warn you, she’s his only family since his wife died from complications giving birth to her. To say he is beside himself is putting it lightly.”

      I instantly thought of how I had felt when I lost Mallory. I didn’t need to experience that again through the eyes of a parent.

      “No, no, that’s alright. Can you tell us anything about this girl? Was she gifted, mixed, something?”

      The woman just shook her head. “She has a brown eye and a green eye but other than that, is your average dwarf child. Nothing that we can tell. We had hoped that maybe you more magically inclined folks might understand what use a single eleven-year-old girl could possibly have. He clearly knew that she was there down to the level and was interested in only her. We tried to stop him, but it was as if we didn’t even exist to him.”

      “That’s…strange.”

      The woman nodded. “I will keep you abreast of anything else you should know. But please look through whatever connections you have to see why he needed her.”

      “What about the rescue?”

      “Pardon?”

      I looked uncertainly to Mickey, then to the woman. “The rescue. You know, the plan to go get the girl.”

      The woman gave her a long look and then sighed. “I don’t think you understand the gravity of the situation. Our last stronghold has been completely destroyed and we’re suddenly having to get everyone underground or into human channels for their own safety. A single child was taken to the nest of our greatest enemy and one that currently has the world at a standstill. You know they sent a bomb, right? A literal bomb and he just teleported it away to Washington DC. We will not be sending a team after a single child because it will result in the death of all of them, including the girl. We can only hope that whatever he wants from her requires her to be alive.”

      I drew in a sharp breath, my temper ramping right back up, but it was surprisingly Mickey who slid into the corner of my vision and put her hand on my arm.

      “Let’s rest, alright? Nothing will be done tonight. After a full night’s sleep, we can look at this from all angles.”

      I wanted to argue with her, to tell the woman that war wasn’t an excuse to be cruel. But I also knew that nothing would be accomplished while the seven of us were crammed into a supply closet, and also that she didn’t have to tell us at all.

      “Please keep us informed of any updates.”

      The woman nodded. “Likewise to you. We’re aware that oracles have access to information and knowledge that we have no way of obtaining ourselves. So if you were to suddenly find out crucial information, we are always willing to change our plans and priorities.” She gave a curt nod. “My people owe you a great debt for what our kind has done. We will bear the scars for generations.”

      Huh, that was surprising. Sure, there had been a trial and all, but it had been easy to assume that the conviction for all of those who were manipulated by the anti-humanists to kill oracles before they could awaken had been mostly political. I wasn’t aware that a chunk of the population was on our side.

      Maybe we weren’t as alone as I felt sometimes?

      Maybe, but best not to get carried away.

      I returned her nod then headed out, silent as my mind churned. Where was the girl? Was she even alive? She had to be terrified. I couldn’t imagine being hunted down and picked up by something as heinous as the rotted dragon when I was just a kid.

      I knew, without a doubt, that my dreams would be full of her. Even if I didn’t know what she looked like.
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        * * *

      

      True to her word, the woman did keep us informed, or at least someone always did. And unfortunately, there was a lot to update us about.

      The next day, before even the noon meal, we got word of a military base being attacked all the way in Japan. They had unloaded everything on the rotted dragon, but none of it had worked. I was beginning to fear that they were going to try to nuke it, and I wasn’t nearly educated enough to try to extrapolate all the awful ramifications of that.

      So it seemed the entire world knew of dragons all of a sudden. Although I didn’t have access to international news channels or really any form of media, it made me wonder what our planet would be like if we ever made it through to the other side. It was the end of an era. Before Dragons and After.

      Wait… There already was an AD. That was just confusing.

      And once more, it seemed our enemy was only after one thing. There were more casualties, that was for certain, but that made sense considering that trained soldiers with human weapons and no knowledge of what was going on would fight harder against something that wasn’t supposed to exist suddenly popping into the sky. But even with all the death, there was only one person taken: an older sergeant there, one who had been considering retirement but was well respected and stayed on longer than most would. He was American Japanese who had been born on base shortly after the second world war and had lived in both countries. By that night, we got two images—one when he was young and one that was current—and he was an interesting mix of features. Bright green eyes like his American father, but dark hair and that slightly cool olive tone of his Asian mother. He wasn’t like Mickey and I, who were pale enough that we were often mistaken for being Caucasian from our grandmother on our maternal side, who had been entirely Irish. He was a clear and direct mix of the two.

      And it was the next day that we got some of his family history. His father had died in a shooting when the sergeant was young, and he’d been raised by both his mother and his father’s sister. He had a wife who was also a soldier and a first generation American, her parents hailing from Senegal, and her interview with the news was just about as heartbreaking as I’d imagined it would be.

      Time was passing too rapidly and yet I didn’t know what to do. Nothing in my short experience with the dragons had ever been like what was going on. There were no dark dragons come to knock on the shield and demand our surrender. There were no power plays to try to wrest the throne from Bronn or to get at us oracles. It was clear that the rotted dragon had to be planning something, but I had absolutely no idea what.

      I tried to have a vision. All of us did. We held hands while we meditated, we tried gripping each other’s wrists while looking at the book and its melty letters—although still apparently only I could read it. We tried sleeping with the printed-out pictures that we managed to get of the two.

      Nothing.

      It was frustrating to say the least. I hadn’t realized just how much I depended on random visions fueling me forward until I didn’t have them anymore. In fact, if I wasn’t in direct physical contact with one of the other oracles, I couldn’t so much as feel a pop of magic at all. It was isolating and made me feel useless. I couldn’t fight—I was still real shaky on the whole walking thing. The only thing I had going for me was that I could conjure impossible information out of thin air, and if I didn’t have that…what was I?

      That sense of responsibility and failure followed me into the next day. And the next day as well, when we heard of yet another attack. This one was all the way in Australia and was at a hospital. A patient in recovery was kidnapped. He was a twenty year-old who had been very, very sick and had undergone an experimental procedure where they’d 3-D printed his heart out of cells that had somehow been made into a ‘personalized hydrogel’ and a mechanical valve or something. Other than that, he was a typical Caucasian guy. Brown hair, brown eyes, average build.

      We increased our efforts, and it seemed that everyone could feel time ticking down above our heads. When I wasn’t sleeping, I was either trying to force a vision or reading the book, hoping that it would give me some sort of insight into what the rotted dragon was doing.

      Because he absolutely was doing something incredibly specific. That was his style. I hadn’t known it at first, but he’d invited me to his prison, planted the idea of using it as a central hub, and then just waited for me to use it so he could infect one of my friends with some bit of himself.

      It was because I had underestimated him that Mallory was dead. It was because I’d been playing the short game while he’d been playing the long one that the world was falling apart, and he was in it. If I ever wanted to somehow undo everything, I needed to see at least as far as he did.

      But poring through the pages wasn’t exactly quick going, and I couldn’t skip anything lest I lose out on some important detail. I missed the days where my latent oracle-ness would just lead me to whatever part of the book I needed to read. Doing things manually sucked.

      We were so sure that Faeldrus’s machinations would be for naught. After all, how could he connect mirrors that had never touched? He had nothing from them; they had nothing of our world. We were separated by the divide.

      We would have done well not to underestimate him. It took him years spent as a pariah, but he was able to create a ritual that allowed him to reach into the other realms. He did the impossible. It could have been an incredible accomplishment. Perhaps could have changed the way we looked at our gifts permanently.

      Except for the fact that it required death to fuel it.

      Blood magic is forbidden. No power is worth the sacrifice of a soul. But that did not stop Faeldrus. Like the four of our holiest stars, he needed a quartet of blended souls, those that were split between what we considered to be two ideals.

      A mother from the north and a father from the south? That seer would do.

      A seer who was blessed with the touch of the chimera? That seer could be the next point.

      An orphan seer who was adopted and loved by their chosen parents? That would work as well.

      Two things at once, a whole with two halves. Distinct ideas living in harmony. This was the foundation of his ritual. In killing them on his altars, he built the lines of his new order.

      I wish that the carnage had stopped there. But the final straw, the final boost of greatness and power that was supposed to connect him to each and every mirror world, laid within the shifters.

      A rare enough of the fey, I had only met a handful of shifters in my life. Truly astounding, they could take the shape of any living thing, adapt its mannerisms and sounds. While there were certain breeds of shifter who chose specific forms and kept to those forms only, they were not the majority.

      Until Faeldrus wove his way into their ranks.

      We do not know of how he wooed them, or how he convinced them to take on a body that we’d never seen, but in just one century, most of their kind had rallied to him in a beauteous but deadly form. They had wings, and great snapping jaws. Most had no legs of which to speak of, but that did not seem to slow them down. They flew, great wyrms through the sky, breathing fire or lightning. They abandoned all other forms, all of their connections to magic and the inner workings of the wild, and served only him.

      What I don’t understand is how they couldn’t see what he was doing to them. How some of their young went missing, stolen from their very beds. How their maidens began to disappear into the night. How they couldn’t smell their blood on him, in him.

      But they worshipped him still, even as he consumed them each night at his table. But no one knew, especially not us, and we were shocked when he emerged as one of them.

      Faeldrus was never a shifter, never blessed with such magics, and yet he was able to twist things and turn into one of them but greater. He had legs. He had many, many horns. He was coated in overlapping, natural armor across his whole body. It was both amazing and terrible, and he used his new body to take over the capitol with his horde of acolytes.

      I am sure that they thought themselves quite smart, aligning themselves with someone clearly so set on ruling the world, but they couldn’t have counted on being the final peg of his great ritual.

      I wonder, even if they had known, would they have stopped him? He required a hundred willing sacrifices. Those willing to let their blood flow in the name of his gain. Considering the fervor of his following, considering how much the shifters worshipped at his feet, would they have said no? Or would they have thrown themselves at his feet?

      A moot point, I suppose, as it is Maedryell who turned at the last moment and foiled him before he could enact that plan.

      It is unfortunate that it took her over a hundred and fifty years to shake herself from his shackles. Perhaps if she had resisted his influence earlier, our society wouldn’t be on the brink as it is now, with thousands of the winged shifters wandering with all of their memories erased. Many of our leaders think we should adopt them—

      I stopped as it shifted into a discussion of what responsibilities their society had toward the dragons that apparently couldn’t remember their entire time while serving Faeldrus. My mind was spinning.

      I knew what the rotted dragon was doing. Finally, I knew.

      The child was half an orphan with her mother dead and half not. Her eyes were both brown and blue—heterochromia, I believed it was called. The soldier had been of the east and the west. He’d been of a soldier and a civilian. He too had been half an orphan. And the kid with the heart? Part human, part machine. He was both dying and brand new at the exact same time.

      Two halves inside of a single whole person. People of duality. He’d gotten all of the points he needed, which apparently could only mean a singular, very specific thing.

      Once more, he was trying to unite all the realms. All those mirror worlds that I had caught glimpses of when I was dead. Worlds where the anti-humanists had won. Worlds where we’d never arrived. Worlds where some of us had arrived and flourished, and others where we’d been wiped out. Worlds nothing like our own. He wanted to connect all of them, reunite them with direct passageways until they were all one, interconnected mass that he could rule.

      It would destroy so much. Nearly all life could be wiped out by that kind of shift, and only Fauldrus would be left to absorb all the power that gave him.

      What then? What would he do when the universe was in ashes and he was sitting alone? Would he finally be satisfied? I doubted it, but at the same time, I couldn’t imagine what happened if everyone was dead. Not just everyone in my world, but everyone in every world. Would the universe wink out? Or would it birth itself again and Faeldrus would just wait until the timing was right before culling all of them too?

      The thought made me sick. It made me burn. But it also gave me hope.

      Because I knew what he had to do.

      He had to gather all the dragons that he could, at least a hundred of them, and have them willingly sacrifice themselves for him. I had no doubts that he would be able to twist the words to make it sound appealing. Most of them probably wouldn’t even get that they were about to die.

      All I had to do was stop that, and then he would be up a creek without a paddle. He could attack and kidnap as many dual people as he wanted, but he wasn’t going to get anywhere without the sacrifice of his dragons.

      Maybe if he hadn’t eaten so many of them, he wouldn’t have such a shortage on his hands.

      But I got it. I got why he had to eat him. In the end, he was right. Me and him were a lot alike, at least genetically. He was an oracle just like me, or a seer as the journal called them. It was only through twisting the natural laws and consuming the flesh of children and maidens that he’d been able to take on the dragon form. It seemed that coming to our physical world had forced him to consume quite a bit of his flock in order to maintain his shape.

      …could we starve him out? Was there a way to keep most of the dragons safe from him until he eventually burst in a rush of pus and decomposing matter?

      I had so many questions, all stacking in my mind on top of each other, but I was invigorated by the rush of it all. Because finally, after days of having nothing, I had an answer.

      I jumped to my feet, nearly hitting my head in the process. I was tucked into the little cubby that we had abandoned when the dwarves had dug out a new access tunnel to the main chunk of the underground. It was quiet and people were less likely to bug me, so it served my purposes well enough. Unfortunately, it meant that I was at least a fifteen-minute walk away from everyone else and waiting that long to do something seemed wasteful and also like it might actually make me lose my mind.

      First things first, I needed to know more. I had enough to lay the foundation of what I needed, but it wasn’t enough. I needed someone with insider knowledge. Someone who probably already knew what kind of trap Faeldrus had laid for the other dragons and how to subvert it.

      Someone who’d already done it before.

      It was a tricky thing, going about summoning a spirit of death, someone who was cursed not to be a part of my world but had directly interfered with it. I supposed there was always the chance that she had stopped existing entirely, undone by breaking the rules and saving me. But nevertheless, I went about paging through the book until I found an explanation of the curse that was placed on none other than Maedryell, my own personal grim reaper.

      It wasn’t hard to find the spot—it was full of diagrams and arrows and all sorts of things I didn’t remember. But even without the push of my magic to tell me what to do or how to write or how to channel things, I was able to find the symbol that I was pretty sure was supposed to represent her. Or maybe it was her duty. Either way, it worked for me.

      A sharp piece of metal worked well enough for scratching the spell circle I needed into the floor, copying lines and changing a few depending on what I remembered from my short time of being a ghost. I didn’t want to redo her curse, or somehow double it. I just wanted her to come to me, even if she didn’t have the energy to do so herself. A sort of…spirit delivery system, as it were. Maedryell Prime.

      It probably took me more than fifteen minutes to draw it all out, but it didn’t matter. It was fifteen minutes that I had been proactive. Every single line was something I carved out of the rotted dragon’s hide. I was a thorn in his side, alright.

      Sitting back, I allowed myself a single nod of accomplishment before I settled. Closing my eyes, I concentrated on only her. The way the smoke wafted from her, the slight smell of sulfur and a campfire whenever she was near. How gratefully she’d sipped that coffee in the fake diner we’d been in. The way I could almost see her face, shifting as if it was actually there, but translucent enough so that the skull below the shifting smoke was always visible. And then I thought of how she cut my arm off. Of her conversation in the hall.

      I linked all those spaced-out events in my mind, one right after the other, compressing them into a single string of energy. And it was with that string that I yanked her toward me, pulling her closer and closer until a blast of heat knocked me flat onto my back.

      “How… How did you do that?”

      It took a bit more effort than I liked to admit to sit up and look at my handywork. Sure enough, the spirit was right there, her form heaving as if she was breathing heavily.

      “Oh hey, it worked.”

      “What worked?”

      “I would think the whole being summoned to a spell circle on the ground part would be obvious.”

      It was almost comical how she looked down, looked up, then looked down again. “You read the book.”

      “That I did.”

      She sagged in relief, her smoke puddling out on the ground like water. “I’ve been so weak. I couldn’t reach you. I couldn’t do much of anything.”

      “Yeah, I figured. Thanks for the whole healing thing, by the way. Still a bit screwy in some ways, but much better than I was. You know, actually functional.”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more, but that took up nearly all my energy. I… I wasn’t supposed to.”

      “Yeah. I got to that part of the story. You did a real number on your own people.” It was strange to see her looking so human, so vulnerable. Even though she hadn’t been my direct enemy in a long while, she was still some sort of ancient, intensely mystical being that dozens of earth cultures shared. It was like seeing the boogeyman act all nervous. Uncomfortable.

      “What happened to make you join someone like him just to turn around and foil his plans in the end?”

      “It is a long story.”

      “I doubt it. That’s just what people say when they don’t want to talk about whatever you’re asking about. Come on, give me the cliff notes version.”

      She didn’t answer for a moment, just floating there, barely visible if the lantern I had flickered the wrong way. But after a few beats, she spoke. “I wasn’t from the seer continent. I was born to a fey mother and father, but neither were oracles. When I displayed ability, I was elected as my village’s mouthpiece to the gods.”

      “That sounds like a lot of responsibility for a teenager.”

      “It was. And then my village grew sick. I prayed and prayed and prayed for our gods to help them. And then this man began to appear in my dreams, and he taught me, bit by bit, how to save them. But when it came time for the final steps, he told me knowledge always comes with a burden and a price. I had nothing to pay him with, so he had me sign myself over to him.

      “I can’t entirely explain what happened after that. I wrote on a piece of paper and then suddenly, he was the center of my world. Everything out of his mouth was amazing. I loved him, truer and deeper than I had ever loved anyone. I would have done anything he asked of me.

      “…I did do everything he asked of me.”

      “And how did you break free?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know? How is that possible?”

      “If I don’t know, how can I have an answer for you? It wasn’t like a block broke over my head and suddenly I was able to see through all of his lies. It started as little things, questioning in my head why he wanted something done. Wondering if his choices were the best decisions. Then it went on to noticing the missing shifter children. Then the maidens.

      “But it wasn’t until I began to remember all the people he’d ended that the cracks really started. Little by little, they grew all along the core of me until one day, I realized that following him was the last thing that I wanted to do.”

      “And that was when you turned?”

      “Pretty much. There’s more nuance and story, but that’s the rough draft of it.”

      “Well, we’re on the same page now then for the most part.”

      “Alright… Was all that why you summoned me?”

      “No. I mean, don’t appreciate you implying that it wouldn’t be worth the trip, but there’s more. I actually called you here because I want you to help me.”

      “I’m not sure what you think I can do. I’m barely even here. I couldn’t guide a single soul to the beyond if there was anyone to take. Even being corporeal enough for you to see me is difficult.”

      “Believe it or not, you not being seen is a help.”

      “How so?”

      “It’s so because Faeldrus is trying to start the same ritual that you managed to stop the first time, and I think he’s going to sacrifice the rest of the anti-humanist dragons he has in his fold to do it. I need to know where he’s doing that and when.”

      It seemed like it would be impossible for a ghost to go pale, but she absolutely blanched at my words. “How do you know this?”

      “The book. I read all about the ritual. He’s already kidnapped all the humans he needs. Been around the world. I’m surprised you didn’t notice, you know, given that he’s a giant dragon.”

      “I’ve been in slumber, unable to reach your mortal plane,” she said sharply. “If you hadn’t summoned me, I wouldn’t be here right now.”

      “Ah. Right. Well, I need you to do that. Find out the thing for me.”

      I was pretty sure that she didn’t need to breathe, and yet the spirit let out a long sigh. “And you are aware that he is able to see me, correct? That even at my weakest, we are bound together by my punishment.”

      “I, uh, guess I didn’t get to that part. Tied to him how?”

      “He can’t destroy me. I can’t destroy him. His power fuels me and my power stops him from ever being able to pass on.”

      “Wait, your curse is what made him immortal? Why would they do that?”

      “As someone who was dead once and magically became not dead, I’m surprised you even have to ask that question.”

      “Ah. Right.”

      “All he would have to do was kill himself in his prison and he could possibly be resurrected in a different dimension. In order to be trapped, he had to be prevented from having any possibility of escape. Even in death.”

      “So we can’t kill him then? There’s no beating him?”

      “You can defeat him. But if your plan involves ending his life, then no.”

      I sighed, rubbing at my temples. “Look, I don’t know how, I just need you to find out where he is and when this thing is happening. Maybe, like, go spy with the dragons. See if that elder we double-tapped with a car is still alive.”

      “You hit an elder with a car?”

      “Twice. That was implied with the double-tap.”

      “Fine. Whatever we need to do to stop him. But I need energy. I barely have anything left. The moment you break this circle, I’ll return to the ether until I’m strong enough to reform.”

      “And how long do you think that might take?” Overnight? A couple days? Did we even have that kind of time?

      “I can’t say exactly, as this has never happened before. But if I had to guess based on the time that’s passed already, anywhere from a decade to a century.”

      “A what!?”

      The spirit leveled a look at me that made my toes curl inside my shoes. “The dead are dead. It’s not like they have anywhere to go while they wait.”

      “I… Let’s not even go into that. Alright, so I need to give you energy. How do I do that?”

      “You can’t. You’re still healing and using what I gave you. If you were to return it to me, I fear it could end you entirely.”

      “And I’m guessing I wouldn’t be able to be brought back like last time.”

      “You could potentially, but I am fairly certain that Faeldrus would do his best to make sure that your flock won’t have the ability or resources to do so.”

      “Right. Okay, so we need to get you energy, but not from me. What then?”

      “Actually, I think our answer is already here.”

      I craned my neck to look in the direction that the spirit was staring in and was surprised to see Sokhanya standing there with her arms crossed, observing the two of us.

      “Oh hey,” I said, standing. “I know this might look weird, but—”

      She just walked past me, holding up her hand. There was already a piece of paper in it and I took the thing, unfolding it to reveal shakily-written words.

      I ALREADY SEE

      Ah. A vision. Weird when other people got those and not me. But Sokhanya didn’t pay my surprise any mind and marched right into the summoning circle, offering her hand.

      “Are you sure of what you offer? It will hurt.”

      “She’s deaf. She can’t—”

      “We can communicate just fine. You would be able to again if you were fully connected to your gift.”

      “Ah. Right, I knew that.”

      There was another moment where an exchange happened between the two that I couldn’t hear and then Maedryell’s smoky, bony hand joined in Sokhanya’s.

      I wasn’t prepared for the blast of light that filled the entire tunnel, causing me to throw up my arms to shield my face. It was like the sun had just risen right in front of me, minus all the temperature and cosmic radiation that would kill me instantly, of course.

      But there was a weird sort of pulling sensation in my chest, like all the air was being sucked out of the room. I stumbled forward, barely catching myself by gripping one of the metal bars of the grate, which unfortunately took a hand away from my eyes, which were registering way too much light even with my lids closed and one palm over them.

      It was all over in just a moment, however, and then I was left standing there with light spots dancing in my eyes.

      “Hey, I’m totally blind here. Is everyone okay?”

      I didn’t hear anything, and worry started to bubble up in me. What if it had all gone wrong? What if Sokhanya was dead!?

      But then a cool hand caressed my cheek, barely a breath of air. “She’ll be fine. Make sure to get her food, water, and rest. I will return when I have the information you need.”

      I nodded. “What—”

      But I felt the absence of her as she left, leaving me alone in the silence.

      It was at least five or six minutes before my vision began slowly crawling back, and the cubby returned to me in patches. I called out for Sokhanya a couple times, but naturally, she didn’t answer. Man, I wished that I had any iota of my abilities. I had never realized how much I depended on them, even for little things like being able to tell where the other oracles were relative to me or communicating with Sok. Sure, we had paper and pen, all of us were learning sign, but none of those really made up for being able to communicate mind to mind.

      When I could finally make out more details, I saw her sprawled on the ground, her dark hair fanning around her head almost artfully. Rushing over, I feared the worst.

      She was still breathing, which made some of the urge to heave dissipate. But she was clearly unconscious, and her skin was deathly pale. She looked similar to how she had over a month back, when she was recovering. I knew that she had to be in terrible pain, or at least she would have been if she was conscious.

      “Hey there, don’t worry. I got you.”

      I slid my arms under her, fully intending to pick her up and cart her off, but then I almost ended up toppling forward. For a moment, I couldn’t understand what was happening considering I had once carried her on my back with no problem, before I remembered that I wasn’t exactly myself.

      Whoops.

      “Okay, change of plans.”

      I grabbed the bag I had brought with me, pulling out a water bottle and the small ration of jerky I’d managed to yoink. Sliding the bag under her head, I set the supplies out and settled next to her, pulling her feet into my lap to get her circulation back toward her heart and her head.

      “Thank you, Sok. Really.” I gave her leg a pat then opened my book. If I was going to have to wait for Maedryell to come back, I might as well be productive.
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      “On the beginning of the new moon, he will hold his ceremony. He has called all that are able to come to him under the guise of preparing a full attack on humans. He has summoned dragons from all over the world, not just the few anti-humanists left in the city. Even with significant interference from all your resources, I have no doubt that he will have a great enough number to sacrifice.”

      

      Those were the words that haunted us. It hadn’t taken long for Maedryell to get them back to us. There were perks to not really being a part of our world but still being able to listen and look. I wasn’t sure why none of us were able to force a vision with that info, but if I had to guess, it was probably Faeldrus running some sort of interference. In fact, I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had been using some sort of spell to obscure certain things from us ever since Sokhanya awakened.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Bronn asked grimly. I understood it, though. We’d gone on a lot of impossible mission before, but our current one? Well, it was about as lethal as they came.

      Mostly because we weren’t rescuing anyone. We weren’t escaping, spying, or fighting. We were merely going to crash the event where all our enemies were going to be gathered and try to convince them that Faeldrus was about to kill them all.

      And if that didn’t work…well, the whole place was probably going to be bombed.

      I didn’t know where the dwarves got access to planes or munitions, but that probably wasn’t information they felt a twenty-something oracle with no abilities needed. It wouldn’t kill the rotted dragon, of course, but it would wipe out all the dragons before they could sacrifice themselves to him.

      It also stood a very good chance of killing us.

      Ironic, us trying to stop them from sacrificing themselves by risking sacrificing ourselves, but we didn’t really see a way around it. Especially since we only had a total of three days to stop him. And true to the spirit’s word, Bronn reached out to all the dragons he could to intercept those traveling to our city. They did what they could, but it wasn’t like there were enough to provide a round-the-clock barrier, and if we did, the rotted dragon would definitely know what we were up to.

      So that was how Krisjian and I ended up with Bronn, waiting for what could be our final mission. Mickey had wanted to come, of course, as had Mal, but there wasn’t much they could do. Besides, if we failed, I didn’t want them to be there for it.

      I didn’t like the idea of Krisjian being there either, but something that the seer had said about Faeldrus’s appeal had reminded me of a couple of things the boy had done. I couldn’t help but wonder if the power of persuasion was a literal oracle gift. It would make sense considering I’d seen him compel someone who hated me to tell the truth and a spirit that she and I were magnets that were repelling each other.

      “I am,” I said with a nod. I’d done my good-byes. I’d cried. I’d been uncertain and scared and all of that was dealt with. It just made sense for me to go with Krisjian. He was too young and too inexperienced to have to face off alone in what could be the most important diplomatic moment of our kind, and I’d already died once. Plus, if we were all brutally honest, I was detached from my own power. I couldn’t protect myself, couldn’t see into the future, couldn’t even run from one end of the room to the other. If things did go south… Well, they wouldn’t be losing someone helpful beyond being able to read a book. And in reality, Sok could do that herself once she got better at learning to read in general.

      We really were at the end of the road. Either we won or we didn’t. I didn’t see any other outcome besides that. We were about to break into a religious event with the equivalent of a cult leader and a horde of his followers and try to convince some of them not to drink the Kool-Aid. That was it. No bells, no whistles.

      “Wait, no, I’m not.”

      “What do you—”

      I turned to Bronn and pulled him down into a kiss, my mouth moving against his, trying to send him everything that I was feeling. No matter what happened, I wanted him to know that he had my heart. That I would be forever grateful for that moment he ran into me in the café that I worked at and tried to protect me from harm. That he never really forced me to do anything, that he trusted me even when I asked impossible, unfair things from him.

      “Uh… I will get some water.” I heard Krisjian say behind me then a small set of footsteps receding away. Okay, maybe we were being a little heavy on the PDA for a young teenager, but I didn’t want to die with any regrets.

      Well, any regrets about showing my love. I still wasn’t too happy about being tricked into ending the world by our greatest enemy.

      I was breathing hard when we broke our kiss, Bronn resting his forehead against mine as his arms wrapped around me. We stood there a moment, just rocking, before he spoke again.

      “Of all the people in all the worlds, I still thank every ancestor that somehow I was the one lucky enough to run into you.”

      Oof, that went right to my heart, filling me with warmth from the soles of my feet right up to the top of my head. He was just so good.

      “Me too,” I said with a sigh. “You know, when this is over, we’re going to have to go on a real date. Just the two of us.”

      I could feel his grin against the top of my head. “I would like that very much. There’s this nice sushi place that I remember I used to love to go to. Maybe we could make a whole night of it.”

      “Yeah. That sounds nice.” I pressed another kiss to him then took a step away. “I’ll hold you to that.”

      “As long as you’re holding me at all.”

      “Cheesy.”

      “Are you two done, yes?” Krisjian asked, approaching again.

      “Hey, just because you’ve got a crush on Mal doesn’t mean you get to be grouchy about me kissing my boyfriend.” Huh, it still felt weird to say that word. Maybe it was because we were so much more than that. Maybe because he was a literal dragon and royalty. Oh well. It didn’t matter.

      “I know not of which you speak,” Krisjian responded with perfect flatness. “Time to fly, yes?”

      “Time to fly,” Bronn confirmed before walking to the other side of the roof we were perched on. It was still beautiful to watch him shift, his human features giving way to his dragon ones. In less than a minute, the handsome, six-foot man I loved turned into a towering, silver beast with glowing scales and great, expansive wings.

      “Come on, Krisjian. Let’s go save the world.”

      I wish I could say either of us were graceful as we climbed up Bronn’s leg and onto his back, but we most definitely weren’t. At least neither of us fell and cracked our heads, so I decided that was good enough.

      We took off into the night, the moon not even a sliver in the sky, leaving mostly faintly sparkling darkness. It was harder to hold on considering my thighs had lost most of their strength, so it was Krisjian that did most of the work while I held onto him.

      In the distance, we could see other shapes in the night, all ahead of us on the same path to the sports arena that hadn’t had any games there since everything had started. It made sense that would be a place for a large meeting of dragons, but I had a hard time believing that several hundred would fit.

      Maybe we would luck out and it would be too cramped, so dozens would fly off in protest.

      And maybe pigs would also fly.

      Then again, I supposed that stranger things had happened. Not that I could readily name those things, but my memory was full of holes that Krisjian could drive a car through, since that seemed to be his go-to strategy.

      The stadium was approaching rapidly, and I began to wonder if we really had lost it. We were flying in a straight line and I had no shield to protect us. What if we didn’t get a single word out?

      I supposed I would find out, and quickly.

      It didn’t take long for us to get a clear view. Thankfully, the rotted dragon was nowhere in sight, leaving what looked like a very full house of dragons.

      They weren’t all like Bronn. There were drakes and wyrms, dravens and wyverns. In fact, I saw just about every type of dragon that I had learned about since coming into their world. From wingless and four legs to no legs and winged, just like the ones I had read about in the book. They were all assumedly dragons who thought my kind was no more than livestock to be used and culled on a whim, but it was still difficult to swallow that—if Faeldrus got his way—all of them would be dead before the end of the night.

      “There, Bronn. On the top of that advertisement.”

      I wasn’t sure if he heard me, but then the prince braked hard. In one fluid motion, he did end up perching right on top, letting us look out over the field. None of the dragons had noticed us, but I assumed it was because they were preoccupied looking in the other direction for the rotted dragon to approach from his nest.

      “Alright,” I said, climbing up his neck. “It’s now or never. You ready to work your mojo, Krisjian?”

      He nodded, swallowing hard. “I will do my best.”

      “That’s all we can do.”

      I reached the top of Bronn’s head, kneeling between his twisted horns, and took a deep breath. I could feel Krisjian’s hands press into me, his power flowing cool and sweet through my body.

      “Hey, dragons!”

      Sure, not the most gracious opening, but my voice echoed through the empty space, and the next thing I knew, hundreds of heads were turned towards me. Well, that was intimidating.

      Shrieks and squawks sounded along with several roars. It was easy to see the lines of tension ripple out through the shifters and it was very clear to me that they were about to attack.

      “Hold on a moment!” I cried, raising my arms as if I was going to call up a shield. Thankfully, that worked. The benefit of them not knowing that I was powerless.

      Then again…maybe some of them didn’t recognize me at all, only Bronn. Wouldn’t that be something?

      “Look, I know why you’re all here, but I came here in the interest of a truce. I’m trying to save all of you from death, okay? For the good of our world, I need all of you to live on to terrorize me and my people for another day.”

      There were more snarls and roars, but no one attacked. For a moment, I thought we were in the clear, until several large dragons parted, revealing a massive golden one that had been laying on the ground, clearly resting.

      Uh oh. I had an idea of who that was.

      Sure enough, as steam filled the space then dissipated, there was none other than the blond elder standing there. He looked practically brand new, aside from a scar that was visible down the side of his neck down below the collar of his fine tunic.

      “Last time we met, you surely weren’t trying to save any of our kind.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s been an eventful week. Look, I know you’re all about the rotted dragon and you think he’s going to hand you the world on a silver platter, but that’s not how any of this is going to go. He’s going to sacrifice all of you for his own gain!”

      “And you expect us to believe this?”

      “Yeah, Krisjian,” I whispered softly behind me. “Are we expecting them to believe me?”

      “I am trying. Like you said, letting them see the cracks rather than telling them outright that everything is wrong.”

      “Alright. I’ll keep buying time.”

      Really, that was my main job. I might not have had my abilities, or my bruiser status, but I always had my wit.

      Well, at least I did when I wasn’t drugged up to my gills.

      “Why would I come here and risk my life otherwise? Faeldrus—that’s his name—isn’t one of your kind. I know he looks like it, I know that your religion has him prominently featured as well, but he’s not. He’s actually an oracle, one of my own people, who got his power from killing and consuming yours.

      “He got here on your backs, on your blood, but he wants more. I swear on my dead parents and on the head of every oracle that has existed, does exist, or will exist, that I am telling you the truth.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw some of the dragons exchanging looks, their large heads swaying since they didn’t have forward-facing sockets. Was that doubt? That looked like doubt.

      “If you really believe that to be so, then deliver yourself to us.”

      “What?” I blurted out. That was just about the last thing that I had expected.

      “You want us to trust you? Then trust us. Give yourself up and we’ll all leave this place. Our leader will understand that a pure opportunity arose. And when we prove that he has no nefarious needs, you agree to cooperate with us and bring all your flock into our fold.”

      My heart thundered in my chest, my vision going dark at the edges. He wanted me…down there?

      The thing was, it was worth it if it stopped them from being in the ritual. But we had only minutes before a missile was dropped. They weren’t supposed to fire until they saw the rotted dragon, but even if they waited until the last possible second, I didn’t foresee being able to get me out in time.

      I would die.

      “So what is it, Daniella the Oracle? Do you wish us to trust you or not?”

      I took a deep breath. Then another. I already knew what I had to do, but that didn’t mean that it was easy.

      “I’m sorry, Bronn,” I murmured before popping to my feet and taking a running leap off the top of his head.

      He let out a roar that just about shattered my heart, layered with rage and betrayal. So much for all my promises. But I hardly even had time to feel guilty before a wyvern leapt off the back of another and caught me against his back, slamming down hard on my front and driving the air from my body.

      “See,” I wheezed as I was set on the ground. I tried not to look behind me at the angry noises that Bronn was making. I was doing it to him again, even though I said I wouldn’t. Forcing him to watch me die. “I trust you. Now let’s all get out of here, okay? War can be back on tomorrow, but not tonight. Ceasefire.”

      The blond man strode forward, and suddenly, his large hands were gripping my arms. “You’re here. You’re actually here.”

      My stomach dropped. I had thought he was going to default on our mini deal, but I had also hoped that maybe he would stick to the terms.

      “I really am. But come on, we don’t have much time. Please, don’t back out on this.”

      He looked like he was going to, he really did. “You know, I could rip your throat out right now and my whole people would praise me. Even the Great One Himself would praise me.” He licked his lips, and I sighed. Oh well. “But my word is my word. Besides, I have a special, golden new home made just for you. Let’s go.”

      Oh.

      “Wait, what?”

      Was he really…

      “What, did you think I wouldn’t keep my promise? I am many things, but a liar is not one of them. I trust you can hold on tight?”

      I couldn’t believe it. It was working? I was getting them all out? Sure, I would be a prisoner, but I could be rescued another day. Our deal was only that I would bring all the other oracles into the fold if the rotted dragon proved me wrong, which he wouldn’t. “I can try.”

      “Good girl.”

      That grated on me, but I didn’t say anything. I knew when to keep my mouth shut. The elder just smirked, and then his body began to expand and shift.

      I didn’t know if it was Krisjian’s influence or not, but I didn’t care. I all but leapt onto the crook of his leg and a drake used the top of his head to boost me onto the elder’s back.

      I risked a glance back at Bronn, and I could read the pain across his dragon features. That was definitely something I would have to deal with once I was back where I belonged.

      But that was okay, because I would have time if we just—

      A downbeat of air had adrenaline suddenly pouring through me and I looked up into the night sky to see a familiar shape lowering itself down.

      Oh no.

      “There you are, my sweet. How did you find my little engagement?” he practically cooed, hovering there.

      “Oh, you know, I have my ways.”

      “I bet you do.”

      Suddenly, he opened his feet and four shapes were falling. Bronn shot through the air, catching them then barrel-rolling impossibly fast.

      It felt like a sledgehammer crashed into my side, but one moment, I was on top of the golden dragon, and the next, I was in the air. When I could see again, I was astride Bronn’s back with four very frazzled humans clinging to different parts of him.

      The sacrifices.

      “Those aren’t yours,” Faeldrus said with a purr. “While I appreciate your attendance, remember that you are a guest here.” He looked at the dragons below. “You weren’t about to leave me now, were you?”

      I could see the golden dragon turn, and I wondered what kind of excuse he was cooking up, but he never got it out. The rotted dragon suddenly descended almost too quickly to see, and there was a sickening crunch as the elder was slammed into with Faeldrus’s long, wicked claws and powerful feet. The entire stadium went silent, until the sound of the elder being consumed began to fill the space.

      Surely that had to be it. The moment the other dragons would see that he was dangerous. That he had no care for them at all.

      But most importantly, it kept them occupied. Enough for Krisjian to pull a rope from the saddlebag between Bronn’s shoulders to hand to the four humans who looked like they were barely hanging onto reality and secure to his horns. When he was done, the young man clicked his tongue, and Bronn started to lift off.

      I suddenly understood why when I heard the distinctive noise of some sort of aircraft. Oh right. The missile. Looking up, I saw a couple of blinking lights and then the whistle of something dropping quickly through the air.

      The missile.

      Bronn pushed off backward, pulling off a move one wouldn’t think that something of his size could do. I braced myself, preparing for yet another explosion.

      Except that never happened.

      Because of course Faeldrus looked up and of course he opened his bloody mouth and tilted his head back. Like something out of a cartoon, the bomb went right into his body, a soft glow and muffled boom sounding from inside him.

      And that was it. Our failsafe was gone. It hadn’t even so much as nicked the ground. Our Hail Mary was much less Mary and more Maury, leaving just a silent crowd that was trying to catch up on what had happened.

      “All your attempts really are cute,” Faeldrus chuckled. “Do you see this, my children? How these oracles use lies and trickery to manipulate you to their own ends? So how they were able to turn one of the oldest and most loyal of you with what seemed like a deal that could only benefit you?”

      I could hear the crowd beginning to agree. Rumbles and snorts, assorted noises of approval. It was in that moment that I knew we had probably lost.

      “Get these humans out of here,” I said quietly. “We have to keep them away from him.”

      Bronn didn’t argue with me, just putting as much distance between us and the stadium as possible. As far as mission went, a half-success wasn’t so bad. I hadn’t counted on the rotted dragon dropping them right into our laps, so to speak.

      …wait, why would he even do that?

      “But you are stronger than that, my children. You know how to look past their lies, do you not?! You know that I only seek to lead you to the glory you all deserve.”

      Those sounds of agreement reached me even as Bronn raced to get away.

      “All I ask of you is that you willingly give yourselves to me. Worship me, let me lead you, and I will never leave your side. The question is, do you believe their kind, or are you willing to give yourselves up to the greater good?! Do you trust me?!”

      Huh, the whole cult thing was absolutely spot-on.

      The dragons didn’t seem to hear it, however, cheering and jumping and otherwise agreeing. I knew then there was no saving them. They were too brainwashed to see the noses on their own faces.

      “Then join me, join me in the glorious future that only I can lead you to. Be willing to die in the name of the glorious battle to come, and no one will be able to defeat us. Are you all willing?!”

      Another responding roar and then suddenly, everything stopped.

      Or maybe everything kept right on going but my mind was suddenly able to take in everything that was happening at once, because a whole lot happened at once.

      It felt like a dagger was dragged up both side of my ribs and then the sky cracked in two. Out of nowhere, lightning lanced down in dozens of places, leaving the air feeling like it was raw electricity.

      There was a cracking sound behind us, loud enough to make my ears pop. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that a dozen more bolts of lightning were all striking the rotted dragon at once, leaving the entire stadium illuminated and sparking.

      After that, there was a split moment of peace, not even a full second, where the whole world paused.

      Then it all exploded.

      Lightning lashed out from the rotted dragon, going through every single creature in the stadium like an arrow with a remote-control guide. Dozens of the things, crackling and full of plasma, tore through all the shifters like they were absolutely nothing.

      “Fly, Bronn!” I cried, whipping back forward. “You need to fly!”

      But there was no outpacing lightning.

      I looked over my shoulder just as a sharp bolt stabbed right through the middle of the humans, lifting them off Bronn’s back and yanking them backward. Four souls, four innocents, gone just like that.

      I opened my mouth to scream, but no sound came out. But that was probably because the world was cracking apart, geysers of white-hot light bursting from the ground like reverse bolts, growing in size until they wiped out everything in sight, including Krisjian and the very dragon prince I was riding on.

      It was into that blinding, burning energy that I fell.

      We’d failed.

      We’d all failed.

      The humans were dead. The dragons were dead. Faeldrus was absorbing every last bit of their power that he could. All his centuries of planning had finally come to fruition. Despite everything, despite having a team of oracles up against him, he’d won.

      The convergence of worlds had begun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THANK YOU

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading Dragon of Death, the eighth book in the Dragon Oracle series. I hope you enjoyed the story as much as I did.

      

      The next story, and last in this series, is called Convergence. As the name suggests, everything—good, evil, past, present—is going to collide. And nobody knows what’s gonna happen in the end.

      
        
        Order Convergence on Amazon:

        fairfieldpublishing.com/convergence

      

      

      

      We would like to thank you one more time before we part ways. We truly appreciate the time you spent with us and really enjoy hearing what readers think. So if you could leave a review for us on Amazon, that would be really cool.

      

      And lastly, 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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